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Foreword

It gives me immense pleasure to write the foreword for ‘Ashes
of the Olive Tree’, a work that blends imagination with
emotional depth, and human vulnerability with quiet resilience.
Books such as this remind us that stories are not merely
narratives on a page—they are windows into the hidden
chambers of the human heart.

What struck me the most about this manuscript is its sincerity.
The characters, though born of fiction, seem to breathe with the
weight of lived experience. Their struggles, doubts, faith, and
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about loss, a dignity with which hope is rekindled, and a poetic
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chapter is read.
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evocative, compassionate, and beautifully introspective. I wish
the book and its readers a fulfilling journey ahead.
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Preface

The olive tree is the oldest and most enduring symbol of the
Palestinian people. It represents peace, faith, and rootedness—
families plant it to mark births, and elders guard it to honor
ancestors. It stands for the soul of the land: resilient, ancient,
and stubborn in its refusal to die.

The word "Ashes" evokes the devastation of war—homes,
orchards, and memories turned to dust. Yet, in nature, ash is
not just an ending; it is a fertilizer. From the ashes of the forest,
the strongest saplings grow.

Thus, "Ashes of the Olive Tree" carries a spiritual lament, but
also a divine promise: that even when the sacred seems
extinguished, the roots remain.

However, this story is not merely a tragedy of stone and soil. It
unfolds on a new, invisible frontline—one as vital as the air we
breathe.

In the twenty-first century, the siege is not just physical; it is
digital. We are witnessing a war where a signal bar on a phone
is as precious as a loaf of bread, and where a working charging
cable is an umbilical cord connecting a suffocating people to the
outside world.

The war described in these pages is fought in the rubble of the
streets, but also in the vast, contested territory of the virtual
world. It is a battle between those who wish to bury the truth
and those who risk their lives to upload it.



Ashes of the Olive Tree is a work of fiction, born from the
undeniable reality of Gaza.

Yusuf, the writer—a sixteen-year-old boy who becomes the lone
survivor of his family. Through his eyes, we witness the ruin of
ordinary lives and the struggle to find a voice when the world
has gone silent. Yusuf’s journey mirrors that symbolism. He sees
his world burn to ashes yet carries a piece of an olive carving —
the last symbol of his family and faith — which becomes his
torch of hope and longing.

Beside him is Samira, the healer—the embodiment of
education as resistance, who teaches that rebuilding a mind is
just as sacred as rebuilding a home.

And guarding them is Adnan, the engineer—representing the
modern struggle to keep the digital pulse of a nation beating
against the odds.

Here, faith confronts fear, and humanity finds its reflection —
even in its darkest hour.

While the story draws on recognizable events verified through
agencies like Reuters and Al Jazeera, its characters are imagined.
Yet, their pain is not. This novel seeks not merely to document
suffering, but to affirm the strength of the human spirit—the
people who, beneath the siege of hunger and the blackout of
silence, found strength in the soil of their belief. This is also a
story of love — not the fleeting kind, but love born of shared
suffering and sacred purpose.

In their journey, history breathes again — from the covenant of
Umar ibn al-Khattab, which honoured Jerusalem’s sanctity for
all faiths, to the echoes of Nakba and Intifada, to the awakening
of a global conscience in an age of silence.



From the rubble of homes to the digital cries echoing across
social media, from the whispered duas in field hospitals to the
halls of international diplomacy, this novel traces a journey of
transformation.

It is a story of a people who have become the conscience of the
world. It is the embodiment of that timeless truth: “They plan,
and Allah plans—and Allah is the best of planners.” (Quran 8:30).

This book is not a political commentary. It is a human prayer—
for the day when the olive trees no longer burn, when the
screens no longer broadcast grief, and when every child can sleep
under a sky free of fire.

May Allah make that day come soon.

— Ameen.



Disclaimer

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses,
places, events, locales, and incidents are either the products of
the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any
resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is
purely coincidental.

While the historical context of the novel draws upon real-world
conflicts, specific organizations, and public figures, the private
lives, conversations, and motivations attributed to characters
within this story are fictionalized for dramatic purposes. No
identification with actual persons (living or deceased), places,
buildings, and products is intended or should be inferred.

A word before you begin ......

This book started as a conversation between a father and a
daughter.

Between two hearts — one shaped by years of reflection and
faith, the other by study, curiosity, and youthful conviction.

It began not as a project, but as a shared ache — an ache for the
innocent voices of Gaza and every land where humanity is
tested. We spoke of history, of headlines, of prayers uttered
under the open sky — and slowly, a story began to take form. A
story not just of war, but of what survives it: faith, love, and the
enduring light of the human soul.

Saleha, studying International Relations at the London School
of Economics, brought to this work the insight of a researcher



and the heart of a believer. Her understanding of the Middle
East — its politics, its people, its paradoxes — helped shape
Yusuf’s world with truth and depth. Her compassion gave
Yusuf's voice a meaning.

Emam, a writer drawn to the moral dimension of history, sought
to turn pain into prayer — to remind that even amid ashes, there
is always an olive branch.

Together, they wanted this story to speak not in the language of
blame, but in the language of belief — belief that justice may be
delayed but never denied; that hope may bend but never break.

If Ashes of the Olive Tree touches even one reader enough to
pause, reflect, or pray for peace, they shall have done their part.

Because this story is not alone — it belongs to every Yusuf who
still waits for dawn, and every Samira who still builds a school
out of dust and dream:s.

To those who still believe that the pen can heal what war
destroys — this book is for you.

Emam Ghazali Khan & Aman Saleha
Jamshedpur/London



Yo N ok W=

DN et et e e et e e ek ek e
S O 0 N O UL W W N~ O

Contents

The Night of Ashes ... 1
The Rubble and the Sky ... 13
The Second Strike.........cccceeviiiiiiiiiiiieieee e 31
The Camp of Silence...........c..ccocooiiiiiiii 44
The Sky and the Hunger ... 57
The Ink and the Soil ..........cccooiiiiiiii, 72
The Static and the Lie ........cccccoeviiiiniiiiiiiiee 87
Ink and Rain ........ccoooiiiiiiiiiiice 103
The Fire and the Balance...........ccccccooeoiiiiiiinn. 114
. The World Fights Without Weapons ...................... 119
. The Martyre of Truth ... 135
. The Exchange of Shadows ... 144
. The Weight of Ink and Water....................c.ooo 151
. The Boy Who Spoke to the Wind .......................... 159
. The Stones of Al Quds......................... 173
. The Architecture of Rain ..........cccoooevvviiiiiiiinne. 193
. The Archaeology of Hope ............cccooieiiiiinnnn 210
. The Harvest of Olives .......ccccccoveviieiiiiiieeiiiieeeee. 226
. The Resolution.........ccccooeiiiiiiiiiiiie e 232
. The WItNeSS .....vevieiiiiie et 237






1.
The Night of Ashes

he evening had fallen gently over Gaza, carrying with it the
Tscent of za’atar and bread baking in clay ovens, masking the
permanent, underlying scent of dust. As the laughter of children
echoed through the narrow alleys, inside a small house near an
old olive grove sat a young boy, Yusuf.

He sat cross-legged on the rug, his knees knocking against the
low table. At sixteen, he had outgrown the space; his limbs were
long, restless, and filled with the vibrating energy of a boy
waiting for his life to begin. Beside him, his father, Abu Yusuf,
sat with the stillness of a mountain.

The man’s fingers, rough from years of carpentry, held a small,
stubborn piece of olive wood.

"Don't fight it, Yusuf," his father murmured, not looking up.

Yusuf paused, his knife hovering over his own scrap of wood.
He had been digging into it, trying to force the curve of a wing,
but the grain was tight and knotted. He pressed harder,
frustration rising in his chest. "I'm not fighting it," Yusuf
muttered, the knife slipping with a sharp skritch. "I'm trying to
malke it fly. It’s just... stubborn."

"It is olive wood," Abu Yusuf said, a faint smile touching his lips.
"It remembers the drought. It remembers the rocky soil. That is
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why it is hard." He reached out, his large, calloused hand
covering Yusuf’s restless one, stopping the blade.

"You are cutting across the story, son. That is why it resists you."

He took the wood from Yusuf’s hand and turned it in the
lamplight. "Look here. See the lines? The grain flows this way.
If you force your shape upon it, the wood will snap. But if you
follow the grain..." He guided Yusuf’s thumb along the swirling,
chaotic lines of the tree’s life. "...then the wing is already there.
You are just clearing away the dust."

Yusuf watched his father’s rough hands take the wood back.
With a single, fluid motion of his thumb, Abu Yusuf eased a
layer of wood away, revealing the smooth curve of a dove’s neck.
It looked like magic—the patience to find beauty in something
hard.

"Why can’t I do that?" Yusuf asked, wiping his wood shavings
onto the rug.

"Because you are in a hurry," his father said softly. "The wood
takes a hundred years to grow. You want to finish it in an hour."

Abu Yusuf set down his chisel and took Yusuf’s hands in his
own, turning them palms up. They were unscarred, the fingers
long and ink-stained near the nails.

"These are not a carpenter’s hands, Yusuf."
Yusuf pulled back slightly, defensive. "I can learn. I'm strong."

"I know you are strong. But strength is not just for breaking
stone or sawing timber." Abu Yusuf tapped the ink stain on
Yusuf’s index finger. "My hands are for the earth. For building
walls that stand against the wind. But yours..." He looked into
Yusuf’s eyes, his expression serious. "Yours are for the pen. You
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will not build houses, Yusuf. You will keep their memory. That
is a harder craft."

He handed the half-finished wooden dove to Yusuf. The wood
was still warm from his father’s grip. "So, let me handle the
chisel. You handle the schoolwork."

Yusuf turned the wooden bird over in his hands. It was rough,
heavy, and beautiful. "Will you teach me to varnish it?" he
asked. "To make it shine?"

"Tomorrow," Abu Yusuf nodded. "After you finish your studies.
We will coat it together. It will be your amanah—your trust."

From the kitchen, Ummi hummed a soft tune, stirring the lentil
soup. It felt like any other night, but beneath her melody lay
another sound—one as familiar to Yusuf as the call to prayer,
and just as constant.

It was a low, mechanical vibration in the teeth. It wasn't new;
Yusuf had heard it for as long as he could remember. It was the
background static of Gaza—the sound of the drones watching.
Most days, you simply forgot it was there, the way you forget
the sound of traffic or the humidity. But tonight, the static was
different. It wasn't just watching. It felt like it was waiting.

The Weight of the Sky

For the past week, the neighborhood had been emptying. The
streets were quieter. The usual shouts of vendors were fading
day by day. Even the stray cats seemed to have vanished into
the shadows.

Maryam punctured his thoughts when she squealed, “Catch me!
Catch me!" She spun in circles near the open window. She was
five, and to her, the war was just a story the adults whispered
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about. To her, the peeling paint was decoration; the house was
not small, it was a castle.

"Look, Yusuf! The stars are coming down!" She was chasing the
glow of fireflies that had drifted in from the olive grove, drawn
to the light of their oil lamp. She clapped her hands, trying to
trap the flickering lights, giggling when they danced out of
reach.

"Careful, little bird," Yusuf said, grinning as he poked her side.
She tripped over his foot and tumbled onto the cushions. "Yusuf
is a giant!" she squealed, hiding behind their father.

Abu Yusuf smiled, but a fleeting shadow crossed his face. His
gaze kept shifting to the window, then quickly back to Maryam,
as if checking that the walls were still there.

"Dinner’s ready!" Ummi called, carrying the tray in. Her voice
was bright—too bright—as if the sheer force of her cheerfulness
could push back the night. She set the tray down, her hand
lingering for a moment on Maryam’s head, smoothing a stray
curl with a trembling fierce tenderness. "Yusuf, wash your hands.
And you, Maryam, stop spinning before you get dizzy."

That night, as they sat together for dinner—lentil soup,
flatbread, olives from their own tree—Yusuf’s father raised his
palms. “Ya Allah, keep this home safe. Keep our land green like
the olive, and our hearts firm like its roots.”

"Ameen," Yusuf whispered.

From the radio in the corner came the evening news—low,

” o«

static, anxious voices speaking of “tensions rising,” “warnings
issued.” Abu Yusuf reached over and clicked the radio off.
"Enough of that," he said quietly. "Let us eat in peace tonight, in

sha Allah."
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But Yusuf saw his mother’s eyes linger on the skylight. Outside,
the crickets had stopped chirping. There was only the droning
sound filling the distance—the hum of a machine that never
slept. It sounded like a blade being drawn slowly, endlessly,
against a whetstone.

A sharp, metallic promise.
After dinner, Abu Yusuf stood up. "Come, Yusuf. The air is
stifling."

They stepped out onto the small terrace. The rooftops of Gaza
stretched out before them, a maze of concrete bathed in the
light of the moon. Abu Yusuf pointed toward the east.

“Do you see that glow beyond the hills?” he asked.
“Yes, Baba.”

“That is Al-Quds,” his father said softly. “One day, we will go
there together, and you will pray in Masjid al-Aqsa.”

“Promise?”
“In sha Allah,” Abu Yusuf smiled, ruffling his hair.

"Should we leave, Baba? Like the neighbors are talking about?"
Yusuf asked.

His father looked at him. For a moment, Yusuf saw the fear
behind the man’s eyes—a raw, terrifying vulnerability. But then,
Abu Yusuf blinked, and the mountain returned. He sighed,
looking at the dark outlines of the houses around them.

"And go where, my son? To the schools they say are safe until
they strike them? To the tents where the cold kills as surely as
the bombs? My father left his home in '48 thinking it was for
two days, and he never saw it again." Abu Yusuf shook his head

Ashes of the Olive Tree | 5



slowly. "No. We do not walk into another exile. This is our
home. The roots are here."

Abu Yusuf reached out and squeezed Yusuf’s shoulder—a hard,
firm grip. He didn't hug him. He didn't coddle him. He held him
steady, as if trying to pour his own strength into Yusuf’s bones.

"Remember what I told you about the wood?"
"Yes, Baba. To follow the grain."

"Life is like that too," his father said, pulling back to look him
in the eye. "Sometimes the grain twists. Sometimes it is hard.
But we must not break. Do you hear me? We must be stronger
than the wood."

Yusuf nodded, a cold knot forming in his stomach. He suddenly
felt very young. "I hear you."

The Edge of Silence

Downstairs, Ummi tucked Maryam into bed. “Tell me the story
of the olive tree again,” the little girl murmured sleepily.

Her mother smiled. “Long ago,” she began, “Allah blessed this
land with trees whose roots reach deep. No matter how many
storms come, they live. Even when burned, they rise again from
their ashes.”

Maryam’s eyes fluttered shut. “Then we’ll rise too, Ya Ummi,
won’t we?”

“Yes, my heart,” Ummi whispered. “Bi idhnillah—with Allah’s
permission.”

The house fell quiet, but it was a heavy, suffocating silence.
Yusuf lay in the dark, his eyes fixed on the ceiling.

The sound came like a sigh at first—distant, uncertain. Then the
earth trembled faintly.
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Yusuf turned in bed, his heart hammering against his ribs.
“Abi?”

His father was already moving. Abu Yusuf rose from his
mattress, stepping toward the window with the stealth of a cat.
He didn't open it, but he pressed his ear against the wood.

Outside, the hushed voices of neighbors rose in alarm—
trembling, confused whispers drifting through the alleyways.

"It’s too low," a voice hissed from the street. "Why is it so low?"

There was a hum—mechanical, heavy, unfamiliar—like thunder
that refused to fade. It wasn't passing over them. It was parking.

Abu Yusuf turned back to the room. In the dim light, his face
was pale, stripped of the mask of the mountain. For a split
second, Yusuf saw the terror there. But then his father forced a
smile, though it didn't reach his eyes.

“It’s only the planes passing,” his father murmured, his voice
tight. “Go back to sleep, my son. Allah watches over us.”

“But the neighbors—"
“Hush now. Sleep.”

Yusuf squeezed his eyes shut, trying to believe him. He tried to
listen to his father’s steady breathing, but the hum grew louder.
Closer. The blade was no longer being sharpened. It was being
raised.

A strange silence followed—the kind that feels like the whole
world holding its breath. Even the dogs stopped barking.
Somewhere in the distance, a baby cried, then cut off abruptly.

Yusuf opened his eyes.
A flash of light crossed his vision—white, sudden, blinding.

The walls screamed.
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Yusuf sat up. "Ya Ummi!"

Before his mother could answer, the roar struck—a sound so
deep it seemed to rip the air apart. The window burst inward,
showering the room with shattered glass. Smoke filled their
vision; the smell of burning cloth and pulverized concrete
choked the air.

"Babal!"

"Yusuf! Maryam!" his father shouted, his voice barely audible
over the ringing in Yusuf's ears. "Downstairs! Quickly!"

Yusuf grabbed Maryam’s small hand. She was screaming, a high,
thin sound of pure terror. She clung to her doll, tears streaking
her dusty cheeks.

"I'm scared, Yusuf!"
"Hold my hand! Don’t let go!"

Another blast—closer this time. The floor shifted beneath their
feet like liquid. The oil lamp fell and shattered, flames licking at
the walls. Abu Yusuf reached for them, arms extended
desperately, his face half-lit by fire. "This way! Hurry!"

They never reached him.

The ceiling cracked, a jagged lightning bolt of black splitting the
white plaster. With a deafening crash, the world they knew
disappeared into darkness.

The blade had dropped.

The Dawn of Ashes
There was no waking up—only a violent collision with the earth.

There was no sound—only a high, piercing ring that screamed
inside his skull. He tried to inhale, but the air was solid. Grit
coated his tongue; dust clogged his throat like wool.
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He coughed, a violent spasm that wracked his ribs, and the
world rushed back in a cacophony of groaning metal and settling
stone.

“Ummi?” His voice was a rusted hinge. “Baba?”

He pushed a slab of concrete off his legs, his fingernails tearing
against the rough surface. The darkness was suffocating, lit only
by the jagged orange glow of fires burning outside. The room—
the walls, the table, the teacups—was gone. There was only the
slope of ruin.

He stumbled, crawling on hands and knees over what used to
be the ceiling.

“Maryam?”

A soft sound reached him—not a cry, but a shallow, wet rasp.
He scrambled toward it, tearing his thobe on the rebar. Under
the fractured arch of the doorway, he found her. A heavy beam
had pinned her small body to the earth. Her face was pale,

coated in grey dust that made her look like a statue, except for
the dark trickles of blood running from her nose.

“Maryam! La, la... stay with me!”

He grabbed the beam, bracing his feet against the rubble. He
pulled until his muscles screamed, until the veins in his neck
bulged, but the concrete tomb would not move. He was not a
giant. He was just a boy.

Maryam’s eyelids fluttered. Her gaze was unfocused, looking
past him, past the smoke, toward something he couldn't see.

“Akhii...” she whispered brokenly. The word was a bubble of
blood on her lips.

“I'm here. I'm getting you out. Baba is coming.” He lied. He
knew he was lying.
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She smiled—a faint, ghostly thing. “I'm going to tell Allah...”
she wheezed, her chest hitching. “I'm going to tell Him... what
they did.”

“No, Maryam, don’t! Look at me!”

He seized her hand. It was already cooling, the life draining out
into the stones.

“Insha’Allah...” she breathed, her eyes drifting shut.
“.meet... Jannah.”

The breath left her, and the dust claimed her.
“Maryam?”

Yusuf froze. He squeezed her hand, waiting for a squeeze back.
Around him, the world was burning, wreaking havoc—but he
heard nothing, saw nothing, felt nothing, except his frantic
search for her heartbeat.

“Maryam!” He shook her shoulders. He screamed her name
until his throat was raw, but she was just a small, broken doll in
the wreckage of her castle.

Yusuf sat back on his heels. The silence returned, heavier than
the stones. He looked at his hands—they were shaking
uncontrollably, stained with her blood and the grey dust of his
home.

His fingers brushed against something hard in the rubble. He
looked down. It was the piece of olive wood. The dove. One
wing was carved, smooth and curving; the other was still rough,
trapped in the block, unfinished. He picked it up. It felt
impossibly heavy.

A verse rose in his mind, unbidden, echoing from the Friday
sermons of a life that no longer existed:
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“Wa izal maw’oodatu su’ilat
Bi ayyi zambin qutilat”

“And when the innocent girl buried alive shall be asked — for what sin
was she killed?” (Qur’an, 81:8-9)

The words felt like stones in his mouth. He pressed the carving
to his chest, curling his body around it as if to protect the wood
from the sky that had murdered them.

"For what sin?" he choked out. "Ya Allah... for what sin?!"

No answer came from the heavens. Only the settling of dust,
ticking like a clock counting down seconds that no longer
mattered. The question hung in the smoke, as the fires outside
began to sputter, casting long, twisting shadows across the ruins.
The darkness was turning grey, stripping the world of color,
leaving only the stark reality of bone and ash.

Yusuf did not stand. He did not leave. He sat among the ruins,
a boy made of debris, clutching the fragment of his father’s trust.
The grief was too vast for tears; it was a hollowed-out space in
his chest where his heart used to be.

He remembered his father’s voice, faint as a ghost: The roots are
here.

Yusuf looked at the unfinished wing in his hand. Jagged.
Incomplete. But solid. It was the only thing in the world that
had kept its shape. If he let go of it, he knew he would dissolve
into the dust with them.

"I am here," he whispered to the silence. It wasn't a roar; it was
a defiance. "I am still here."

The wind blew through the twisted iron, carrying the scent of
fumes and crushed olive leaves.
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“Wa laa tahsabannal laaha ghaafilan 'ammaa ya'maluz zaalimoon”
“And do not think Allah is unaware of what the wrongdoers do...”

(Qur’an, 14:42)

Yusuf closed his hand over the wood until his knuckles turned
white. He did not let it go.
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2.
The Rubble and the Sky

The Unveiling

The dawn did not break; it bled.

Yusuf drifted in and out of the darkness, floating on a sea
of pain. One moment, there was the crushing weight of

stone; the next, a cold wind biting his skin. Time had dissolved.

There was only the thirst—a sandpaper dryness in his throat—
and the silence.

He opened his eyes. The sky above was a bruise of purple and
grey, heavy with smoke.

He tried to move, but his body was a map of agony. His leg
screamed; his ribs felt like shattered glass. He turned his head
slowly, the grit scraping against his cheek.

Beside him lay a shape covered in grey dust.

Yusuf froze. His memory was a fragmented mirror but looking
at the small hand clutching a torn scarf, the shards came
together.

"Maryam..."

He dragged himself closer, inch by painful inch. He knew she
was gone. The stillness of her chest was louder than any bomb.
And yet, the boy in him—the brother who had promised to
catch her fireflies—refused to accept it.
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"Maryam?" He shook her shoulder, his voice cracking. "Wake
up, little bird. It's morning. The sun is up."

She didn't move. Her head lolled to the side, heavy and limp.

"Maryam, please," he begged, shaking her harder, panic rising in
his chest.

He looked up, searching for help, and his gaze fell on the other
side of the room. Or what used to be the room. The ceiling had
collapsed entirely where his parents” bed had been. There was
no space for air there. No space for life. Just a flat, unforgiving
slab of concrete where his father’s mountain-stillness and his
mother’s songs had been crushed into silence.

The scream died in his throat. He looked back at Maryam. She
was cold. The dawn light made her look peaceful, as if she were
only sleeping through a storm.

"I'm sorry," he rasped, his tears cutting tracks through the soot
on his face. "I couldn't hold the sky up for you."

He took the corner of his torn shawl and gently covered her face.
It was the only shroud he could offer. His hand trembled as he
whispered the farewell that every child in Gaza learns before
they learn their alphabet:

“Inna lillahi wa inna ilayhi raji'un.” "Indeed, to Allah we belong, and
to Allah we shall return."

Yusuf slumped back against the debris. His right hand felt
cramped, the muscles locked tight. He looked down and realized
he hadn't picked up the wooden dove; he had never let go of it.
His fingers had frozen around the wood in a death grip,
anchoring him to the only piece of his father that remained
solid.
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"Ya Allah," he whispered to the grey sky. "Don't let me be the
only one left."
The Hands of Strangers

He didn't know how much time passed. The sun climbed higher,
indifferent and bright.

Then came the voices.
"Over here! I see a hand!"

The sound of shifting rocks. The grunt of men heaving stone.
Light flooded his vision as a slab of concrete was lifted away.

A face appeared above him—a man in a dusty civil defense
uniform, eyes wide with exhaustion.

"Ya walad! Can you hear me?"

Yusuf tried to speak, but his tongue was swollen. He could only
nod.

"He's alive!" the man shouted. "Bring the stretcher! Quickly!"

Strong arms lifted him. The movement sent a bolt of white-hot
fire up his leg, and Yusuf cried out, the sound swallowed by the
noise of the ruins. As they carried him away, the world tilted.
He twisted his neck, trying to see past the rescuers' shoulders.

"My sister..." he choked out. "My parents... they are still under..."

The rescuer’s face tightened. He didn't look Yusuf in the eye.
He just pressed a hand gently but firmly to Yusuf’s shoulder to
keep him down.

"We know, son. We know," the man said, his voice thick with a
grief he had seen a thousand times. "We will check. We promise.
But let’s get you out first."
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Yusuf knew that tone. It was the tone of a man who knew there
was nothing left to find. He squeezed his eyes shut, his knuckles
turning white around the wooden bird. The world faded into
black again.

The House of Healing

This was not a hospital. It was a fortress of mercy stitched
together with prayer.

The windows were blown out; the corridors were lined with
blankets instead of doors. The floor was sticky—a mixture of
dust, antiseptic, and something metallic that the mops couldn't
clear. The air hummed with a strange, terrifying harmony: the
low murmur of the Shahada from the dying, the sharp cries of
children, and the steady beep of the few machines still running
on battery.

Yusuf woke to the sting of alcohol on his skin.
"Shukrillah," a woman’s voice whispered. "He is awake."

He blinked. A nurse with tired eyes was sprinkling water on his
face. "Can you tell me your name?"

He swallowed. "Yusuf... Ibn Abu Yusuf."
"Yusuf," she repeated gently. "You are safe."
"My family?"

The nurse looked away, smoothing the blanket over his chest.
"Rest now."

The silence that followed told him everything.

A young doctor appeared, wiping his hands on a stained apron.
He looked at Yusuf’s leg, then at his face. "You are courageous,
Yusuf," he said, his voice tight. "But we have a difficult road
tonight."
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The Fire and The Faith

The doctor leaned closer. The lights above flickered—the
generator was dying.

"My son," the doctor whispered, his hand gripping Yusuf’s
shoulder. "We must remove the shrapnel from your leg. The
bone is exposed. But..." He hesitated; his eyes filled with a
helpless apology. "There is no anesthesia left. Not a drop. We
used the last of it on the amputation in the next bed."

Yusuf looked at the doctor. The pain in his leg was a dull,
throbbing drumbeat.

"Will I walk again?"
The doctor nodded slowly. "Insha’Allah. But only if we clean it

n

now.

Yusuf breathed deeply. The fear washed over him—cold, primal
terror. He was just a boy. He wanted his mother. He wanted to
hide behind his father’s legs just as he did when he was a child.
But there was no one left to hide behind.

"Then do it," Yusuf whispered. "Just... let me pray first."

He didn’t look towards the instruments and instead turned his
face toward the cracked wall. He didn't have the strength to lift
his hands, so he lifted his heart.

“Hasbunallahu wa ni’mal wakil.”
“Sufficient for us is Allah, and He is the best disposer of affairs.”

The doctor hesitated but then, humbled, he nodded to the
nurse. "Tie his legs. And hold him down. Tight."

The nurse moved quickly, securing his good leg with a strip of
cloth. Then she leaned her weight over his chest, pinning his
shoulders. It wasn't gentle; it was necessary.
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Yusuf closed his eyes. He tried to visualize the olive tree, but
instead, he saw his father’s hands. We must not break, his father
had said. We must be stronger than the wood.

"Start," Yusuf said.
The first cut was not pain; it was a blinding flash of white.

Yusuf’s back arched off the bed, straining against the nurse’s
weight. His teeth slammed together. A scream tore at his throat,
but he swallowed it, turning it into a hiss of breath that sounded
like steam escaping a pipe.

“Qaala laa takhaafaaa...” he gasped, the verse fragmenting on his
tongue. “Innanee ma’akumaa...”

“Fear not. Indeed, I am with you both” (Qur’an, 20:46)

Outside, a shell exploded nearby, rattling the ceiling and
sending dust down onto the sterile tray. With deft hands, the
doctor worked at a terrified speed. The metal clinked against the
tray. Blood soaked the sheets. This is what they cannot take, the
doctor thought, his scalpel moving through the ruined flesh.
They take the limbs, they take the house, they take the land. But they
cannot even begin to sear the faith.

Yusuf’s lips kept moving, the verse flowing faster as the pain
peaked, tears sliding silently down his temples.

"Ya Allah, Ya Al Shifa! Help him," the nurse whispered, her face
inches from his, her tears dripping onto his cheek. She was
begging God with him. "Ala inna nasrallah qareeb, Allah’s help is
near ya Yusuf! Just breathe, habibi, just breathe."

Yusuf didn't stop. He couldn't. The recitation was the only rope
keeping him from falling into the abyss. The pain was a fire
eating his leg, but the words were the cool water of the
Hereafter.
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“Asma’v wa araa...” "I hear and I see.” (Qur’an, 20:46)

Finally, the doctor dropped the forceps. "It is done!
Alhamdulillah, it is done!"

Yusuf lay limp, sweat soaking his hair, his chest heaving. The
agony was ebbing into a dull roar. He opened his eyes. The
doctor was staring at him, shaking his head in disbelief.

"I have seen men scream for less," the doctor murmured. "You
have the heart of a lion, little one."

Yusuf unclenched his hand. It was slick with sweat; his
fingernails having cut crescents into his palm. The wooden dove
was still there, pressed against his skin like a brand.

"Not a lion," Yusuf whispered, his voice barely audible. "Just...
wood. Trying not to snap."

The doctor stared at him. He wiped his forehead with his sleeve,
murmuring under his breath, "Subhan Allah..."

He looked at the nurse, his voice soft with reverence. "Do you
know who this reminds me of?"

The nurse shook her head, wiping Yusuf’s forehead.

"‘Abbad ibn Bishr," the doctor whispered. "The Companion who
was struck by three arrows while praying in the night. He pulled
them out one by one and kept reciting. He refused to breal his
connection with Allah for the sake of his body."

The doctor looked back at Yusuf, who was now drifting into
exhaustion.

"I thought those men were gone from this earth," the doctor said,
his voice breaking. "But tonight... I saw one."
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When Yusuf’s leg was bandaged, the room was filled not with
sighs of relief, but with a quiet reverence. The nurse pressed a
cool cloth to his forehead, her own tears falling unnoticed.

Outside, the hospital continued to hum with life, chaos, and
fear. Yet inside that dimly lit room, Yusuf’s calm, unwavering
devotion became a small, shining flame. For those who
witnessed it, he was no longer just a boy who lost to war. He
was a reminder that the human spirit, when anchored in faith,
is the one thing that cannot be bombed.

The Night Watch

Yusuf woke to a different kind of silence. The screaming had
stopped, replaced by the low, rhythmic hum of the recovery
ward. It was night again, or perhaps early morning; in this place,
time was no longer measured by the sun, but by the dry-erase
board in the hall where names were tallied—living in blue, dead
in red.

He tried to shift his arm, but it felt like lead. A shadow moved
beside his cot.

"Stay still," a voice said. It was not the nurse from the surgery.
This voice was calmer, lower, with a clipped precision that
sounded almost foreign.

Ayoung woman stepped into the circle of light cast by a battery-
powered lantern. Her white headscarf was stained with dust and
specks of dried blood. Her eyes, framed by dark circles of
exhaustion, held a fierce, quiet intelligence.

She carried a tin basin of water that was already turning grey.
She didn't introduce herself; she simply went to work, as if
names were a luxury they couldn't afford yet.
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"I need to clean the gash on your wrist," she said, dipping a cloth
into the water. "The doctor was too busy saving your leg to stitch
this properly."

Yusuf watched her. Her hands were quick, efficient, but gentle.
She didn't look like the other nurses who moved with frantic
desperation. She moved with a calculated economy, as if she
knew exactly how much energy she had left to spend and refused
to waste a drop.

"You are the boy who recited," she said softly, wiping the grit
from his arm. "The whole ward is whispering about you."

Yusuf looked at the ceiling, where the plaster was peeling like
dead skin. "I was just scared."

"Fear makes most people scream. It made you pray." She paused,
looking at the deep cut on his wrist. "This needs to be wrapped."

She turned to the metal trolley. She opened the drawers, one by
one. The metal clattered—a hollow, lonely sound. Empty.
Empty. She found a torn packet of sterile cotton pads, but no
gauze. No bandages.

She sighed—a small, frustrated sound that she quickly
swallowed. She looked at Yusuf’s bleeding wrist, then at the
empty cupboard.

Without a word, she reached up to her head.
Yusuf’s eyes widened. "What are you doing?"
"Improvising," she said.

She untied the white scarf from her head, revealing a black
underscarf beneath. With her teeth, she tore a long strip from
the edge of the white fabric. The sound of ripping cloth was
sharp in the quiet room—zzzip.
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"You shouldn't—" Yusuf started, trying to pull his hand back.
"That is yours."

"It’s just cloth," she interrupted gently.

She took the last clean cotton pad and placed it carefully over
the open wound, ensuring the fabric wouldn't touch the raw
flesh. Then, she began to wind the strip of scarf around his wrist
to hold the cotton in place.

"It has touched the floor in Sujood," she whispered, tying the
knot. "Maybe it will heal you faster than hospital gauze."

Her hands were warm. As she finished, Yusuf noticed a small
silver watch on her wrist. It was delicate, unscarred—a thing of
beauty that didn't belong in this ruin.

"You speak differently," Yusuf murmured, the pain in his arm
dulling under the pressure of the bandage. "Not like the others."

Samira paused. She smoothed the fraying edge of the scarf
against his skin.

"I lived away," she said simply. "In France. For four years."
Yusuf stared at her. France was a fairy tale to a boy from Gaza.

"You must have been safe there," he whispered, his voice
cracking. "In a place like that... planes are used to see the world,
not to end it."

She looked up at him then. Her eyes were dry, but they held the
weight of an ocean.

"T was safe," she admitted. "But I learned that to be safe while
your people burn is a slow kind of death." She tightened the
bandage slightly, a gesture of resolve. "I would rather bleed here
than just breathe there." She picked up the basin, the water
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swirling dark with his blood. "Besides... Gaza needs hands more
than Europe needs one more nurse."

She stepped back, turning to leave, but stopped when she saw
Yusuf grimace, his hand clutching the sheet.

"Let me get you some water." she said, setting the basin down.

She poured a small cup and returned to his side. Yusuf tried to
smile, to show he was strong, but the movement pulled at his
ribs, and his breath hitched in a sharp gasp.

Samira gently lifted the cup to his lips. He drank greedily, the
cool water soothing the sandpaper dryness of his throat.

"You are courageous," she said softly.

"No," Yusuf whispered, looking away, ashamed of his trembling.
"I am just... still alive."

Samira looked at him for a long moment. Then she said, almost
to herself, "Sometimes being alive is the greatest act of courage."

She straightened up, walking over to the shattered window. She
opened it wider, as if the night air could push back the
suffocating weight of the room. She looked out at the courtyard
below, where the moonlight revealed the shapes of mothers
huddled on the ground, rocking wounded children, whispering
lullabies amidst the ruins.

"Ya Allah," she breathed into the wind. "How do these children
carry the strength of nations?"

Samira sighed wearily, her eyes glistening with moisture. She
wiped her face quickly, the mask of the nurse sliding back into
place. She turned back to the room and walked to Yusuf’s
bedside, tucking the thin blanket around his shoulders with a
final, gentle pat.
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"I am Samira, by the way."
"Yusuf," he replied.

"Rest now, Yusuf. You have lost enough blood for one lifetime."

The Flame

Hours later, the battery lantern flickered and died. The darkness
in the ward was absolute, heavy with the smell of sweat, iron,
and old fear.

Yusuf lay awake, his fingers tracing the rough texture of the scarf
around his wrist. The silence was terrifying. It wasn't empty; it
was crowded with ghosts. In the dark, the faces returned—
Maryam’s cold cheek, the empty slab of concrete where his
parents slept, his neighborhood all in ashes.

Fsst— A spark flared in the corner.

Samira was sitting at a small table near the entrance. She struck
a match, shielding it with her cupped hand. A small clay saucer
sat on the table.

Yusuf watched as the flame caught. It wasn't a candle. It was a
thick cotton wick floating in a pool of golden liquid.

The light pushed back the shadows, casting a warm, trembling
glow against the cracked walls. It smelled earthy and rich—the
scent of the olive grove before the burning.

"Is that... olive 0il?" Yusuf whispered into the dark.

Samira looked up, her face illuminated by the flame. She
nodded. "The generator is gone. But we have plenty of this. My
father saved it from the last harvest. It burns slower than wax."

She picked up the lamp and brought it to the bedside table
between Yusuf and a sleeping child.
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"My mother used to tell me," Samira whispered, watching the
flame dance, "that if the flame trembles but does not die, it
means the angels are still watching."

Yusuf looked at the tiny light. It was feeding on the crushed
fruit of the land, burning to keep the darkness at bay. Just like
them.

He reached into his pocket with his good hand and pulled out
the wooden dove. He placed it on the table, next to the lamp.
The golden light caught the unfinished wing, casting a shadow
on the wall that looked like a bird in flight.

"Wood and oil," Yusuf murmured. "Both from the same tree."

Samira smiled, and for the first time, her face looked young,
stripped off of the nurse’s mask.

"Yes," she said softly. "Different paths, Yusuf, but the same
purpose."

Yusuf watched the primitive flame flicker. It was beautiful, but
it was ancient. It made him think of the world she had
described—the world of planes and safety.

"Samira?" he asked softly.
IIYeS?H

"You said it was lonely." Yusuf looked from the oil lamp to the
watch on her wrist—the only thing in the room that kept

perfect, mechanical time. "But what was it like? The place you
left?"

Samira froze. She looked down at the silver band, then at the
flame, her eyes losing focus as the memory pulled her back
across the sea.
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"It was a different world, Yusuf," she said quietly, her voice
drifting. "The ocean there was blue, not grey. And the silence..."

She touched the glass face of the watch, tracing the second hand
as it ticked, ticked, ticked.

"The silence didn't scream," she whispered. " And that— that was
the hardest part."

The Olive Branches Across the Sea

She turned the silver watch on her wrist, staring at the ticking
hands as if they could turn back time.

"I was born in Deir al-Balah," she began softly. "My father taught
poetry, and my mother was a nurse at Al-Shifa. Our house was
loud — filled with students, neighbors, and the laughter of my
sister, Ayesha."

At the name, Samira’s voice cracked. She paused, looking at the
sleeping boy in the next cot before turning back to Yusuf.

"I heard you calling for a sister in your sleep," she said gently. "I
had one too. She was my shadow."

Yusuf lay still, listening. The flame of the oil lamp reflected in
his eyes.

"When I was fourteen," Samira continued, "Ayesha went to stay
with our grandparents. That night, the shelling started. It didn't
stop for six hours. We dug for three days. We found her doll.
We found her shoes. But the earth had swallowed the rest."

She took a shaky breath. "It shattered my parents. They looked
at me and feared that the next bomb would take me too. So,
when the humanitarian convoy came—the one evacuating
students to Europe—it wasn't a question for them. They pooled
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whatever savings they had left to reserve a space for me on that
bus, choosing the pain of separation over the grief of a funeral."

Samira took a deep breath. The hospital walls seemed to
dissolve.

"I remember the morning I left," she murmured. "The sea was
unusually calm. No smoke, just a thin mist like a veil. I stood at
the Rafah crossing clutching a small, tattered bag. Inside was my
birth certificate, a letter, and this."

She reached into her collar and pulled out a necklace—a tiny,
smooth pendant carved from olive wood.

"My mother hung this around my neck," Samira said, her fingers
brushing the wood. "She told me, 'Don't forget who you are, my
daughter, even if the world forgets you."

"And your father?"

"He pressed his palm to my cheek," she smiled sadly. "He said,
'Be safe, my angel, and build a life for yourself. Write our story if you
survive."

She looked back at the lamp, her eyes distant.

"I walked through the gates, my heart hammering against my
ribs. A French woman called my name. Every step felt like a
betrayal. Behind me, the Adhan had started—Allah-o-Akbar—
cracked and beautiful. I wanted to run back. I wanted to scream.
I wanted to grab my parents' hands and make them come with
me, to beg the operators for two more seats."

She shook her head slowly.

"But I saw so many others clutching their files, waiting for a new
horizon. It felt wrong to take even one seat. I froze my heart,
locked it tight, because I knew if I turned around, I would never
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have the strength to leave, and all my parents' struggle would be
for nothing."

"So you went to France," Yusuf said.

"Lyon," she nodded. "Madame Leila treated me like a daughter.
Her house smelled of fresh bread and roasted coffee beans. But
the streets... they were too quiet. The buildings stood tall,
unscarred, arrogant in their stability."

She traced the scar on the wooden table.

"I would walk to school, and every car horn on the road would
make me jump out of my skin. The pavement was so clean, the
leaves so green, the flowers so vibrant... all because they had
never tasted blood or the dust from decades of destruction."

She let out a dry, hollow laugh. "I told everyone I was fourteen,
but I felt old. At night, the quietness was suffocating. I would
lie awake, waiting for the roof to shake, but there was only the
sound of rain. It felt like a sin to sleep—to be warm, to be fed—
when I knew my parents were awake in the dark, their fates
unknown."

"So, how did you move on?"

"I tried to earn my life," she said. "I enrolled in nursing school
for two years because I needed to make myself worthy of the
breath I was taking. I thought if I could fix broken bodies,
maybe it would balance the scales."

She leaned forward slightly. "But at night, I wrote. Not for
others. For myself. So that I wouldn't forget. At first, it was just
fragments—the smell of za'atar, the sound of the sea—to prove
that Deir al-Balah existed. Then essays. The Color of Resistance.
Faith Beyond Rubble."
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She looked at Yusuf, her eyes intense. "People started reading
them. They called me '"The girl who carried Gaza in her heart.’
They put me on stages in clean, air-conditioned halls. They
applauded the memories and my reality, the strength and the
pain."

"But you came back," Yusuf said. It wasn't a question. It was a
wonder.

"I finished my training," Samira said simply. "I stood on the
coast of France, looking at the Mediterranean. The same water.
The same tide. Every time I sent a prayer willing the tide to take
it home, I felt as if a part of me drifted away to the other side
too. I realized then that ink is not enough."

She stood up, smoothing her apron. The memory faded,
replaced by the reality of the ward.

"Writing builds memory," she said, looking at the notebook on
the table. "But it cannot stitch a wound. It cannot hold a dying
hand. I realized I could not write about the fire if I wasn't willing
to stand in it."

She walked over to the oil lamp and trimmed the wick, making
the flame burn brighter.

"They told me I was crazy to leave safety. But I came home."

Yusuf looked at the olive wood dove on the table, then at the
pendant around her neck. Two pieces of the same land, carved
by different hands, brought together in the ruin.

"My father told me words build nations," Yusuf whispered,
remembering the lesson in carpentry. "He said that is the harder
craft."

Samira paused, looking at him with those young eyes, wise

beyond age.
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"Perhaps he was right," she said softly. "But tonight, we need the
hands that heal just as much as the words that remember."

She tucked him in, fixing his bedding.

"Sleep now, Yusuf. The dawn is coming."
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3.
The Second Strike

The Collapsing Sky
g week of such dawns had passed in a feverish blur.

In that time, Yusuf’s world had shrunk to the four corners

of the recovery ward. He watched the dry-erase board in
the hallway change like the tide—names wiped away in red,
replaced by new ones in blue. He saw reporters in flak jackets
rush in, breathless and dusty, sometimes to broadcast to the
world, sometimes to beg the doctors to save a cameraman whose
vest hadn't stopped the sniper’s bullet. He watched the supplies
dwindle until nurses were tearing bedsheets into strips.

His leg had begun to knit itself back together, enough that he
could hobble if he leaned heavily against the wall. But tonight,
he was resting.

The ward was quiet except for the groan of the generator Samira
had mentioned, which had sputtered and died hours ago. Again.
Yusuf lay in the dark, the throbbing in his bandaged leg keeping
time with his heart.

Then, the world shook. And thus came the roar—louder, closer,
angrier than anything before.

"Take cover!" a doctor screamed from the hallway. "Everyone
down!"
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Yusuf gripped the metal edge of his cot, his knuckles turning
white. He tried to curl into a ball, but his splinted leg was a
heavy, useless anchor.

BOOM.

The explosion didn't just hit the hospital; it seemed to come
from inside the earth.

Glass shattered like rain. The cries of the wounded were
instantly silenced by the crushing weight of the noise.

Yusuf was thrown from his cot. He hit the floor hard, his head
slamming against metal. Pain exploded behind his eyes—white,
blinding, absolute. He gasped for breath, but the air was solid
dust.

He tried to stand, but his leg screamed in protest, collapsing
under him. Debris pinned his lower body to the cold tiles.

There was no poetry in his mind now. There was no verse about
ease. There was only the primal, terrified instinct of a boy facing
the end.

"Ya Allah!" he screamed, the dust coating his tongue. "La ilaha
illallah! La ilaha illallah!"

When the dust began to settle, the silence was worse than the
noise.

Yusuf pushed himself up on his elbows. The ward was gone. The
wall where Samira had stood a few nights back was now a jagged
hole.

"Samira?" he croaked.
No answer.

He saw a shape nearby—the young male doctor who had
performed his surgery. He lay motionless under a fallen beam;
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his body arched protectively over a baby’s cot. His white coat
was turning dark, but his arms were still locked in a final
embrace of duty—of humanity.

The baby was crying—a high, thin wail of life in a graveyard.

Yusuf gritted his teeth. He couldn't walk. He couldn't stand. So,
he crawled.

He dragged his body across the broken glass, his elbows
shredding, his bandaged leg trailing behind him like a dead
weight. He reached the cot. The doctor was gone, his eyes
staring blankly at the ruin, but his sacrifice had held.

Yusuf reached into the cot and pulled the infant against his
chest.

"I have you," he whispered, shivering. "I have you."

He dragged himself toward the hole in the wall, inch by
agonizing inch, shielding the child’s head from the falling
embers. Outside, the night sky was burning, and the stars looked
down, cold and indifferent to the fire.

The Father’s Cry
By morning, the hospital corridor was a river of blood and gauze.

Stretchers rolled like waves against a tide of wailing. The air
trembled not from explosions this time, but from the collective
cry of a people breaking.

Yusuf sat pulled against a wall near the entrance, unable to
stand. He had handed the baby to a rushing nurse hours ago,
and now his hands were empty, trembling as he tore his own
shirt to make bandages for others. His mind had learned to
separate sight from feeling—to look at the impaired limb and
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see only a medical problem—but today, he could feel that fragile
wall crumbling.

From the destroyed doorway, a man staggered in.

He was barefoot, his white shirt soaked in crimson. In his arms,
he cradled a bundle wrapped in a torn, dusty shawl. His eyes
were fixed on nothing, wide and glassy, as if his soul had left his
body blocks away.

Behind him, a neighbor screamed, "He brought her from the
market! She was pregnant! Make way!"

The man stumbled toward the emergency station, his voice a

hoarse rasp:
"Doctor... save her... please... save them both..."

A doctor—exhausted, his own forehead bandaged, blood
seeping through the gauze—glanced once at the bundle and
froze. He didn't need a stethoscope. The woman’s head lolled at
an impossible angle. The shawl was soaked through.

But they rushed her to a table anyway. It was a performance of
mercy; the nurse murmured Bismillah—her voice shaking—and
started chest compressions on a heart that had already stopped.

Yusuf watched from the floor, unable to look away.

He saw the doctor’s hands stop. He saw the shake of the head.
And then, he saw the desperate, trembling attempt to save what
was left. The doctor worked with a scalpel, his face twisted in a
silent plea, trying to extract the life from the womb.

He pulled out a tiny body. A fetus. Pale. Perfect. Still. Glistening
in the warmth of the life lost.

The doctor lowered his head, the tiny form resting in his palms.
His lips moved, but no sound came. He closed his eyes for a
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second—a moment of personal defeat in a war of thousands—
before masking his face again.

The father fell to his knees. The sound he made was not human;
it was the sound of a soul tearing in half.

“She was going to name her Maryam...” the father sobbed,
rocking back and forth, clutching the hem of the doctor’s robe.
“My Maryam... our baby...”

Maryam.
The name hit Yusuf like a physical blow.

The ringing in his ears stopped. Everything went silent. The
sirens outside, the shouting, the chaos—it all faded. There was
only the father, clutching the lifeless bundle to his chest,
whispering lullabies meant for a child who would never hear
them.

The verse rose unbidden from Yusuf’s memory, a cry of the
heavens against the injustice of the earth:

“Wa idha al-maw’ddatu su’ilat — bi ayyi dhanbin qutilat.” “And
when the buried infant is asked — for what sin was she killed?”

Yusuf bowed his head, hiding his face in his hands. He felt hot
tears leak through his fingers—tears for his sister, tears for this
stranger, tears for a world that killed babies before they could
even breathe.

The Ink and The Blood

Outside, the world went on with its noise—sirens, cries, and
hurried feet—but inside that room, time had knelt.

Yusuf looked at the father, who was still kneeling, staring at his
empty hands as the wind carried the echo of the Adhan from a
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nearby mosque—faint, fragile, almost lost under the hum of
ambulances.

He leaned against the wall, his fingers trembling. In his palm, a
drop of blood—not his own—had dried into the line of his
lifeline. He looked down at it for a long while.

So much life, Yusuf thought. Erased before it even began. Who will

know they were here?

When the nurse finally covered both mother and child with a
white sheet, Yusuf felt a cold resolve harden in his chest.

His hand brushed against his pocket. Inside, he felt the outline
of the small, half-burnt notebook he had scavenged from the
ruins of the school days ago. He had kept it without knowing
why.

Now, he knew.

He pulled it out. The cover was charred, but the words "For my
students" were still legible. He grabbed a pen that had fallen from

a nurse’s pocket.
His hand shook. He pressed the pen to the paper.

“Today I saw a man cradle his child — not in joy, but in farewell,” he
wrote. The ink bled into the cheap paper.

“The bombs fell on a womb, and the world called it collateral.

If justice had a sound, it would have been his cry.

If mercy had a face, it would have been hers.

I don’t know yet what peace means — but I know silence is betrayal.”

A tear fell onto the page, smudging the word betrayal. Yusuf
wiped it away roughly. He felt ashamed of his tears, at how tears
were the only thing that came easily in this place, but as he
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looked at the words, he realized they were stronger than he was.
The ink had taken root.

He closed the notebook. In his head, he could still hear the
father’s broken voice: She was going to name her Maryam.

Yusuf touched the cover of the book.

"Then let the world remember," he whispered to the chaos.
"Remember the Maryams of Gaza."

He slipped the notebook back into his pocket. He wiped his
face, gripped the wall, and forced himself to sit up straighter. In
that moment, something within him shifted— grief began to
find purpose.

Unknowingly, in the corner of a destroyed hospital, the
Messenger of Hope had begun to write his first message.

The Funeral: The Third Strike

The next morning, the people of the quarter gathered in the
broken courtyard of the old mosque. The ruins had become their
graveyard; the sky was their only roof.

There were no proper shrouds left, only white bedsheets and
torn banners. Among the rows of bodies lay the small bundle of
the unborn Maryam, placed beside her mother.

Even in times of war, the Janazah—the funeral prayer—was a
fortress of silence. Men stood shoulder to shoulder, forming
straight lines amidst the crooked debris. Yusuf stood in the back
row, leaning heavily on a crutch fashioned from a broom handle.

The Imam’s voice rose through the smoke, reciting the second
Takbir.
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“Allahumma salli 'ala Muhammadin wa 'ala ali Muhammad...” “O
Allah, send prayers upon Muhammad and wupon the family of
Muhammad...”

The congregation whispered the response. There was no bowing,
no prostration—only standing witnesses before God. The air
was thick with the smell of musk and decay.

The Imam raised his hands for the final supplication.
“Allahummaghfir lihayyina wa mayyitina...” “O Allah, forgive our
living and our dead...”

CRACK.

It wasn't the roar of a jet. It was the sharp, dry snap of a sniper’s
rifle—the sound of the sound barrier breaking before the bullet
hit.

A man in the front row crumpled, a red mist spraying the white
shroud of the body in front of him.

CRACK-CRACK-CRACK.
"Snipers!" someone screamed. "Get down!"

The sanctity of the prayer shattered. There was no time to think,
only the terrifying zip of bullets tearing through the air. The
mourners didn't fall from a blast; they scrambled, diving behind
mounds of rubble, flattening themselves against the earth.

Yusuf threw himself down behind a slab of concrete, his bad leg
agonizing as it hit the ground. Dust kicked up inches from his
face as bullets chewed into the stone.

Through the haze, he saw the older man—the Imam—crawling
not toward safety, but toward the line of shrouded corpses. He
threw his own body over the small shroud of the baby, shielding
the dead from being killed twice.
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"They fear even our prayers!" a man shouted, pressing his face
into the dirt.

"Keep your heads down!"

Yusuf dragged a wounded neighbor behind the cover of a fallen
pillar. The air smelled of pulverized stone and cordite.

A journalist’s camera, abandoned in the panic, lay on its side in
the dust, its red recording light blinking steadily—a silent,
unblinking eye watching the world lose its soul.

The Echo Beyond the Wall

Inside Israel, the news of the funeral shooting did not pass
quietly.

Later that evening, the footage from that abandoned camera
spread across the world. In cities far away—London, Paris,
Istanbul, New York, Melbourne—people gathered in candlelight
vigils. Jews, Muslims, Christians, Hindus, Sikhs, people of all
faiths and those of no faith—people from all walks of life stood
together, holding signs that read: Even the dead deserve peace.

In Jerusalem, an elderly rabbi wept openly on television. His
voice was not political; it was ancient.

“When we silence prayers, we silence God’s mercy,” he said, his
voice breaking. “We were commanded to remember—never
again. Yet here we are, forgetting.”

In the narrow streets of Tel Aviv and Haifa, the whispers turned
into shouts. Mothers of soldiers stood side by side with young
activists, holding placards written in Hebrew: Mercy is not
treason.

Social media filled with anguish. A new hashtag began trending,
a digital cry of conscience: #NotInMyName.
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People in Gaza saw this days later.

The night was calm for the first time in a week—perhaps the
army had moved on, or perhaps they had run out of targets. The
sky, though scarred with smoke, shimmered faintly under a thin

crescent moon.

Yusuf sat in a dimly lit room that served as a communal shelter.
Twenty people—nurses, patients, neighbors—were huddled
around a small battery-powered television. Samira was there,
too, leaning against the doorframe, her arms crossed, her eyes
moving between her patients and the screen, guarding the room
like a silent sentry.

The anchor’s voice quivered through the static: “In Tel Aviv
tonight, hundreds have gathered to protest. Among them are
former soldiers and survivors of the kibbutz.”

The screen shifted to a trembling camera view—men and
women in kippahs and scarves, holding candles, chanting in
Hebrew: “Lo B’shmi! Lo B’shmi!” — “Not in my name!”

One elderly man leaned into a microphone. “We are the
children of prophets who stood against Pharaoh,” he said, his
voice shaking with rage. “If we now bless the hand that strikes
the mourner, we have betrayed Moses ourselves.”

A silence fell over the room in Gaza. A young man next to Yusuf
shifted uncomfortably. "Why do they cry?" he muttered. "They
are the ones shooting."

"Not all of them," Yusuf whispered. "Look."

On screen, a young woman—her eyes rimmed with red, her
hands shaking as she clutched a microphone—spoke to the
crowd. “My brother is a pilot in the army. I love him. But I
cannot stay silent when the funeral of a child becomes a
battlefield. We are losing our own humanity in this fire.”
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Yusuf watched her tears. They looked just like the tears of the
father in the hospital. He looked at Samira. She gave a slow,
imperceptible nod, acknowledging the truth of it.

He pulled out his notebook. In the dim light, surrounded by his
neighbors, he wrote:

“They fired at our prayers today, thinking it would silence us.

But the bullet cannot stop our namaz.

Then I saw them on the screen tonight—strangers weeping for my people.
Perhaps the wall is cracking. Not by force, but by the resonance of truth.

Even iron rusts when enough tears fall upon it.”

The Adhan Amid Ruins

As the sun set behind the broken skyline, a sound cut through
the heavy silence.

It was the Adhan.

The muezzin wasn't in a minaret—the minaret was gone. He
stood atop a mound of twisted rebar and concrete; his silhouette
framed against the dying light. His voice was hoarse from the
smoke, but the melody was defiant.

“Hayya ‘alas-salah...” — “Come to prayer...” “Hayya 'alal-falah...”
— “Come to success...”

Yusuf stood up. Around him, people began to emerge from the
debris. They came barefoot, bandaged, limping. They came from
the shelters and the tents. His father would have been here, too.

They lined up in the courtyard, facing the Qibla.

Yusuf stood shoulder to shoulder with the man who had lost his
wife and unborn baby—the father he had seen in the hospital.
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The man’s eyes were hollow, but he was standing. Their feet
touched. Their arms brushed.

Yusuf looked at the man's trembling hands. It was a relentless
cascade of loss, a suffocating rhythm where you didn't get time
to grieve one death before the next tried to claim you.

And yet...

How can they think of breaking us? Yusuf thought, feeling the
warmth of the bodies on either side of him. We come together five
times a day. We stand in straight lines amidst the chaos. We prostrate
to the One who holds the dominion.

The Imam recited: “Blessed is He in whose hand is dominion, and He
is over all things competent — [He] who created death and life to test
you as to which of you is best in deed...”

Yusuf bowed. The world might see only destruction, but for
those standing in that prayer line, it felt as if Heaven itself had
bowed closer to listen.

Under the Open Sky

After the prayer, Yusuf walked until his legs could no longer
carry him. Then he hobbled, leaning on his makeshift crutch.
He found a quiet spot near the edge of the rubble, where his
house used to be. The city was a silent sea of ruins, waves of
concrete frozen in time.

He looked at the destruction stretching to the horizon, the sheer
weight of it pressing down on his chest. How much more can we
take?

Above him stretched the sky—vast, grey, wounded. Yet in its
emptiness was something endless. Yusuf fell to his knees and
pressed his forehead to the dusty ground. He didn't ask for
safety. He didn't ask for food.
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“Ya Allah...” he whispered, the dust mixing with his tears. “You
saved me. Don’t let me forget why.”

He sat back on his heels. His hand brushed against something
in the dirt.

It was the wooden bird, which had fallen from his pocket when
he knelt. Its wing was chipped now, scarred by the fall, but the
grain was still visible. The shape was still there.

He smiled weakly, his thumb tracing the chip.
“We will live,” he whispered to the silence. “We will remember.”

The wind passed softly, lifting the gray ash around him. And
through the grey, a single green olive leaf drifted down, carried
from a tree that had survived the shelling miles away.

It landed near Yusuf’s hand.
He picked it up. It was small. It was fragile. But it was green.

A sign, a whisper from the unseen world, that even from the
ruin, life would return.
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4,

The Camp of Silence

The sun rose over Gaza like a weary traveler—pale,
uncertain, veiled by the smoke that still hung in the sky.

For three weeks, there had been a lie called "safety." The army
had retreated, and the neighborhood had exhaled. But the quiet
was not peace; it was merely the time it took for the enemy to
reload. They should have known better. When the muezzin’s
voice had lifted for the Fajr call—high and clear, trying to stitch
the heavens back together—the first shell had severed the
minaret mid-verse. It was a decapitation of the holy. A violent
punctuation making it clear: they were not permitted to kneel,
even before God.

Now, the hospital was no longer a place of healing. It was a
graveyard of concrete.

Yusuf sat on a broken boulder, his small hands trembling as he
held the crying baby close to his chest. The infant—Little
Omar—was streaked with dust, his breath hitching in shallow,
terrified gasps against Yusuf’s ribs.

Samira was beside him. Her vest was torn, her face smeared with
soot. She was moving with the terrifying efficiency of a machine.
As if on autopilot, her hands flew through the rubble, snatching
up the debris of survival: a plastic water bottle, a strip of gauze,
a half-empty packet of biscuits. She hurled them into a cracked
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bucket, hoarding scraps as if they were gold.. She was scanning
the horizon, her body coiled tight like a spring. She hadn't slept.
She hadn't eaten. She was running on pure, terrified adrenaline.

“They are coming,” she whispered, the words a rhythmic chant
as she stacked the supplies. “They are coming.”

Through the haze, shapes emerged—white trucks bearing red
crescents. A convoy. Rescue workers coming to clear the sector
before the final leveling.

Samira turned to him. She did not ask if he was ready—refugees
are never ready. She simply grabbed his arm, her grip bruising
in its intensity. “Yusuf. Up. We move now.”

He struggled to stand, his injured leg screaming in protest. He
clutched the baby with one arm and the olive-wood bird in his
pocket with the other.

“We’ll take you both!” a worker shouted from the truck, his
voice raw from smoke. He was pulling survivors into the
flatbed—a chaotic Noah’s Ark of the wounded.

Samira didn't let go of Yusuf’s shirt until they were lifted into
the bed of the truck. She climbed in after him, positioning
herself between the baby in his arms and the open road, a
human shield against the dust.

Inside, the air was filled with the low, animal moans of the
wounded and the sharp, chemical sting of antiseptic. Yusuf sat
between two boys who stared blankly ahead, their eyes
reflecting things no child should have seen—the hollow
geometry of war.

As the truck began to move, he looked out through the open
side. The city of his childhood—his home—was shrinking into
the distance. The minaret of the neighborhood mosque leaned
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sideways, half-broken, like a finger pointing accusingly at the
sky. The olive tree in the courtyard was gone.

The vibration of the engine rattled his bones. He felt the sob
rising in his throat, hot and sharp, but he swallowed it down.
He whispered under his breath:

“Hasbunallahu wa ni’'mal wakil.” “Allah is sufficient for us, and He is
the best disposer of affairs.”

Beside him, Samira’s lips moved, silently finishing the prayer
with him. The wind carried their whisper into the smoke-filled
air as the convoy moved south, away from the burning city and
into the unknown.

Hours later, they reached a vast plain where the world had lost
its color.

There were no walls here, only sheets of tarpaulin that fluttered
like the wings of wounded birds. The camp was a sea of canvas
and dust, spread out under a colorless sky. It was a city of the
displaced, a labyrinth of sorrow built on sand.

Samira led Yusuf to a tent marked “Children without Families.”
Inside, there were rows of small cots. Volunteers moved quietly
among the children, their faces masks of fatigue.

Yusuf sat on the edge of a cot, staring at the floor. A volunteer
handed them bread and water, then gently took Little Omar
from Yusuf’s arms to check his vitals. Yusuf watched his arms
empty, feeling a sudden, cold lightness. He ate slowly, each bite
heavy in his mouth, while Samira gulped down the water as if
she were drinking life itself.

“I have to report to the medical station,” she said, her voice
weary, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. She
hesitated, her hand hovering over his shoulder. She didn't want
to leave him. He was the only piece of "before" she had left.
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“Thank you,” Yusuf whispered, straightening his back. “Do let
me know if you need anything. I will try and make myself useful
here.”

She smiled—a brief, flickering thing. “Do not venture off far,
little mountain. It is getting dark.”

Yusuf glanced down at his bandaged leg, then up at her, a

sardonic glint in his eye. “Can't run far even if I wanted to, can
I?”

She let out a short, startled laugh—a sound that surprised them
both. She gave him a look, half-impressed, half-sad, and then
nodded. She turned and disappeared into the crowd.

That night, the camp grew silent. Only the distant hum of
generators and muffled sobs broke the stillness. Yusuf lay
awake, his eyes fixed on the canvas roof above him. He could
hear a child crying softly somewhere outside, calling for a
mother who would never answer. He heard the grunt of men
struggling to hammer stakes into the hard ground, fighting the
wind to build shelter for new arrivals.

I wish I was able to do more, he thought, frustration burning in his
chest. Every time this leg heals, the world breaks again. Ya Allah!
Please, I want to be useful. I do not want to be just a man with a crutch
who hobbles through history.

Yusuf pressed the olive-wood bird to his chest. The wood was
warm, polished by his father’s hands. “Ummi... Baba... can you
see me?”

Then, after a long pause, he whispered to the dark: “Ya Allah...
why me? Why am I still here?”

He turned on his side, curling his body around the space where
his family used to be, until sleep finally took him—deep,
dreamless, and heavy.
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The Siege of the Stomach
A fortnight later—

The wind carried the scent of wet ash. The air was heavy with
the promise of rain—the kind that came rarely now, as if the sky
itself hesitated to touch Gaza.

As if the bombing were not enough, the borders remained
sealed. This was not a natural famine. It was a siege of the
stomach. A weapon designed in tall glass buildings far away by
men whose hunger was only ever a choice between courses,
never a sentence.

In the courtyard of the makeshift mosque, children slept in
clusters, their thin blankets pulled over their heads.

Samira stood over a pot on a flickering flame. It contained
lentils and water, barely enough for ten. Her face was gaunt, the
cheekbones sharper than they had been a week ago.

Yusuf stood beside her, holding the stack of tin bowls. He
watched her. She moved with a terrifying precision of motion,
saving every calorie.

“If we add more water,” Yusuf said quietly, looking at the thin
broth, “it might feed them all.”

Samira looked at him. Her eyes were dark pools of exhaustion.
“And taste of nothing,” she replied.

“But it will be warm,” Yusuf countered, stepping closer to the
flame. “Warmth is food too.”

Samira sighed, a small, sad ghost of a smile touching her lips.
“You are right. That's more practical.”

She poured more water. They filled the bowls together. They
moved among the sleeping children, waking them gently,
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whispering Bismillah before handing over the meager
sustenance.

When the last bowl was gone, Samira scraped the bottom of the
pot. There was nothing left.

They sat in the corner on a cold slab of concrete. Yusuf’s
stomach was a gnawing ache, a stone swallowing him from the
inside.

“We forgot ourselves,” Samira whispered, staring into the empty
pot.

Yusuf shook his head. He reached into his pocket—the one over
his heart—and pulled out a single, stale date. He broke it in half
with precise care.

He handed the slightly larger half to Samira.
“We remembered what matters,” he said.

Samira took it. Her fingers brushed his—cold and scarred. She
looked at his cracked lips, his shaking hands. She wanted to give
it back, to force him to eat it all, but she knew he would refuse.
To refuse would be to dishonor the gift.

She sighed, the reminder the only thing anchoring her right
then: “Fa inna ma’al ‘usri yusra.” “Indeed, with hardship comes

”
€ase.

He placed the half-date on his tongue. The sweetness was
shocking, almost painful. But the promised ease still felt far
away. The sky above was silent, the world beyond—silent still.

The Armored Sun

Weeks passed. The camp began to starve slowly. The nights
were lit not by stars, but by the ember-glow of distant

explosions.
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Yet, somehow, life still moved—in whispers, in stubborn
breaths.

One afternoon, Samira found Yusuf by the tents. He was
dragging sheets of cardboard from a trash pile, trying to seal the
gaps in the canvas against the biting wind.

She didn't speak, just gestured with her head: Follow me. There
was a silent, rare excitement on her face.

She led him to the far corner of Beach Camp. A crowd had
gathered around an unusual sight: an abandoned Israeli armored
vehicle, rusted and punctured, its hatch hanging like the open
mouth of a slain beast.

Children used to throw stones at it, calling it “the monster.” But
today, it was surrounded by men, women, and students holding
dead phones in their hands—their last thread to family, the
world, and hope.

At the center stood Adnan, a 27-year-old engineering student.
He wore a torn t-shirt and glasses taped at the bridge. He was a
boy who had never graduated because the war had taken his
university before his degree. For weeks, he had watched mothers
break down because they couldn't call their sons; he had
watched husbands whisper prayers to static.

He wanted to fix something. Anything. Even if he couldn’t fix
the world.

For days, he had worked silently, dismantling panels from
ruined rooftops, collecting wires like treasure, sleeping only
when his hands trembled too much to tighten screws. And now,
the impossible stood before them: the armored vehicle had been
reborn. Its bullet-scarred shell was crowned with mismatched
solar panels like a roof of hope.
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Adnan turned a switch. A faint hum answered. Then—the first
phone lit up.

A gasp rose from the crowd. Then clapping. Then sobs. A
grandmother kissed Adnan’s forehead. A man who had lost both
legs whispered, “You have given us back the world.”

And Adnan—the boy who once doubted his worth—stood
bewildered, overwhelmed not by praise, but by what light meant
in a land drowning in night.

Samira stood next to Yusuf. She wasn't looking at the electricity;
she was looking at the faces.

“Look at them, Yusuf,” she whispered, nodding towards the
families.

Yusuf watched her face. He saw the way her eyes shone—not
with tears, but with a fierce, burning pride.

Samira walked forward and placed her palm on the vehicle’s
dented armor. It was hot under the sun.

“This was made to destroy us,” Yusuf whispered, stepping up
beside her. He placed his small hand next to hers on the cold
steel.

“But we made it a tool of survival,” he continued.

She turned to him. She looked down at him, and for the first
time, she didn't see a patient. Not just a victim. She saw a
witness. An equal.

“This is our Gaza, Yusuf,” she said. “They think they breal us.
They take everything away. But instead, they wake our
brilliance.”
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Yusuf nodded solemnly. He felt a sentence rising in his throat,
something their people had always known: Where there is love of
land, resistance becomes creation.

And in that moment, under a sky still bruised by drones, the
armored vehicle—once a symbol of death—now stood as a
cathedral of life. Phones charging. Voices connecting. Spirits
lifting,

The Weight of Paper

They returned to their tent as the sun set. The adrenaline of the
tank scene faded, replaced by the mundane reality of survival.

Samira went to the corner where she kept a bucket of grey water.
She began scrubbing the bandages she had used yesterday.

“It’s not enough,” Yusuf said, watching her raw, red hands.

“It has to be enough,” she said, wringing out a strip of gauze.
“Scarcity is a weapon, Yusuf. They want us to be too dirty, too
far gone in our survival, to remember who we are." She tilted her
head, smiling grimly. "Therefore, my comrade, washing this
bandage is an act of war.”

Yusuf felt a desperate need to capture this. The tank. The date.
The grey water.

He reached for the pen he had saved. He scratched it against a
scrap of paper. Nothing. The ink was dead.

He stared at the useless pen. It felt like a betrayal. He had so
much to say, but no way to speal it.

“Samira,” he whispered. “My pen.”

She looked up. She saw the panic in his eyes—a panic that had
nothing to do with hunger. She dried her hands on her apron
and walked over to him.
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“It’s empty,” he said, his voice cracking.

She took the pen and looked at it with the same seriousness she
gave a dying patient.

“The mind needs tools too,” she said softly. “Wait here.”

She disappeared into the night. She returned twenty minutes
later, holding a small object.

In her palm lay a pencil—short, chewed at the end, but
sharpened to a lethal point. And with it, a stack of paper. Not a
notebook, but the back of old medical prescription pads.

“I traded a can of beans for the pencil,” she said. “And the
paper... well, the pharmacy doesn't need prescriptions
anymore.”

Yusuf stared at her, horrified. “You could have eaten the beans.”

“I can fix the suffering people, Yusuf,” she said, sitting beside
him. “But I cannot explain why we are suffering. You can do
that.”

She looked out the tent flap.

“The doctor prunes the branches to save the tree,” she
whispered. “But the storyteller... the storyteller protects the
root.”

Yusuf looked at the blank prescription pad. The lines were
meant for dosage instructions.

He pressed the pencil to the paper.

He didn't write about politics. He didn't write about armies. He
wrote about the water line. He wrote about Samira’s bleeding
hands washing the bandages. He wrote about the taste of the
half-date.
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“Today, I saw a tank become a sun,” he wrote. “I saw resistance in a
bucket of grey water. They think dignity is a possession_you keep in_your
pocket. They do not know that dignity is the way you stand when your
pockets are empty.”

He wrote until his hand cramped. He wrote until the moon rose
high above the camp.

When he finished, he handed the paper to Samira. She read it
in the dim light. When she finished, she looked at him, her eyes
shining with fierce conviction.

“This is not just a diary, Yusuf,” she said. “This is evidence.”

She handed it back, and with just a hint of a smile, quipped,
"Well, the beans were worth it!"

The First Seed

The next morning it seemed the world had shrunk even more.
Yusuf stood in a line that stretched for three blocks. It was not
a line for bread, nor for medicine. It was a line for water.

He shifted his weight on his crutch. It was no longer the
splintered broom handle from the funeral; it was a sturdy metal
rod Samira had scavenged from the wreckage of a window
frame, the top wrapped thick with layers of gauze to cushion his
armpit.

In his free arm, he balanced the baby, Little Omar, whom he
had pulled from the hospital cot. The infant was sleeping, his
cheek pressed against Yusuf’s dusty shirt, absorbing the heat of
the boy’s skin. The baby was light—too light—a bundle of
hollow bones and shallow breath.

Yusuf wasn't waiting to be rescued. He was simply waiting for
the yellow plastic jerrycan at his feet to be filled. His throat felt
like sandpaper, and the ache in his healing leg was a dull,
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rhythmic throb that kept time with his pulse. But he did not
complain. He did not sit.

He whispered under his breath, a mantra to keep his knees from
buckling: “Rabbi innee lima anzalta ilayya min khayrin faqeer.” “My
Lord! Truly, I am in need of whatever good that You bestow on me!”

The wind carried his whisper into the smoke-filled air. This was
the new normal.

Samira was fifty yards away, near the makeshift medical tent,
arguing with a supplier about gauze. Yusuf watched her. She
moved differently now—Iless like a nurse in a sterile hallway,
more like a general in the field. Her white coat was gone,
replaced by a practical grey thobe and a vest with deep pockets
filled with scavenged supplies. Her scarf was pinned tight, ready
for work, not for vanity.

She looked up, catching his eye across the crowd. She didn't
wave. She didn't smile. She simply tapped her own wrist—a
sharp, silent signal: Check the baby’s pulse.

Yusuf shifted Omar slightly, checking the rise and fall of the tiny
chest against his own. He nodded back.

Samira exhaled, her shoulders dropping an inch—the only sign
of weakness she allowed herself—and turned back to the fight.
They didn't need words anymore. In the weeks, silence had
become their language. They moved around each other like two
planets in the same orbit—separate but held together by the
same gravity.

That night, Yusuf couldn't sleep. The pain in his leg was a dull
roar, but his mind was clear.

He stepped outside into the courtyard. The air smelled of cold
ash.
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He sat on a piece of broken concrete. Near his foot, he saw a
small patch of hard, dry earth.

He reached into his pocket and pulled out the olive pit he had
saved from his meager ration three days ago. It was hard, dry,
and seemingly dead.

He remembered what his father used to say: The olive tree does not
grow in soft soil. It needs the rock. It needs the struggle.

Yusuf knelt. He dug a tiny hole with his fingers, scraping against
the stones. He pressed the pit into the earth. He covered it with
dust.

He poured the last few drops of water from his cup onto the
spot.

“Grow,” he whispered. “So that they know we were here.”

He tied a torn piece of white cloth—a scrap from Samira’s
bandages—to a stick and planted it beside the hidden seed. On
the cloth, he wrote one word with charcoal: Sabrun (Patience).

He looked up at the sky. It was vast and indifferent, but for the
first time in weeks, he didn't feel small.

He had a pencil. He had a seed. And he had a root that went
deeper than any bomb could reach.
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The Sky and the Hunger

Soul of My Soul

he camp had its own geography of sorrow. To the north lay
Tthe tents of the newly arrived, fluttering like white flags of
surrender against the indifference of the sea. To the south was
the makeshift market, where men traded batteries for flour and
dignity for survival. And in the center, near the field hospital
where Samira worked, was the grief.

It was late evening. The smoky sky still trembled from the
aftershocks of the last airstrike.

Then Yusuf saw him.

He was a man with dust-grey hair, moving among the wounded
with a quiet, devastating grace. He wore a jumper that belonged
to a softer life—a grandfather who used to buy sweets on
Fridays. But now, he was a statue carved from loss.

He was wrapping a bandage around a child’s arm. His
movements were gentle, precise, hypnotic.

Samira froze beside Yusuf. She grabbed his wrist, her grip tight.

“Is that...?” she whispered. “Yusuf, is that the man from the
video?”

Yusuf looked closer. He felt a jolt of recognition that was
physical, like a blow to the chest.
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It was him. Khaled Nabhan. The grandfather the world knew
as Abu Diaa.

Yusuf didn't just see the man standing there. As he watched
Khaled’s hands move over the wounded boy, the present
moment seemed to dissolve. The bandage vanished, replaced by
the terrible, precious weight of a small girl in a shroud.

The memory of the video crashed over Yusuf—visceral and raw.

In his mind, he saw Khaled rocking her. His grand daughter. He
wasn't wailing. He was whispering, a frantic, intimate
conversation with a soul that had already departed. He was
smiling a terrible, broken smile of disbelief, refusing to let the
cold earth take the warmth of his heart.

Yusuf could almost see the glint of Reem’s earrings catching the
dying light. He could see Khaled’s thumb gently opening her
eyelid, desperate to see the color of her eyes one last time. He
could hear the crack in the man's voice, splintering the air:

“Reem. .. rooh ar-rooh... soul of my soul... wake up, baba. Wake up.”

He had kissed her cheeks. He had kissed her forehead. He had
smoothed her hair back, tucking a stray curl behind her ear as if
getting her ready for school, not for the grave.

“How does a heart survive that?” Samira whispered, pulling
Yusuf back to the present.

Yusuf blinked. The shroud was gone. Khaled was just a man
again, taping the gauze on a stranger’s arm. He patted the
wounded boy’s cheek—a gesture of such tenderness it hurt to
look at.

“It doesn’t,” Yusuf replied, his voice rough. “The heart dies. But
the hands... the hands keep working because someone else

needs to be saved.”
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Khaled stood up. He noticed them staring. He didn't look like a
celebrity of sorrow; he looked like a man who was simply tired.
He approached them, wiping dust from his palms.

“You’re new here,” he said. His voice was soft, like dry leaves.
“Are you searching for someone?”

“Hope,” Yusuf replied, the word slipping out before he could
stop it.

Khaled smiled. It was a faint, fractured thing, but it was there.
“Then you are already among the right people. Only the hopeful
survive this land.”

Samira touched his arm, her eyes filling with tears. “We saw...
we saw your granddaughter. We prayed for you.”

Khaled nodded slowly. He didn't look away. He looked past
them, toward the twilight, as if he could still see her running in
the distance.

“Do not say you are sorry,” he said gently. “Just remember them.
Reem was born on my birthday, you know... Allah gave her to
me like a gift. And then... He took her back like a jewel too
precious for the earth.”

He touched his chest, right over his heart.

“I carry her here now. She is heavy, but I carry her.”

Khaled’s Last Stand

Days later, the news reached the camp like a stone dropped into
a well—silent at first, then echoing endlessly in the dark.

The sky over Gaza had burned again. Shells had fallen like
fragments of a broken promise. Khaled had been running
through the smoke near the old bakery, his hands—those gentle,
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grieving hands—blistered from pulling children out of the
rubble.

He had heard the whistle. He had seen the fire.

He hadn't run away. He had thrown himself toward the flames,
dragging two children from the edge of death. The heat clawed
at his skin, the air turned to knives in his lungs, but he kept
pulling, kept saving.

Then came the second blast.

For a moment, the world was only blaze—fierce, blinding,
merciless. Khaled felt it tear through him, felt the weight of life
slip like sand from his fingers. But before darkness claimed him,
he whispered into the roar:

“Allahu Akbar... for Gaza... La ilaha ilallah...”
And then, he was still.

Yusuf sat in the tent, staring at the blank page of his notebook.
He could imagine the moment. He could imagine the world
turning to white fire. And he could imagine that in that final
second, before the darkness claimed him, Khaled didn't feel
pain.

He felt a small hand slip into his.

Yusuf pressed his pencil to the paper. He wrote the epitaph for
the man who had taught the world how to grieve.

“They killed him with fire, but he became light. They silenced
his breath, but his name will speak in every prayer. He has gone
to wake her now.”

Samira stood at the tent flap, looking out at the smoke.

“If the world cannot hear our voices,” she whispered to the
wind, “let it hear our sacrifices.”
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In Memory of the Witnesses

Later that night, the camp generator sputtered to life for an
hour. A small television in the communal tent flickered on, the

signal weak and grainy.

Yusuf sat on a crate, his eyes glued to the screen. The face on
the news was young, breathless, and terrified. It was Saleh
Aljafrawi. He wore a blue "PRESS" vest that hung heavy on his
shoulders and a helmet that looked too large, framing eyes wide
with the reflection of fire.

On the screen, Saleh was standing in front of burning tents.
Bullets snapped past him like lightning—crack, crack, crack.

“The fire has spread!” Saleh shouted, gasping for air, the orange
glow illuminating the sweat and soot on his face. “The tents of the
displaced are burning—burning before our very eyes—Ya Allah!”

The camera shook violently as another gunshot startled him.
The frame tilted, showing the chaotic sky. Most men would
have dropped the camera. Most men would have run. But Saleh
stepped closer to the flames.

Yusuf watched, mesmerized. This young man was his hero. He
wasn't fighting with a gun; he was fighting with a lens. He was
forcing the world to look at what it wanted to ignore.

The scene cut to a different broadcast—Saleh at a funeral.

“This is the funeral of Anas Alsharif,” Saleh said, his voice breaking,
stripped of its reporter’s polish. “For one year and eight months he

showed the suffering... Oh, silent world—feel! We are dying!”

The camera caught Saleh alone after the prayer, his head bowed,
tears streaming freely into the dust.
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“The message continues,” he whispered to the grave, a vow made
to the dead. “The coverage continues. And even if a hundred wars
return—God forbid—we will remain here in the field.”

Yusuf felt the weight of the pen in his pocket. It didn't just feel
hot; it felt like a live coal. He pressed his hand over it, his heart
hammering a frantic rhythm against his ribs. They kill the
witnesses, he thought bitterly. And the world merely changes the
channel.

"He stays," Yusuf whispered to the static, his voice tight with a
new, sharp resolve. "So we stay."

The Night of Rain

Then, the sky opened.

It started with a sudden thunder that rolled over the city—not
the sharp, metallic crack of an airstrike, but the deep, resonant
boom of the heavens. The first drop hit the canvas roof of their
tent with a heavy thud. Then another.

Then, it poured.

Inside the tent, Samira looked up. For weeks, they had breathed
nothing but pulverized concrete, sulfur, and the rot of unburied
bodies. Now, the air smelled of wet earth, ozone, and mercy.

She stepped outside. Yusuf followed, hobbling on his crutch.

The camp was transforming. Children were running out into the
mud, laughing for the first time in days, opening their mouths
to catch the drops. It was a baptism. The rain washed the grey
film from the tarpaulins; it turned the dust into mud.

Samira stretched out her palms, catching the water as if
gathering barakah. Her scarf was soaked, plastering to her head,
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drops clinging to her eyelashes. For a moment, she didn't look
like a nurse or a survivor. She looked like a girl.

“Rain after dust,” she said softly. “Allah never forgets.”

Yusuf stood beside her, letting the water wash the soot from his
face. He felt the cool rivulets run down his neck, soothing the
constant itch of smoke. He wanted to feel the relief Samira felt,
but the cold water only made his scar ache.

Does He forget? A thought whispered in his mind, treacherous
and dark. Or does He just wait too long?
He pushed the thought away, reciting under his breath: “Fa inna

» «

ma’al ‘usri yusra.” “Indeed, with hardship comes ease.”

Samira nodded. “Then this rain is His reminder.”
They stood there in the mud, drinking from cupped hands—the

rain their only sustenance, cool and sweet against the memory
of the stale dates.

“Do you think peace will ever come?” Yusuf asked, watching the
lightning flicker over the dark sea.

Samira looked at the horizon. “Maybe not all at once. Maybe
like this rain—one drop at a time.”

The Old Imam

The next morning, the camp was a sea of mud, but the air was
clear.

Yusuf sat on a plastic chair near the ruins of the mosque wall,
resting his leg which throbbed from the damp cold. Beside him
sat Sheikh Hamza, an older man with a white beard and eyes
that held the map of Palestine—eyes that had seen the Nakba
of '48, the Intifadas, and now this.
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The Sheikh held a piece of bread in his hand, breaking it slowly.
He offered half to Yusuf.

“They call this the land of olives and prophets,” the Sheikh said,
his voice raspy. “Do you know why Allah mentions the olive
tree in the Qur’an?”

Yusuf shook his head, toying with the wooden bird in his hand.

“Because it gives light, even when crushed,” the Sheikh said. “Its
oil shines in darkness. Just like the believer.”

He looked at Yusuf. He saw the clenched jaw, the tremor in the
boy’s hands. He saw the anger in the boy’s eyes—the anger at
the hunger, at the grandfather weeping for Reem, at the
indifference of the world. Even after so much loss, seeing
another death, another baby being buried hadn't numbed him;
in fact, seeing the grandfather had torn the scab off his soul. The
nightmares were back, and in the dark, he couldn't differentiate
them from reality.

“You are angry, my son.”

Yusuf looked up then. His eyes were burning. “Should I not be?”
he snapped, his voice cracking. “We are dying, Sheikh. And the
world watches us like a TV show.”

The Sheikh didn't scold him. He nodded slowly.

“You are young, Yusuf. You carry a new wound. But let me tell
you—my father fled Jaffa in 1948 with nothing but a key. He
thought the world would help. They did not.”

The Sheikh leaned forward, his hand trembling on his cane.

“The world wanted to heal one wound by cutting another. But
remember this: ‘And never think that Allah is unaware of what the
wrongdoers do; He only delays them for a Day when eyes will stare in
horror.””
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He placed a hand on Yusuf’s knee. The grip was frail but firm.

“You are a page in this living history,” he said with such gravity,
his wisdom so ancient. “Write it. Craft you own. Not with
revenge, but with remembrance. So that no one may say again,
‘We did not know.””

As the Dhuhr adhan echoed through the camp, rising from a
throat parched by thirst, Yusuf felt the fire in his chest settle. It
didn't go out. But it stopped consuming him for the time being.
It became a cold, hard resolve.

The Day of the Truck & Hellfire
The calm lasted exactly three hours.

A rumor spread through the camp like wildfire—faster than the
wind, brighter than the sun. Trucks.

“Food trucks!” a boy screamed, running past Yusuf’s tent, his
feet splashing in the mud. “At the northern gate! Flour! Rice!
Cooking oil!”

People emerged from the tents. At first, they walked, unsure.
Then, they saw others running.

The desperation transformed into something else—something
dangerous and beautiful. Hope. People broke into a frantic,
stumbling run. Men clutched empty sacks; mothers grabbed the
hands of their children. The hunger that had been a dull ache
suddenly sharpened into a singular focus.

“Yusuf, stay here,” Samira said, grabbing a canvas bag. “I will

”

go.

“No,” Yusuf said, grabbing his crutch. “I am coming. Two sets
of hands carry more.”
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They joined the crowd. It was a river of humanity flowing
toward the roundabout.

“I will make Taboon bread,” a woman beside them whispered to
her neighbor, her hands already kneading the air. “Real bread.
Hot bread.”

“My children haven’t seen rice in a month,” a man said,
clutching an empty pillowcase. He was smiling. Actually smiling.

The air buzzed with a frantic, delirious joy. For the first time in
weeks, they weren't survivors; they were just people going to the
market. They could smell the phantom scent of yeast and warm
dough. They could almost taste the dignity of a full meal.

The sound of engines grew louder—a low, mechanical hum that
sounded like salvation. The white trucks appeared on the
horizon, gleaming in the sun.

Then came the crack.

Thwack-thwack-thwack.

It wasn't the engine. It was heavy machine-gun fire.
The smile fell from the man’s face.

Chaos erupted. The crowd, which had been a river of hope,
became a whirlpool of panic. People screamed and fell. The air
filled with white dust and red mist.

“Get down!” Samira screamed, tackling Yusuf into the dirt
behind a pile of rubble.

Yusuf hit the ground hard, his breath leaving him. He barely
managed to catch a look before pressing himself flat on earth, as
if to be swallowed by it.

The food trucks were there. But so were the tanks. The convoy
burst into flames, struck by a shell. Sacks of flour tore open,
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exploding in white clouds that hung in the air like ghostly
smoke.

The white flour drifted down, soft as snow, mixing with the red
blood on the pavement. It created a grotesque dough in the
street.

Smoke rose again—not from cooking fires, but from burning
bodies.

When the shooting stopped, the silence was louder than the
screams. Dozens lay still in the flour-dusted road. Among them,
Yusuf recognized the Sheikh—the old man who had spoken of
light and oil just hours ago. He lay face down, his white beard
stained red, a bag of flour clutched in his dead hand.

Samira was shaking. She crawled toward Yusuf, checking him
for bullet holes, her hands wild with fear. Yusuf grabbed her
wrists, stopping her frantic search, squeezing gently to tell her:
I am here. I am whole.

“They were only waiting for bread...” she whispered, her voice
breaking, tears cutting tracks through the flour dust on her face.
“They were just hungry.”

Yusuf looked at the burning trucks. He looked at the flour
mixing with the blood.

The peace of the rain was gone. The wisdom of the Imam was
silenced.

There was no olive tree here. Only ash. Waiting for the world’s
help is a death sentence.

Yusuf gripped his crutch until his knuckles turned white. He
didn't cry. He didn't pray. He felt a cold, hard knot tighten in
the center of his chest—the place where the seed of resistance
was buried.
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They kill us when we pray, he thought. They kill us when we eat. They

kill us when we weep.
Fine.

Then we will do something else.

The Alchemy of Ink

The massacre of the starving became another headline that
shook the world. Investigations were launched in rooms that
smelled of coffee and bureaucracy. Formal words were spoken;
solemn declarations were signed.

But in the mud of Nuseirat, the world remained a ghost.

No one came to help them wash the blood from the pavement.
No one came to stitch the wounds. And the trucks never
returned. The bread they died for never came.

Click.

The static died too, cutting the connection to the outside world,
but the silence that followed was heavier than the noise. It
hummed with the pressure of things unsaid and lives
uncounted. Yusuf stared at the black mirror of the television
screen, seeing only his own hollowed reflection staring back.

Outside, the sky over Gaza was bruising into a violent crimson—
not the soft blush of a Mediterranean sunset, but the angry,
inflamed red of smoke that refused to settle. The air tasted of
sulfur and pulverized concrete, a bitter grit that coated the
tongue and sat heavy in the lungs.

Yusuf reached into the pocket of his shirt, the fabric worn thin
as onion skin. His fingers found the anchor: the small, smooth
carving of olive wood his father had pressed into his palm a
lifetime ago. It had once been golden and fragrant, smelling of
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the ancient groves in the north. Now, it was dulled by soot and
the grease of nervous fingers, transmuted by the war into
something dark and hard.

“You are the last of our home,” he whispered to the wood, the
vibration of the words traveling through his thumb. He waited,
foolishly, for the wood to pulse back.

“You treat that screen like a window,” a voice said, breaking the
trance.

It was Samira. She moved with the heavy, deliberate grace of
someone who has carried too many bodies. Her scrubs were a
map of the day’s sorrow—stiff with dried mud and the rust-
colored blooms of old blood. But her eyes were untouched. They
were clear, dark pools of Sabr—a patience so deep it looked like
defiance.

Yusuf didn't look up. “I watch to see if we still exist.”

“To them?” Samira asked, stepping closer. The scent of her was
overwhelming—antiseptic, iron, and the salt of tears dried on
skin.

“To the world,” Yusuf replied, his voice cracking. “I want to
know if they remember us. Or if we are just numbers scrolling
at the bottom of the screen.”

Samira smiled, a sad, fracturing thing that didn't reach her eyes.
She reached out and gestured to the space over his heart.

“Then stop asking for their memory. Make them remember.
Speak. Write. Teach. That is how we survive the crushing. That
is how memory breathes.”

She pointed to the object resting on the crate beside him: a
notebook with singed edges, salvaged from the skeleton of a
library. Beside it lay a pencil stub, sharpened with a knife.
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“Let your words be the witness,” she commanded softly. It
wasn't a suggestion; it was a call to arms.

Yusuf hesitated. The notebook felt heavy, like a stone slab. He
opened it. The pages were grey with ash, but Samira’s gaze fell
on the lines he had already written—fragmented thoughts, half-
born prayers scrawled in moments of darkness.

“You have already started,” she murmured, reading the jagged
script. “The alchemy has begun. Carry it through.”

Yusuf gripped the pencil. His hand trembled, not from fear, but
from the sheer weight of the truth he needed to pull from the
air. He remembered the thunderous voice of Sheikh Hamza
during the Friday sermons before the mosques fell silent.

He wrote, the graphite digging into the paper:
Wala tahsabanna Allaha ghafilan ‘amma ya’malu al-zalimun.

“And never think that Allah is unaware of what the wrongdoers do; He

only delays them for a Day when eyes will stare in horror.” (Quran,
14:42)

Beneath the divine promise, he added his own testament, the
graphite turning soft and dark:

“This is the story of Gaza. Not of the grave, but of the seed buried within
it. Not of death, but of hearts that refuse to stop beating.”

Samira let out a breath, a sound that seemed to carry the weight
of the entire camp.

“They need more than flour, Yusuf,” she whispered, looking out
at the rows of tents fluttering in the twilight like ghosts. “The
stomach can be empty, but if the mind starves, we lose. They
need words. They need to know they are part of a story that
doesn't end in ash.”
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Yusuf looked up at her, the pencil poised. “Words?”

“Yes,” she said, her eyes burning with a fierce, sudden light.
“Stories. Lessons. A classroom.”

She gestured to the open sky, to the rubble, to the children
huddled by the dying fires.

“Build it,” she said. “Even if the roof is the smoke. Even if it is
only a tent. Build it.”
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b.
The Ink and the Soil

The Last Call of Hind Rajab

r I Yhe air in the Red Crescent tent was filled with its usual
chaotic noise of dispatch radios and shouting coordinators.
It seemed like this tent never slept.

It had been hours since Yusuf and Samira were moving through
the wreckage of a field clinic, their hands black with soot, sorting
through the meager remains of gauze and saline, bringing it back
to the tent and itemizing it.

Now taking a break from it, Yusuf sat on a plastic crate near the
entrance and had his notebook open on his knee, the pencil
hovering over the paper. He was trying to describe the smell of
the tent—antiseptic masking the scent of unwashed bodies—but
the words wouldn't come. He watched the medics and felt
something shift in the air. A kind of numbing silence washed
over the canvas shelter. They had stopped moving with their
usual urgency. They were sitting, heads in hands, staring at the
dirt floor.

Then, the silence broke. A commotion rippled through the Red
Crescent workers—a sound not of panic, but of a heart breaking.

A young doctor dropped to his knees in the mud. He pressed his
palms into his eyes, his shoulders heaving with the violence of
his sobbing. Others were running toward a mound of rubble
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where the twisted skeleton of a black Kia Picanto lay half-
buried.

Yusuf’s heart hammered against his ribs—a frantic, hollow
rhythm. One of the stretcher-bearers turned to them. His face
was wet, his eyes wide with a horror that had no name.

“We... we found them.”

Samira’s whisper was a jagged shard of glass. “Ya Allah... who?”
The answer fell heavy, like a stone into a dry well.

“Hind. Hind Rajab... and her family.”

Samira turned the color of ash, pulling her scarf tight around
her throat as if to strangle a scream.

A cold wind finally swept across the ruins, carrying the metallic
tang of old blood and rust. They approached the car slowly. It
was a tomb of metal. The door hung open on shattered hinges,
the glass on the ground glittering like diamonds in the dirt.

Inside, six bodies lay in the stillness of the grave.

Samira covered her mouth and staggered back, her knees
buckling, but she refused to look away. To look away was a
betrayal.

The youngest was in the back. Still strapped into her seatbelt—
a cruel, useless safety measure in a world raining fire. It was
Hind. Her tiny body was a map of violence, riddled with bullet
holes. Her small hands were frozen in the air, open, in a posture
that had begged life to wait, just a moment longer.

A Red Crescent nurse stood beside the car, trembling. She held
up her phone. The audio clip that had haunted the nightmares
of Gaza for twelve days began to play. It wasn't just sound; it
was a resurrection.
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The voice was thin as a reed, trembling against the weight of the
world.

Hind: “Hello?”

Red Crescent: “Hello, Marhaba.”

Hind: “They are dead.”

Red Crescent: “They are dead?”

Hind: “Yes.”

Red Crescent: “Are they now with you in the car?”

Hind: (Voice cracking) “Yes. The tank is right next to me.”
Red Crescent: “The tank is next to you?”

Hind: “Yes. The night is approaching, and I am scared.”

The weeping broke through the static—the terrified, lonely
sound of a six-year-old realizing the dark has teeth.

Hind: “I am begging. Come take me.”
Red Crescent: “Come take you?”

Hind: “Please, I'm scared. Come quick. Call someone to come
take me, please.”

Red Crescent: “Okay, my dear. I will come and take you. A
volunteer is coordinating so we can come and take you.”

Then, on the recording—the sound of the world ending. The
mechanical bark of gunfire. Rat-tat-tat.

Red Crescent: “There is gunfire around you?”
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Hind: “Yes... come and take me.”

Red Crescent: (Breaking) “My dear, I swear I want to take you,
but I can’t right now...”

The recording ended, but the echo remained, vibrating in the
steel of the car, in the marrow of Yusuf’s bones.

Samira could no longer stand. She collapsed against Yusuf, her
forehead pressing into his arm, her body shaking with the force
of her grief.

“They promised her,” she wept, her voice torn from her throat.
“They promised her they would come.”

Yusuf’s chest felt filled with broken glass. Every breath was a
cut. He looked at the car—the Kia against the tank. The child
against the machine.

One of the responders slammed his fist into the side of the car.
Bang. He did it again. Bang. Screaming at the sky, at the earth,
at the God who watched.

“This is complete disregard for every law on the Earth!” he
shouted, sliding down the metal to the dirt. “They fired on the
car. Three hundred and fifty bullets. Three hundred and fifty!
Six people inside. A six-year-old child! We begged for access—
but no one listened!”

Another medic stared at his boots. “We searched for twelve
days. We could not reach them. The troops were there...
guarding the horror they left behind.”

Samira knelt in the dust beside the metal step. She didn't touch
the bodies. She simply bore witness, her tears baptizing the dry
earth.
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“She was not asking for the world,” she whispered. “Only for
someone to come and take her.”

Yusuf closed his eyes. He let the darkness take him. He
imagined the interior of that car at night. The smell of copper
and fear. The cold shadow of the tank barrel blocking out the
stars. He imagined the tank driver, looking through a thermal
sight, seeing the heat signature of a child, and pressing the
button, pulling the trigger.

How? The question burned a hole in his brain. How do you go
home to your warm bed after that? How do you kiss your own daughter
goodnight?

The world had listened to her die. They had recorded it. They
had broadcast it. But they had not stopped it.

They were not unable to. They chose not to.

“The world cannot say it didn’t know,” Yusuf said, his voice
quiet, hard as flint. “Not after Hind. Not after this.”

Samira looked up, her eyes swimming. “Her call will never fade,”
she whispered, a fierce promise. “Every mother will hear it.
Every heart will carry it.”

And true to her words, the echo of that terrified voice would
travel further than the borders of the blockade.

Months later, in a world that felt a universe away—under the
crystal chandeliers of the Venice Film Festival—people in silk
and tuxedos would sit in stunned silence. The story of Hind
Rajab played on a towering screen, a ghost visiting a banquet.

They would give a standing ovation that lasted twenty-three
minutes. It was not applause; it was a collective, weeping

apology.
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A Chief Guest stood that evening, her voice trembling but
strong, addressing a room that had finally been forced to look:

“Hind’s story is about a child crying out “Save me,” and the real question
is: How have we let a child beg for life? No one can live in peace while
even one child is forced to plead for survival. The voice of Hind Rajab
does not need our defense. It is anchored in truth.

Her voice is one amongst tens of thousands of children that were killed
in Gaza in the last two years alone. It is the voice of every daughter and
every son with the right to live, to dream, to exist with dignity.

Yet all of it was stolen in front of unblinking eyes. And these are the only
voices we know. Behind every number is a story that never got told.

Let Hind Rajab’s voice echo around the world. Let it remind you of the
silence that has been built around Gaza. Let it name the genocide that
silence protects. And let it pierce the world enough—not tomorrow, not
someday. Now. Enough.”

But that applause was far away. It was a ghost from the future.

Here, in the dust, there was no ovation. There was only the
static of the radio, the buzzing of flies, the smell of
decomposition, and the silence of God.

And somewhere inside that hollow space, Yusuf felt something
ignite. It was not hope. It was something harder. A duty beyond
survival, beyond resistance.

To make sure the story of Hind Rajab was never buried. Not
under rubble. Not under silence. Not under time.

The Glass Wall

That evening, the generator hummed to life, and the camp
gathered around the communal television again. It was a ritual
of masochism—watching the world watch them.
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On the screen, a split-screen debate was raging on an
international news channel. The caption read: “Gaza: War or
Genocide?”

A Western diplomat in a crisp suit was speaking. His
background was a bookshelf filled with leather-bound
volumes—books of law, books of history. He looked clean. He
looked warm.

“We must be careful with our terminology,” the diplomat said,
raising a manicured finger. “The word ‘genocide’ has a specific
legal definition requiring proven intent. We must not rush to
judgment. We are urging restraint as we verify the information
coming out of the land.”

“Restraint?” Samira whispered, looking at the specks of blood
on her muddy boots. “Was the flour massacre restraint? Was
Hind restraint?”

On the screen, a journalist in a flak jacket shouted back, but the
diplomat interrupted.

“These are complex issues. We cannot let emotions cloud the
facts. Israel has a right to defend—"

Yusuf stood up. The movement was sudden, violent.
“Turn it off,” he snapped.

“Turn it off!” Yusuf shouted, his voice splintering. “They are
debating if we are human enough to mourn. They are using our
blood as ink for their legal papers!”

He pointed at the screen, at the clean man in the warm room
surrounded by books.

“Look at his books,” Yusuf said, his finger trembling. “He uses
words to build a wall between him and us. He does not smell
the flour and the blood. He does not hear Hind pleading. He is
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watching a show. And we are the actors dying for his

entertainment.”

The men in the tent looked at him. An older man, holding a
string of prayer beads, nodded slowly. "The boy is right. Why
do we watch them degrade us so?"

Someone reached out and pulled the plug. The screen went
black.

The silence that followed was heavy, breathing. A woman in the
back exhaled a long, shuddering breath. "Alhamdulillah," she
whispered. "At least the lies are silent."

Samira looked at Yusuf. She didn't tell him to calm down. She
watched him walk out of the tent, his crutch striking the ground
like a gavel.

The Pen and the Olive Wood

He found a quiet corner near the edge of the camp, where the
rubble of a destroyed house formed a jagged wall against the
wind.

He sat down, his chest heaving. The rage was a physical thing,
a poison in his veins. He needed to get it out before it consumed
him.

He reached into his pocket and pulled out the charred
notebook, and the pencil Samira had bought with beans.

“Your anger is fuel,” the Imam had said. “Let it burn the pen.”

Yusuf opened the notebook. The pages were grey, smelling of
ash.

He didn't write a diary entry. He didn't write a plea to God. He
wrote a verdict.
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“Tonight, I watched a man in a suit debate whether my sister’s death
counts as a crime. He used big words. Legal words. Words that cost
nothing.”

The pencil snapped. Yusuf cursed, pulled out the small knife he
used for carving, and sharpened it again. He wrote harder.

“They think we are numbers. They count us like sacks of flour. But
numbers do not bleed. Numbers do not wait in the dark for an
ambulance that never comes. Numbers do not get imprisoned, tortured
and stripped of their dignity.

We are not content for your news. We are the throat that refuses to be
cut silently. You have your courts, your panels, your debates. But we
have the soil. Soaked in blood. And the land remembers what the law

Sforgets.”
He wrote until the moon was high. He wrote until his hand

cramped. And as he wrote, the rage distilled into something
sharper: Purpose.

“No one is coming,” The realization was not despair; it was clarity.
“The cavalry is not coming. The UN is not coming. We are the ones in
the tanker, knocking on the steel walls while the driver smokes a
cigarette.”

Samira found him there hours later. She sat beside him, handing
him a cup of tea made from rainwater and sage.

“You are writing,” she said.

“I am witnessing,” Yusuf corrected. He looked at her. “The
diplomat has his books. He uses them to hide the truth. We
need our own books, Samira. To show it.”
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The Garden of Bombs

It was early in the morning as the gentle breeze carried the scent
of dust and salt from the sea, the kind of fragile peace that Gaza
rarely knew. Yusuf and Samira walked toward the clearing near
the ruined minaret. Something stopped them in their paths.

An older woman was kneeling in the dirt. A mother who had
lost three sons. She was dragging something heavy—a spent
artillery shell, a jagged cylinder of steel that had once contained
death.

She set it upright in the mud. Next to it were ten others, lined
up like soldiers. But instead of gunpowder, they were filled with
dark, rich soil.

From the mouth of the first shell, a spray of mint was growing.
From the second, basil. From the third, a resilient vine of
jasmine.

“Auntie?” Yusuf asked, stepping forward, intrigued.

She looked up. Her face was a map of tragedy, but her eyes were
bright. She wiped her hands on her apron.

“Why do you use those... shells, auntie?” he asked softly.

The woman — her name was Umm-e- Zainab, a mother who
had lost her son in the first wave of airstrikes — smiled through
the wrinkles of sorrow and sunlight.

“They send us iron,” she said, patting the cold metal of the
bomb. “So, I give them back life. It is the only revenge that
matters.”

She pointed to the jasmine. “This one is for my son, Ahmed. He
loved the smell of jasmine in the morning.”
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Samira walked over and touched the leaves sprouting from the
weapon. She ran her finger along the jagged edge of the metal,
then touched the soft green leaf. The contrast was startling —
the difference between the end of the world and the beginning
of it.

“It is a garden,” she whispered, in awe. “A garden of bombs.”

Yusuf looked at the rows of metal casings. He saw the absurdity
of it—growing herbs in the instruments of their destruction. It
was madness. It was brilliance.

It reminded him of the diplomat’s library. Bookshelves. Rows of
knowledge used to suppress them. If Um Zainab could reclaim
the weapons, surely, he could reclaim the words.

“It is a classroom,” Yusuf said suddenly.
Samira looked at him. “What?”

“Look.” Yusuf pointed to the clearing next to the garden. “Um
Zainab has reclaimed the space. She has turned the weapons
into pots. We can turn the rubble into desks.”

He turned to Samira, a new light in his eyes.

“The diplomat thinks we are ignorant because our schools are
gone. He thinks he can debate our existence because we have no
voice. We don’t need a building, Samira. We don't need the UN
to build us a school. We have the sky. We have the children.
We have the truth.”

Um Zainab nodded, "Do it Habibi! Because we are forgetting!
The children are forgetting! Not just the math or the history.
They are forgetting that they have a future. Give them
something that proves tomorrow exists."
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The School Without Walls
It took them three hours.

They dragged a large, flat piece of sheet metal from a destroyed
roof and propped it against the wall of the mosque. This was the
blackboard.

They arranged rows of cinder blocks and wooden crates. These
were the desks.

They gathered pieces of charcoal from the cooking fires. These
were the pencils.

By noon, twenty children were sitting cross-legged in the dirt,
their faces scrubbed clean, their eyes wide with curiosity. They
sat in the shadow of the minaret, next to the garden where mint
grew out of artillery shells.

Yusuf stood before them. He leaned on his metal crutch, but he
didn't look broken. He looked like a giant.

“Who knows the first word revealed to the Prophet?” Yusuf
asked, his voice carrying over the wind.

A little girl in the front row—Hind’s age—raised her hand.
“Iqra,” she whispered.

“Louder,” Yusuf said, smiling.

“Iqra!” she shouted. “Read!”

“Yes,” Yusuf said. He turned to the sheet metal and wrote the
word in bold, black charcoal. IQRA.

“They can destroy our houses,” Yusuf told them, looking at each
child in the eye. “They can destroy our roads. They can even
destroy our bodies. But they cannot destroy what you keep in
your head. Education is the one thing they cannot bomb.”
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Samira stood at the back, arms crossed, watching him. She saw
the way the children leaned in, hungry for something other than
bread. She watched Yusuf limp between the rows of makeshift
desks, correcting a boy’s grip on a charcoal stick, laughing when
a girl drew a flower instead of a letter.

She saw the light return to his eyes—not the manic light of
survival, but the steady flame of purpose. He looked less like the
boy they had pulled from the rubble and more like a man
building a fortress out of dust.

She pulled out her own notebook and wrote: “Today, the School
Without Walls opened its doors. The tuition is resilience. The
curriculum is survival. And the teacher is a boy who decided that a
crutch could also be a pointer.”

The Knock

That night, after the children had gone, Yusuf sat on one of the
cinder blocks. The silence of the camp was heavy, but it was no
longer empty. It was filled with the potential of tomorrow’s
lesson.

One of the table lamps flickered, a treasure that Adnan, the boy
who brought cellphones back to life, was able to tweak and fix
it with an old incandescent bulb.

He opened the book Samira had found for him from the rubble
of crumbled library—Ghassan Kanafani’s Men in the Sun. The
pages smelled of dust and exile. Kanafani’s tale unfolded like a
wound Yusuf had never touched before. It told of three men—
Abu Qais, As’ad, and Marwan—Palestinians driven from their
homes after the Nakba, dreaming of Kuwait as a land of bread
and dignity. They carried nothing but hunger and hope, and
hired Abu Khaizuran, a smuggler with a past as broken as theirs,
to take them across the desert.
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The tanker was their coffin.

To avoid checkpoints, Abu Khaizuran hid them inside an empty
water tank. The sun blazed like judgment day over the desert.
Hours passed. The men waited in silence, trusting the driver to
return quickly. But fear delayed him. Inspections dragged on.
And when he finally opened the tank, all three were dead—
suffocated by heat and hopelessness.

The book ended with a cry that was not a cry, but a verdict:

“Why didn’t you knock on the sides of the tank? Why didn’t you bang
the sides of the tank? Why? Why? Why?”

Yusuf froze. The question burned through the page, through the
night, through his chest. It was the question that had defined a
generation. Why did we die quietly? Why did we trust the
driver?

Yusuf closed the book. He touched the cover with his rough,
calloused fingers.

He thought of the diplomat in the suit, debating words while
people burned. He thought of the silence of the ambulance that
never reached Hind. He thought of the men suffocating in the
dark water tank of the novel, too polite to scream for their lives.

He looked at the olive seed buried nearby. He looked at the
sheet metal blackboard with the word READ written on it.

He picked up his notebook and wrote a vow beneath his entry
about the diplomat.

“Kanafani asked the dead why they didn’t knock. Today, I ask the
living: Why do we whisper when the world is deaf? Why do we bleed
quietly, hoping mercy will find us without a cry?”

The wind stirred, carrying the scent of smoke and salt from the
sea. Yusuf gripped his pencil harder.
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“We are not in the tank anymore, Ghassan. We are banging on the
steel until our fists bleed. We are knocking with our words, with our
gardens, with our refusal to disappear.”

He looked up at the sky, vast and indifferent.
“Do you hear that?” he whispered to the stars. “We are knocking.”

And for the first time, the sound of the wind didn't sound like
mourning. It sounded like an answer.
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1.
The Static and the Lie

he generator outside heaved—a wet, metallic noise that
Tsounded uncomfortably like the coughs echoing from the
medical tent. Adnan was hovering over it, wiping a speck of dust
from the fuel cap with a tenderness usually reserved for
newborns.

"Easy, you stubborn mule," Adnan whispered, adjusting the
intake valve with greasy fingers. "Don't you dare quit on me

n

now.

Samira watched him from the entrance of the communal tent,
her arms crossed over her chest. The canvas flapped violently in
the coastal wind, smelling of wet wool and ozone.

"You speak to that machine more sweetly than you speak to
people,” she noted, her voice dry.

Adnan didn't look up. "That’s because the machine is useful.
And fragile." He gave the casing a gentle pat. "It’s a strange
world, Samira. In this camp, generators are the only things
allowed to rest when they overheat. Humans just have to keep
running until the parts fall off."

Inside the tent, the air was thick with the smell of damp earth
and the collective heat of twenty bodies huddled together. The
television—another bulky monitor Adnan had scavenged from
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a bombed-out electronics store—sat on a stack of cinder blocks.
It flickered, a single pulse of blue light in the gloom.

Yusuf sat on a plastic crate in the front row, his notebook open
on his knee. He wasn't just watching; he was transcribing. He
was the court stenographer for a trial that had no judge.

"We have the signal,"” Adnan announced, slipping inside and
wiping his hands on his jeans. He squeezed onto the crate next
to Yusuf, completing the wall: the Engineer, the Writer, and the
Nurse.

On the screen, the caption burned in stark white letters: GAZA:
THE MORAL LINE.

The screen was fractured into four frames: a Western Diplomat
with a face as smooth as a shark; an Arab Historian whose eyes
held the weight of centuries; a young American Student in a
keffiyeh; and Elena, the journalist reporting from Rafah, her
video feed shaking with the tremors of nearby shelling.

“Tonight, we discuss the roots,” the anchor began, his voice
sanitized, stripped of blood. “Is this simply a war—or the result
of an unhealed past?”

The Diplomat spoke first. He leaned back in a leather chair, his
hands clasped.

"We must be careful with our terminology," he said, his tone
patronizingly calm. "The loss of civilian life is tragic, of course.
But we are fighting a unique enemy that embeds itself within
the population. Under international law, when a school is used
for military purposes, it loses its protected status. We are
operating with surgical precision to minimize collateral
damage."

Samira made a sound in her throat—a sharp, bitter click.
"Surgical precision," she muttered. "I spent three hours today
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picking shrapnel out of a grandmother’s spine. If that is surgery,
who is the patient?"

"The patient is the narrative," Yusuf whispered, writing the
words Collateral Damage in his notebook and circling them
until the paper tore. "He is trying to cure the guilt, not the
wound."

On screen, the Historian adjusted his glasses. He didn't raise his
voice, but his words cut through the Diplomat’s fog like a laser.

"Let us stop pretending this history began on October 7th," the
Historian said. "You speak of 'Human Shields' as a legal loophole
to justify mass slaughter. But tell me, sir—if a bank robber takes
hostages, does the police force have the right to blow up the
bank, kill all the hostages, and then claim self-defense? You
cannot besiege a population, starve them, bomb their safe zones,
and then claim you are the victim of the people you occupy.
That is not law. That is a legal oxymoron.”

"We have a right to defend ourselves!" the Diplomat interjected,
his face flushing slightly.

Elena, the journalist, cut in. The audio feed crackled, the sound
of a drone buzzing angrily in the background of her shot.

"Defend yourself against whom?" she demanded. "I am standing
in a tent city. There are no armies here. There are barefoot
children waiting for bread. You talk about 'Intent'—that
genocide requires intent. Sir, when you drop two thousand-
pound bombs on a refugee camp, the intent is physics. The
intent is erasure."

The Historian leaned into the microphone. “The world forgets
because remembering is too heavy,” he continued. “After the
tires of Europe, the victors tried to wash their guilt by offering a
land that was not theirs to give. They drew lines through
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villages, through olive groves, through the marrow of a people.
Those who swore ‘Never Again’ have now built walls of their

”

own.

Adnan leaned forward, his eyes glued to the tech. "Look at the
delay," he noted, pointing to the Diplomat's frame. "He’s waiting
for his talking points to load. He doesn't know how to speak
without a script."

The Diplomat smoothed his tie. "This is dangerous rhetoric. It
is antisemitic to hold the Jewish state to a standard no other
democracy would accept."

Yusuf stopped writing. The accusation hung in the humid air of
the tent.

"There it is," Samira whispered. "The shield."

The young American Student spoke next. He looked tired, but
his voice was steady as he confronted the diplomat. "Sir, I am
Jewish. My grandmother survived the Warsaw Ghetto. And I
am telling you: do not use her trauma to justify this.”

The Diplomat blinked. The script had failed.

"Our universities are burning with the truth. Artists, athletes—
every one of us is marching," the student continued. "The world
has woken up. You can sanction us, you can arrest us, you can
smear us. But you cannot make us unsee the dead babies on our
timelines. The 'Rules-Based Order' you talk about? We see it for
what it is: a glass wall. Clear for you, but a cage for everyone
else."

Adnan let out a low whistle. "The kid has fire.”

Elena’s voice cut through the diplomat’s noise. “Sir, real anti-
Semitism is a cancer. It is hatred of the Jew for being a Jew. But

Ashes of the Olive Tree | 90



calling every plea for Palestinian life ‘anti-Semitism’ is not a
defense. It is a shield for the indefensible.”

Samira murmured, “They use the scars of the past to justify the
wounds of the present.”

“Exactly,” Elena said, as if she had heard the nurse’s whisper
across the ocean. “When you misuse that word to protect war
crimes, you do not protect Jews. You protect the war.”

Yusuf touched the wooden pendant at his chest—the olive wood
warm against his skin. “There are Jews standing with us,
Samira,” he said softly. “They are called traitors for defending
us. The word has become a weapon, not a warning.”

Then, the footage shifted. B-roll of a massive protest in London,
New York, Paris. Banners waving like white sails: Humanity Has
No Borders. Ceasefire Now. All Eyes on Gaza. And there, on a
podium, stood a Rabbi in a tallit, standing arm-in-arm with an
Imam.

Rabbi Elior Ben-Shalom gripped the microphone.

He did not shout; he spoke with the quiet thunder of a prophet
breaking a tablet.

“My grandparents survived the camps of Europe,” he said.
“They taught me: If you see a child oppressed, you must stand
with that child. If you see a nation homeless, you must raise
your voice. We cannot scream ‘Never Again’ for ourselves while
inflicting it upon others.”

The silence in the tent was absolute. Even the generator seemed
to hold its breath.

“To my Muslim brothers and sisters,” the Rabbi continued, his
voice breaking. “I apologize for the pain caused in our name.
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This occupation is not Judaism. Killing children is not Judaism.
Justice is Judaism.”

Samira wiped her face. The hardness that held her together—
the armor she wore to survive the hospital—cracked, just for a
moment.

"He called us brothers," she whispered, her voice thick. "After
everything... he called us brothers."

Yusuf looked at the screen. He saw the Diplomat shrinking in
his leather chair. He saw the Historian nodding. He saw the
reality that the media tried to hide.

"They want us to believe it is a religious war," Yusuf said softly,
turning to Adnan and Samira. "Because if it’s religion, it’s
eternal. It’s unsolvable. But if it’s just oppression... then it can

be stopped."

The screen suddenly sizzled. The image of the Rabbi warped,
turned grey, and collapsed into a singular white dot before
vanishing.

"No!" Adnan scrambled up, hitting the side of the monitor.
"Don't you dare!"

The tent went pitch black. The generator outside let out one
final, exhausted heave and died.

"Out of fuel," Adnan cursed, slumping back against the crates.
"The beast is thirsty again."

In the darkness, the smell of mud and sweat seemed to amplify.
But the despair didn't return. The image of the Rabbi and the
Imam standing together burned in the afterimage of their
retinas.

Yusuf closed his notebook in the dark.
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"It doesn't matter," Yusuf said, his voice ringing clear in the
silence. "The signal died. But the message arrived."

The Garden That Spoke to the World

The midday sun beat down on the Camp, turning the sea of grey
canvas tents into a shimmering oven. The air smelled of sewage
and baking mud, the permanent perfume of displacement.

Yet, in a small clearing between the latrines and the communal
kitchen, there was a riot of greenery.

Adnan appeared first, navigating the muddy path like a tour
guide of the apocalypse. He was gesturing for the group behind
him to watch their footing, helping steer a cameraman around a
particularly deep puddle. Behind him came the cluster of foreign
journalists. They wore heavy blue flak jackets and helmets that
looked alien against the backdrop of barefoot children and
plastic tarps.

Before them lay the garden. Umm e Zainab's garden.

It was small—fragile—yet radiant with defiant life. It was not
planted in pots. Each stalk of mint, each vine of jasmine, grew
from the hollowed-out throat of a spent artillery shell. The metal
casings were jagged, heavy, and rusted—instruments designed
to shred human flesh, now cradling the tender roots of basil.

Adnan slipped away from the group and sidled up to Yusuf, his
eyes locked not on the garden, but on the gear the visitors
carried..

“Leica lenses,” he whispered to Yusuf, nudging him. “And that
one has a satellite uplink unit. Do you see the dish? That thing
costs more than our entire neighborhood.”

Samira stood on Yusuf’s other side, her body angled slightly in
front of him. She watched the strangers with a hawlk’s gaze,
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checking their hands, their movements, assessing if they were
truly there to witness or just to extract tragedy.

A reporter from Italy whispered to her cameraman, gesturing to
a shell painted in the colors of the Palestinian flag. “Guardare...
look at this. Death holding life.” The reporters watched on, their
cameras hung low, momentarily forgotten.

A man from a Japanese news channel stepped forward. He didn't
speak. He took off his hat, revealing silver hair. He knelt in the
mud and ran a finger along the scorched rim of a 155mm shell
casing. He closed his eyes, bowing his head low—a silent,
trembling gesture of reverence from one survivor of atomic fire
to the survivors of this new fire.

He didn't need to say the word Hiroshima. The silence said it for
him.

Umm-e-Zainab walked through the garden, pouring water from
a battered, soot-stained kettle. Her face was a map of tragedy,
deep lines etched by grief, yet her eyes were serene.

Yusuf followed her, leaning on his crutch, holding a small
sapling of jasmine that needed potting.

One of the reporters asked gently, “Why do you plant in these,
Ummi? Why keep the bombs?”

She smiled faintly, her eyes on the wet soil.

“Because these,” she said, her hand patting the cold, rusted iron
of the shell, “were sent to end us. They were sent to bury us. So,
I fill them with earth. I wanted them to begin life instead.” She
looked up, her gaze piercing the camera lens. “So that my
children know—we are not what they destroy. We are what we
nurture."
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The cameraman zoomed in, capturing the contrast: the
wrinkled, nurturing hand against the jagged, lethal steel.

A woman stepped out from the group of journalists. She was
older, her face weathered, her eyes holding a specific kind of
hardness that Yusuf recognized. It was the look of someone who
knew what burnt libraries and starving cities smelled like.

Her press badge read: Amina. Sarajevo.

She didn't look at the garden. She looked at Yusuf. It was a
moment of visceral recognition—the secret handshake of the
besieged.

“I know this dust,” she said softly, her accent thick. “I came
from Sarajevo. We too once lived in the cellar of the world. We
too knew the sniper’s patience and the hunger that eats the

mind.”
She lowered her notepad, removing the barrier between them.

“They told us we would disappear,” she whispered. “But we are
still here.” She placed a small recorder on a crate in front of
Yusuf. “Tell me, little brother. What gives you the strength to
stand?”

Yusuf hesitated. He felt Adnan and Samira tense beside him.
He looked at the recorder, then at Amina’s eyes—eyes that had
seen the same ghosts he was seeing now.

He reached into his pocket and pulled out the olive wood
carving. He held it up. The wood caught the sun—warm,
smooth, and eternal against the grey backdrop of the camp.

“Allah,” Yusuf answered, his voice steady. “And the olive tree.”

Amina smiled, a sad, knowing curve of her lips. “Why the olive
tree?”
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“Because it burns, yet it still gives light,” Yusuf said, his thumb
tracing the grain of the wood. “It is cut, but the root remains. It
is the soul of this land. You can break the branch, but you
cannot kill the memory of the soil.”

The shutters clicked. A dozen lenses focused on the boy, the
crutch, and the wooden bird.

The Ripple

The next day, the footage left the camp. It traveled via Adnan’s
tenuous satellite signal, up through the atmosphere, and down
into the glowing screens of a waiting world.

It was a short clip—Umme-e-Zainab watering the iron, and Yusuf
holding the wood.

It didn't just air; it detonated.

In a world drowning in images of gore and rubble, the sight of
mint growing from a mortar shell struck a chord of piercing,
unbearable beauty.

#GardenOfGaza began to trend.

In a small café in Istanbul, a poet watched the clip on her phone,
tears falling into her tea. She grabbed a napkin and scribbled:
They bombed the earth, but Gaza grew a garden. The world must now
decide who is truly free.

In Johannesburg, a university professor paused his lecture on
Apartheid. He projected the image of Yusuf’s hand holding the
carving. “Look,” he told his students, his voice thick with
emotion. “This is what resistance looks like. Not a weapon, but
a refusal to wither.”

Ashes of the Olive Tree | 96



And in the camp, under the canvas that flapped in the wind,
Yusuf sat with his notebook. He didn't know about the hashtags.
He didn't know about the professors.

He only knew that the jasmine smelled sweet, even here. And
for tonight, that was enough.

The Olive Branch

The afternoon waned into the Golden Hour—that brief,
deceptive time of day when the ruins turned to copper and the
light softened the jagged edges of the world. In the classroom
without walls, the sun slanted through the gaps in the sheet
metal, illuminating millions of dust motes dancing in the air like
ghosts of a forgotten peace.

Nearby, Samira was kneeling in the dirt beside a little girl. She
wasn't watching the lesson; she was teaching one of her own. In
her hands, she held the girl’s raggedy doll, its stuffing spilling
from a tear in the fabric leg.

“Watch closely, habibti,” Samira murmured, guiding the girl’s
small fingers over a strip of torn linen. “You have to apply
pressure before you wrap. Like this.”

The little girl was playing house. But Samira was teaching her
survival.

Yusuf sat on a low crate a few feet away, his back resting against
the warm stone of the mosque wall. In his hand was a small
block of scavenged olive wood, rescued from the rubble of a
crushed grove. He worked with a small, dull knife—a blade that
looked painfully similar to the one his father had used to shape
prayer beads in a life that felt a century ago.

Scritch. Scritch. Scritch.
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The sound was rhythmic, a quiet percussion beneath the fading
light. With every curl of wood that fell to the dusty floor, a scent
was released—sharp, sweet, and resinous. It was a smell that
didn't belong in the camp. It cut through the stench of open
sewage and diesel fumes, creating a tiny, invisible island of the
past.

He made one final cut. He blew the sawdust away. The shape
emerged—not a bird this time, but a small olive branch, simple
yet graceful, its leaves stretching upward as if praying to the sky.

A shadow fell across his hands.
Yusuf looked up.

It was the boy. Yusuf didn't know his name, but he knew his
silence. For weeks, this child had sat in the furthest corner of
the makeshift classroom, knees pulled to his chest, making
himself as small as possible—a ghost haunting the margins of
the lesson. He never spoke. He never raised his hand. He only
watched, his eyes wide and unblinking, absorbing the words as
if they were food.

But today, he had stepped out of the corner.

He stood barely an arm’s length away, barefoot, his shirt torn at
the collar. In his grime-streaked hand, he clutched his own tool:
a burnt pencil stub, held so tightly his knuckles were white.

Yusuf looked at the pencil, then up at the boy’s eyes. He saw
the hunger there. It wasn't a hunger for bread; it was the hunger
to make a mark on a world that was trying to erase him.

Yusuf looked down at the fresh carving in his own hand.

“My father taught me the craft,” Yusuf said, his voice thick with
emotion. “But the wood... the wood belongs to the land.”
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He reached out and placed the warm, newly carved olive branch
into the boy’s free hand.

“Remember this,” Yusuf whispered, leaning closer. “They can
burn the branches. They can cut the trunk. But the root
remains. As long as you hold this, the tree is not gone.”

The boy stared at the carving, speechless. Tears welled up in his
eyes, but they were not tears of sorrow. They were tears of
belonging. He wasn't just an orphan in a camp anymore; he was
a keeper of the root.

Samira tied the final knot on the doll’s bandage. She patted the
little girl’s head, then looked up, catching the moment the wood
passed from one hand to the other.

She smiled, a soft expression that smoothed the lines of
exhaustion on her face.

“Hope doesn’t need grand speeches, Yusuf,” she observed, her
voice drifting on the golden wind. “Sometimes it travels through
small hands.”

The Olive branch, an ancient emblem of peace and a symbol of
Palestine’s identity, represents continuity, resilience, and divine blessing.
Passing it to a child, Yusuf has passed on the hope — even amidst ruins,
the spirit of Palestine lives on.

And the Writer is Born

Night fell over the camp, bringing with it a cold wind that
smelled of the sea and wet canvas. The excitement of the
journalists had faded, leaving only the deep, rhythmic breathing
of the sleeping camp.

Inside the communal tent, the shadows were long and heavy.
Since the heavy rains had collapsed Yusuf’s makeshift shelter
three days ago, Adnan had pulled the boy into his own tent. It
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was the unspoken pact of the displaced: the twenty-one-year-
old university student quietly adopting the seventeen-year-old.

Adnan raised a stripped copper wire, flourishing it like a wand.
With a theatrical swish and flick, he summoned the ghost of the
Harry Potter student he was before the sky fell.

"Lumos," he whispered, a grin tugging at the corner of his mouth.

He touched the wire to the terminal of a car battery. The bulb
flickered once, twice, and then settled into a steady, golden
hum.

"Don't knock it over," Adnan warned, sitting back against a pile
of blankets, wiping grease onto his jeans. "That battery has
maybe two hours of life left."

Samira sat on the other side of the crate, her legs tucked under
her. She was mending a tear in a child’s shirt, her needle flashing
in the dim light. She didn't look up, but her presence was a wall
at Yusuf's back—steady, unmoving.

Yusuf sat between them. The notebook lay open on his knees.
And on the crate before him, he spread out his harvest.

It was a chaotic mosaic of paper. There was the small, charred
notebook he had scavenged from the hospital ruins. There were
the blue-lined prescription pads Samira had brought him when
the ink ran dry. There were scraps of brown butcher paper and
the back of a UN aid flyer.

For weeks, he had thought these were just scribbles—fragments
of rage and grief released to keep his heart from exploding. But
as he arranged them now, smoothing the crinkled edges, he saw
the pattern.

Here was the death of the Sheikh. Here was the birth of the
solar tank. Here was the taste of the stale date.
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He shuffled the papers, stacking the prescription pad on top of
the notebook. They weren't just scattered thoughts anymore.
They were vertebrae. He was building a spine.

He picked up the pencil stub. He thought of the diplomat in the
suit. He thought of Kanafani’s men suffocating in the tank. He
thought of Hind’s voice on the radio.

He pressed the pencil to the fresh top page.

First, he wrote a verse his father had once recited under the olive
tree, before the fire, before the grief:

“Do not lose heart nor fall into despair — for you shall overcome if you
are believers.” (Quran, 3:139)

He stared at the words. They were not just a prayer; they were
an instruction.

"We will not be silent," he whispered to the paper. "We will
knock until the world answers."

Samira stopped sewing. She watched him, seeing the way his
hand trembled not from fear, but from the force of the words
trying to get out.

"What will you call it?" she asked softly.

Yusuf looked up. Through the open flap of the tent, he could
see the silhouette of the small garden Umm-e-Zainab had
planted. In the dark, the metal casings of the bombs were
invisible, but the leaves of the saplings caught the starlight.

"Ashes of the Olive Tree," he answered.
Adnan looked up from his wires. Samira lowered the needle.

"It’s about what they took from us," Yusuf added, his voice
rasping slightly. "And what they couldn't."
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Samira smiled. Her eyes glistened in the lamplight, reflecting
the single bulb Adnan had kept alive.

"Then write it, Yusuf," she commanded gently. "Let the world
read your Gaza."

Yusuf looked back at the blank page below the verse. The silence
of the camp pressed in against the tent walls, vast and
suffocating. But inside the circle of light, the air was electric.

He didn't know if anyone would ever read this. He didn't know
if he would live to finish it. But he knew that to leave the page
blank was to accept the erasure.

He pressed the graphite to the paper.

Outside, the clouds parted. For the first time in weeks, the
smoke cleared enough for the stars to shine clearly above the
camp—ancient, cold, and witnessing.

Yusuf began to write, the thought anchoring him to the earth
even as the sky threatened to fall:

Even when the world burns, the olive tree's roots still remember the rain.
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8.
Ink and Rain

The Ink and the Hunger

ovember arrived not with rain, but with a biting wind that
found every tear in the canvas and every gap in their
clothes.

The fame of the "Garden of Bombs" had lasted exactly four days.
The hashtags had trended, the world had wept emojis of
heartbreak, and then the algorithm had scrolled on. The
cameras were gone. The journalists had moved to the next
frontline.

What remained was the cold. And the hunger. And the ever-
increasing number of the displaced at the camp.

Inside the communal tent, the air was frigid. Yusuf sat with his
knees pulled to his chest, his breath misting in the gloom. His
stomach was a tight, cramping knot—they hadn’t eaten
anything but a stale piece of flatbread shared three ways since
yesterday morning.

Adnan was huddled near the entrance, shielding the glow of his
phone with his jacket. He was conserving the battery, scrolling
through a news feed that loaded pixel by agonizing pixel.

"It’s happening,” Adnan whispered, his voice cutting through the
wind rattling the tent poles.
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Yusuf looked up from his notebook. "What is?"

Adnan turned the screen toward them. The light washed over
his tired face, illuminating the dark circles under his eyes.

"The sky turned back," Adnan said.

He read from the screen, translating the frantic headlines into
the quiet reality of the camp.

"For the first time, the sirens aren't just here," Adnan reported,
his finger tracing the text. "They are wailing across Tel Aviv and
Ashkelon. The news says families are rushing toward
underground shelters, clutching children and prayer books. The
Iron Dome... it flashed and faltered. A missile struck through.
The glass towers are shaking."

Yusuf listened, the pencil freezing in his hand. For months, they
had known only one rhythm—destruction falling from above.
Now, the geometry of fear had shifted.

"They are saying the invincible feels vulnerable," Adnan
continued, a strange, hollow laugh escaping him. "The airport is
full. Long queues at dawn. Families who used to debate start-
ups are now debating which country might take them in. They
call it an 'internal fear.' The war that was supposed to secure
them has stripped them of security itself."

Samira sat beside Yusuf, her hands tucked into her sleeves for
warmth. She didn't look at the screen. She looked at the
shadows dancing on the tent wall.

"They are running," Adnan murmured. "While we sit here,
unable to walk five meters without permission."

Samira shifted, her expression solemn. She didn't smile. There
was no joy in her eyes, only a deep, ancient knowing.
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"Fear is a mirror," she said softly. "When they see their reflection
in it, perhaps mercy will return."

Yusuf looked at her, then down at his paper. He thought of the
mothers in the bunkers across the border. He thought of the
mother in the tent next door who had no bunker, only a prayer
mat.

He pressed the pencil to the page. The cold made his
handwriting jagged, but the thought was clear. He wrote down
what Adnan had described—the airport queues, the faltering
dome, the sudden realization that walls cannot stop the wind.

Maybe now they’ll understand what it means to live every day under
sirens, he wrote.

He paused, then added a new header to the chapter, pressing
hard enough to tear the thin paper.

Fear has two faces — one destroys, the other awakens.

"It says the Shekel is plummeting," Adnan added, scrolling
down. "They are calling it an economic implosion."

Yusuf stopped writing. The economics didn't matter. The
hunger in his belly didn't care about the stock market. But the
spiritual balance... that mattered.

He looked at Samira.

"Wa makart wa makarallah," he recited, his voice a low hum
that seemed to warm the air between them. "Wallahu khairul-
makirin."

They plan, and Allah plans — and Allah is the best of planners.

“This is not revenge. It is gravity. The ones who sowed fear are
now tasting its fruit." Yusuf continued as Adnan nodded slowly.
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Samira closed her eyes, letting the words settle like light rain
over scorched earth.

Silence reclaimed the tent. The news feed ended. Adnan turned
off the screen to save the last 4% of battery. The darkness
returned, heavier than before.

Yusuf looked at the stack of papers on the crate. The "spine" he
had built was growing thicker. It was a chronicle of everything—
the death, the garden, and now, the turning of the sky.

Samira opened her eyes and looked at the notebook. She saw
the density of the writing. She saw the history being trapped in
graphite.

"Yusuf," she said, her voice sharp with a sudden decision.
"Yes?ll

"The world is forgetting us again," she said. "The journalists left.
The aid trucks have stopped. They liked the picture of the
garden because it was easy. It was silent."

She reached out and touched the cover of his notebook.

"But this..Ashes of the Olive Tree, your testimony....." she said.
"This is not a picture. This is a voice. And voices are harder to
ignore."

Yusuf pulled back slightly. "It’s not finished."

"It doesn't matter," Samira insisted. She looked at Adnan, then
back to Yusuf. "We have to send this to that journalist...what
was her name again? The one from Sarajevo?"

"Amina," Adnan replied.

"Yes, her! We have to send this to the world before the winter
takes the signal away completely."
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Yusuf looked at the flickering lamp, then at the words he had
just written about fear and mirrors. He realized she was right.
He was writing a testimony for a trial that hadn't started yet.

He nodded slowly.

"Adnan," Yusuf said, turning to the older student. "Do you still
have her card?"

Adnan tapped his pocket. "I do. But to send a file this big... we’re
going to need a better signal than this." He glanced upward,
toward the stormy ceiling of the night. "We're going to have to
climb."

The Signal and the Conscience

The air outside the UN relief office tasted of ozone and
pulverized cement. Shadows stretched long across the debris
tield, swallowing the craters where the road used to be.

Yusuf stood in the doorway, the battered leather journal in his
hands. He ran a thumb over the spine one last time. It felt
heavy, denser than paper and ink should be, like he was holding
the weight of a child.

He extended it to Adnan.

The tech specialist took it with solemn care, tucking it inside his
jacket against his chest. He adjusted his glasses, looking toward
the dark outline of the ruins to the west.

"The network is dead here,” Adnan said, his voice low. He
pointed a thin finger toward a skeletal silhouette rising against
the twilight—the remains of an old water tower, its metal legs
twisted but standing. "I have to get to the high ground. It’s the
only place catching the bounce signals."

"It looks unstable," Yusuf murmured worriedly.
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"It is," Adnan replied. "But the story cannot stay here."

Adnan turned and slipped into the shadows, his footsteps
crunching softly on the grit. Yusuf watched him disappear, a
ghost moving through a graveyard, before turning back. He
stepped inside, leaving the open air for the suffocating heat of
the office and the flickering blue light of the television.

Adnan reached the base of the tower. It was a monolith of rusted
iron, groaning softly in the wind coming off the sea.

He gripped the first rung of the service ladder. It was cold and
slick with dust. He pulled himself up. The metal shrieked—a
sharp, grinding sound that seemed deafening in the unnatural
silence. Usually, the sky buzzed with the hornet-drone of
surveillance, but tonight, the air was empty. Waiting.

He climbed. His boots slipped on the grit coating the rungs. His
breath hissed through his teeth. Ten feet. Twenty. The muscles
in his arms burned. This was the invisible labor of truth-telling—

not glory, just the terrifying friction of skin against rust in the
dark.

Inside the office, the air smelled of stale sweat, antiseptic, and
anxiety. Dozens of displaced families were huddled on the floor,
their eyes glued to a small, battery-powered TV perched on a
plastic crate.

News spread that resistance groups in Yemen, Lebanon, and
Iran had declared their defiance, vowing that Gaza would not
stand alone. The screen flickered with images of Tel Aviv,
bathed in the harsh glare of emergency lights. But it wasn't a
strike scene. It was an airport.
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The camera panned over chaotic lines at Ben Gurion. People
were clutching passports and laptops, their faces drawn with a
panic that Gaza knew too well. The news ticker ran beneath
them: Exodus of Fear: Flights Overbooked as Borders Tighten.

Yusuf stood beside Samira, watching the families on the screen
debate escape routes.

They all watched, stunned. The image was an inversion of their
entire life.

They didn’t nod. They didn't smile. Their face was illuminated
by the cold blue glow of the screen, their eyes solemn.

Adnan was halfway up the tower when the world turned red.

He froze, hugging the cold steel supports, his heart hammering
against the journal in his jacket.

The horizon flashed. A deep, guttural boom rolled across the
landscape. But the trajectory was wrong. The missiles weren't
falling on Gaza. They were launching from the North, arcing
high over the sea.

Then came the response. The Iron Dome batteries fired—
streaks of light chasing the incoming fire. Adnan watched,
breathless. For years, those lights had been the symbol of an
impenetrable shield.

But tonight, the alchemy failed.

The interceptors flashed and faltered, exploding harmlessly in
mid-air. One missile struck through, impacting a glass tower in
the distance, miles away in Ashkelon. An explosion rattled the
air, turning the sky a bruised, bloody crimson.
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Adnan stared at the burning horizon. The shield was broken.
The invincible was burning.

The broadcast in the office cut away from the airport to the
aftermath of the strike. The frantic tone of the anchors had

shifted. The anger was gone, replaced by a hollow, existential
dread.

The segment title changed: The Awakening of Conscience.

The camera cut to a shaking handheld recording inside a
synagogue in Haifa. An elderly Rabbi stood before a small
gathering, his voice quivering but clear.

"We look in the mirror and see David, but the world looks at us
and sees Goliath." the Rabbi said, his eyes glistening on the
grainy screen. "We were the children of exile. We know the taste
of dust and ash. So I ask you—when did we become the
Pharaohs we once fled from?"

Silence filled the crowded UN office. The only sound was the
static of the TV.

The image cut again. A young soldier, his face blurred digitally,
sat in a dark room speaking to a journalist.

"I was told I was defending my people," the distorted voice said.
"But in Gaza, I saw children with no weapons... only schoolbags
and toys. I still hear their cries when I try to sleep."

Yusuf felt a chill run through him. The wall of justification was
cracking.

Samira leaned in, her gaze fixed on the Rabbi’s frozen image.

"When Pharaoh’s heart hardened," she whispered, "Allah still
sent Moses with words, not swords." She looked at Yusuf, the
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blue light reflecting in her dark eyes. "This time, the Moses they
fear is not a man, but their own conscience."

Adnan hauled himself onto the top platform of the water tower.
The wind here was ferocious, whipping his jacket around him.
He was exposed, a silhouette against the burning stars.

He pulled out his phone and the journal. His hands trembled.

Click. Click. Click.

The camera flash was blinding in the dark, illuminating the
handwritten Arabic script of Yusuf’s pages. Adnan worked
frantically, capturing the stories—The Severing, The Roots, The
Crushing.

He hit Select All. He hit Upload.
No Signal.

Adnan cursed. He stood up, gripping the railing with one hand
and holding the phone high over the void with the other, leaning
out into the abyss.

"Come on," he hissed, his eyes watering from the wind.

The phone caught a stray wave bouncing off the sea. One bar
flickered into existence.

The upload bar appeared on the screen. 0%... 10%...

Yusuf watched the news anchor, a woman whose professional
mask had slipped, revealing raw fear. She looked into the camera
and asked the question that had been whispered for weeks. "And
in homes, synagogues, and cafés across Israel, a whisper rises
above politics—the whisper of souls asking, 'Have we gone too
far?"
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Adnan watched the progress bar crawl. 50%... The wind howled
through the metal grating, threatening to knock him off. 75%...
In the distance, another siren wailed, a mournful cry over the
northern cities.

Samira closed her eyes, letting the anchor's words settle like light
rain over scorched earth.

99%... The screen flashed green. SENT.

At that exact moment, a flare went up in the distance,
illuminating Adnan’s exhausted, triumphant face.
Simultaneously, the TV screen in the office flickered with a
breaking news ticker at the bottom: Viral Sermon sparks protests
across Tel Aviy.

Adnan slumped against the rusted railing, his chest heaving. He
looked down at the phone, then shoved it into his pocket. The
manuscript was gone. It was loose in the digital current now,
beyond borders, beyond checkpoints, beyond fire.

He looked North, where the missiles were fading into smoke.
The sky was silent again.

Inside the office, Yusuf felt a sudden lightness in his chest, a
strange unburdening he couldn't explain. He didn't know the file
had been sent, but he felt the shift in the air pressure. The
suffocating weight of being unheard had lifted.
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On the small screen, the image shifted to a montage of social
media posts flooding the internet. People in London, Istanbul,
New York, holding candles.

A hashtag appeared in the corner of the screen: #LightFromGaza

Yusuf looked at Samira. The cycle had turned.
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9.
The Fire and the Balance

hree days later, the sky opened up. It wasn’t the screaming
Train of shrapnel they had grown used to, but actual water—
a heavy, drum-beating downpour that turned the dust of the
camp into slick mud.

Inside the makeshift tent, the air was thick with the smell of
damp wool and brewing sage. Samira sat near the entrance,
wiping the day’s fatigue from her hands with a rag. She smelled
faintly of iodine and rubbing alcohol; the medical station had
been overflowing again. Yusuf sat opposite her, his knees aching
from crouching on the floor of the ruined schoolhouse where he
had spent the morning teaching arithmetic to children who had
no desks.

The simple domesticity of it felt strange, almost illicit.

Samira looked up at the sagging blue tarpaulin above them,
listening to the rhythm of the storm.

"The rain is heavy," she murmured, wringing out the cloth.

"It washes the dust," Yusuf said, watching the steam rise from
the small teapot nestled in the coals. "It is good for the olives. If
any are left."

"There are always olives left, Yusuf. The roots are older than the
tanks."
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The tent flap whipped open violently. A spray of cold water and
wind cut through the warmth.

Adnan stumbled in, breathless, his hair plastered to his
forehead. He had been gone since dawn, repairing a generator
for a family three sectors over, but the look in his eyes wasn't
fatigue. It was a frantic, electric brightness. He clutched his
phone to his chest as if it were a diamond he had stolen.

"Adnan?" Yusuf straightened. "What is it? Are they moving the
tanks?"

"No," Adnan gasped, shaking his head. He dropped to his knees
beside the fire, disregarding the mud. "No tanks. It’s the signal.
It’s everywhere, Yusuf. The Modest Journal published the
excerpts this morning. But it didn’t stop there."

He held out the phone. The screen was cracked, but the light
from it was blinding in the dim tent.

"The world is reading," Adnan whispered. "Listen to this."

He tapped the screen, his thumb shaking. He began to read
aloud, his voice taking on a formal, theatrical weight, acting as
the chorus for a world thousands of miles away.

"This is from a global news broadcast in New York. The anchor
stopped the segment to say this:"

Adnan cleared his throat and read:

"The land that once gave the world the Gaza gauze, that soft cloth to
bind wounds and ease pain, is now itself wrapped in the same gauze —
bleeding, bandaged, yet unhealed. The place that once soothed the world
now cries for relief."

Yusuf went still. He looked down at the medical kit Samira had
left open on the crate—the rolls of white cotton, stark against
the dirt. The irony twisted in his gut. The healers were the ones
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bleeding. The world was finally remembering its debt to the
wounded.

"They remember," Yusuf whispered.

"They are starting to," Adnan said. He swiped up. "But look at
this. London. A renowned historian."

He held the phone up like a lantern.

"History is meant to warn us, not to be repeated. The fire that burned
them once should have made them the protectors of the burned — not the
bearers of new flames."

Samira closed her eyes. She did not smile, but her shoulders
dropped, the tension of the medical station leaving her frame.

"The truth does not need to shout," she said softly. "It only needs
to be whispered in the right ear."

"It is screaming now, though," Adnan said. His tone shifted,
growing darker, heavier. "But there is something else.
Something... balanced."

He looked at Yusuf. "You remember the tech mogul? The one
from Hollywood who made the video mocking the water
shortages? The one who laughed?"

Yusuf nodded. He remembered the anger that had burned in his
chest that day—a hot, useless coal.

"Watch," Adnan said.

He pressed play. A video loaded—grainy footage of a man
standing before a hillside consumed by a raging wildfire. The
mansions were gone. The luxury cars were skeletons of ash. The
man was crying, his face streaked with soot, his arrogance
stripped away by the heat.
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Adnan read the comment that had been pinned to the top of
the video, the verdict of the digital crowd:

"In the wind of God’s wrath, there is no sound before it strikes... You
mocked their fire, and now you stand in its smoke. Perhaps now you
understand."

Yusuf stared at the tiny image of the burning hill.

He did not feel joy. He did not feel the sweet, poisonous rush
of revenge. Instead, he felt a profound, terrifying awe.

The Circle of Fire, Yusuf thought. It is all one thing.

He realized then that the bomb that had struck his home and
the spark that had ignited the dry bushes in California were not
different fires. They were the same energy. Fire is a living entity;
it feeds on arrogance, it circles the globe, and eventually, it
returns to the hand that lit it. It was not punishment; it was
physics. It was balance.

You cannot burn your brother’s house without the smoke entering your
own lungs, Yusuf thought. Fear has circled the earth and returned to
its sender.

It was not revenge that people saw, but revelation — the echo
of a moral law that outlives every empire: Injustice never escapes
the balance of God.

"He looks so small," Yusuf said quietly. "Just a man in the ashes.
Like us."

"Like us," Adnan agreed. He turned the phone screen toward
them one last time.

A cascade of text was flowing down the feed—thousands of
posts, in English, Arabic, Spanish, French.

"Look at the hashtags, Yusuf."
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#LightFromGaza #AshesAndOlives #TheRootsAreSpeaking

"They can’t stop it," Adnan said, his voice cracking with
emotion. "They have the checkpoints. They have the drones.
But they couldn't stop this."

Yusuf looked at the glowing screen, then out at the rainy
twilight. They had tried to crush him, to bury him in the rubble
of anonymity. But in doing so, they had turned his suffering
into a mirror, and his silence into a voice that could walk
through walls. Even if its just excerpts for now.

His body was still trapped behind the fence. But his soul—his
words—had escaped.

Yusuf reached for the teapot. He poured three small glasses of
dark, sweet tea. The steam rose up, mixing with the damp air.

Outside, the rain hammered against the tarp, a relentless,
rhythmic thrumming. To Yusuf, it no longer sounded like a
storm. It sounded like a battle cry.
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10.
The World Fights Without Weapons

he sun had not yet risen over Gaza, but inside the tent,
Yusuf’s hands were bathed in a pale, artificial blue light.

He sat alone on the mat, Adnan’s cracked phone resting in his
palm. It was glowing. Not with calls. Not with alarms. With
notifications.

A message from Malaysia. A post from Argentina. A tag from
South Africa.

The world was awake — and it was angry.

Yusuf scrolled, his thumb moving rhythmically over the glass.
Adnan had left the device with him, saying only, “Watch the fire
spread.” But this was not the fire of destruction. It was a digital
storm, moving faster than any drone.

He stopped at a post from @NoraWrites in Iceland: We can’t
rebuild their homes, but we can stop paying for the fuel of tank that
destroy them.

Beneath it, the hashtag #BoycottForHumanity was trending
in eighteen countries.

Yusuf watched a video from a supermarket in Chile. A worker
filmed himself turning Israeli-made products to the back of the
shelf, hiding the labels. The caption was simple: “Not on my
conscience.” It had ninety thousand likes.
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He scrolled past students in Indonesia holding cardboard signs
in a crowded corridor: “We are not powerless.” One point two

million views.

Then, a video from a small café in Turkey. The owner was
removing a popular soda brand from the fridge, shaking his
head. “If a child loses his life,” the man said to the camera, “I lose
my appetite.”

Yusuf felt a tightness in his chest. It was a gentle-voiced nun
from Italy who made him pause the longest. She posted a simple
text image: “Religion is not part of this conversation. Humanity is.”

Even the makers of machines had joined. A robotics club in
Japan had posted a photo of their team standing behind a
banner: “Machines cannot feel pain. But makers must feel
responsibility.”

Within a week, three hashtags had risen together like a chant,
scrolling endlessly down the feed: #BoycottForHumanity
#NotInOurName #WeSeeYouGaza

They were more than slogans — they were a moral verdict.

Yusuf sat silently, the light of the screen reflecting in his tired
eyes. His heart, however, was alert. He whispered to the empty
tent: “They are oceans, and they don’t even realise it.”

Each person was a drop — alone insignificant, but together,
unstoppable. No tanks. No guns. No armies. Yet the world had
finally learned how to say no. It was a kind of resistance no
missile could intercept.

News headlines flashed across the feed. From Cairo to Cape
Town, Delhi to Dublin, Sdo Paulo to San Francisco — people
of every faith and nationality were refusing to buy the brands
that publicly stood with the war machinery. It didn’t begin with
noise; it began with grief — the kind of grief that turns into
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resolve when people realise they cannot pick up weapons, but
they can pick up their conscience.

No one knew who started the first appeal. It was just an image
shared on social media: “If injustice cannot hear our voice, let it feel
our absence.”

And then the world acted. Supermarket shelves became
battlegrounds of ethics. Students stuck posters. Mothers posted
lists online. Workers discussed alternatives during tea breaks.
Within months, the pressure had become visible. Economic
reports whispered what politicians refused to say aloud: The
boycott hurt... deeply. The markets shrank, the exports slowed, the
stocks dipped, and global corporations grew nervous.

As Yusuf watched the stock tickers tremble on the screen, he
remembered something from the Seerah — the early years of
Islam in Maldkah. He thought of the Valley of Abu Talib.

He remembered how the Prophet Muhammad # and his

followers were banished and exiled into that barren valley. Their
enemies had boycotted them, starving them to crush their spirit.
But it had done the opposite: it awakened the conscience of the
world around them. Even non-Muslims from Quraysh
eventually broke the boycott, sneaking food at night, until the
injustice collapsed under the weight of moral awakening.

Yusuf closed his eyes, the phone warm in his hand. “History
repeats in different forms,” he whispered. “When hands cannot
lift a sword, they can still refuse to feed oppression. And
sometimes, that refusal is more powerful than force.”

He realised the boycott of this age — digital, economic, and
borderless — was exactly that: a peaceful weapon of the
powerless. A way to say: “We cannot stop your tanks. But we can
stop financing their fuel.”
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A notification chimed. A breaking news alert from the CCB
went viral instantly: “Corporate Losses Spark Diplomatic
Pressure for Ceasefire.”

In Washington, Paris, Berlin, and Ottawa, journalists were
asking the same question: “Is it public pressure forcing governments
to act?” And governments dodged the question — which was an
answer in itself.

The bombs slowed. The diplomats hurried. The ceasefire talks
reopened. Not because tanks retreated, but because conscience
advanced.

Yusuf scrolled one last time. A video from Brazil appeared. A
little girl, no more than nine, whispered into a camera: “I cannot
save them... but at least I will not help hurt them.” Her mother
hugged her, and the world watched — millions of hearts
breaking the same way.

Yusuf felt tears find his eyes, uninvited. “The world has finally
remembered,” he murmured into the dawn silence. “Justice
begins when ordinary people stop telling themselves they are
ordinary.”

Outside the tent, the sky began to lighten. Somewhere beyond
the borders of rubble and smoke, hope exhaled.

A few days had passed since the digital uprising. The camp was
still a landscape of grey mud and gnawing hunger, but the air
inside the School Without Walls felt different. The children sat

on their cinder blocks, charcoal in hand, but their eyes were not
on the blackboard.

They were watching the two figures running toward them.

Samira was in the lead, but it was Adnan who looked like he
had seen a ghost. The engineer, usually composed and cynical,
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was stumbling over the debris, clutching a sheaf of crumpled
papers against his chest as if they were blueprints for a new
world.

“Yusuf!” Adnan shouted, his voice cracking. He didn't care
about the Geography lesson he was interrupting.

Yusuf stood up, leaning on his metal crutch. “What is it? The
generator?”

“No,” Adnan gasped, skidding to a halt. He was out of breath,
his glasses skewed. “It’s the signal. It didn’t just send, Yusuf. It
exploded.”

Samira caught up, her hand on one of the children to steady
herself. She was beaming—a rare, radiant expression. “Show
him, Adnan.”

Adnan shoved the papers into Yusuf’s charcoal-stained hands.
They were printouts from a news site, likely printed on a dying
cartridge in the UN office where Adnan bartered for Wi-Fi.

“I checked the server logs,” Adnan said, pacing frantically. “I
thought it was a glitch. The traffic... it’s not just the diaspora.
It’s everyone.”

Yusuf looked at the paper. He saw his name—Yusuf—printed in
English. But below it, he saw scripts he didn't recognize.

“They translated it?” Yusuf asked, his voice barely a whisper.

“Into languages I can’t even code for,” Adnan said, shaking his
head in disbelief. “Turkish. Spanish. Urdu. French.” He pointed
a shaking finger at the headline. “Read what they are calling

”

you.

Yusuf read the bold text: The Boy of the Olive Tree.
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“They say your words have given Gaza a soul,” Samira added
softly.

“It wasn’t just one share,” Adnan explained, his technical mind
still trying to process the miracle. “It was a cascade. A relief
worker found a copy. A teacher sent it to Cairo. A student in
Istanbul shared it. The network didn't just carry the file, Yusuf.
It carried the weight.”

Yusuf stared at the page. He had written those words in the
dark, huddled under a blanket, trying to keep his memories from
fading into the ash. He had written to save himself.

He lowered his gaze, the weight of it pressing on his shoulders.

“Alhamdulillah ‘ala kulli hal,” he whispered. Praise be to Allah in
every condition.

“Do not look down,” Samira said fiercely.

Adnan adjusted his glasses, his voice dropping to a tone of rare
respect. “You did it, Yusuf. You knocked on the tank, and the
world heard.”

But feeling did not fill stomachs.

The news was a feast for the spirit, but the body of Gaza was
still starving. The road borders remained clamped shut. Long
queues of relief trucks sat idling miles away, their engines
humming a song of plenty that the children of the camp could
not hear.

Malnutrition was no longer a statistic; it was the hollow
cheekbones of the students in the front row.

An hour later, the trio—Yusuf, Samira, and Adnan—sat on the
roof of the ruined school structure. It was the highest point in
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the camp. Adnan was fiddling with a small handheld radio,
trying to catch a weather report or a news update.

“They read our stories,” Yusuf said to the wind. “But can they
read our hunger?”

“The signal can only do so much,” Adnan muttered, kicking a
piece of gravel. “It can’t beam flour through a firewall.”
Flotilla and Parachute

But the horizon slowly began to change.

It started as a speck, then a line. A procession of white shapes
materialized on the blue water of the Mediterranean. Ships.

Yusuf squinted. “Samiral!” he called out, pointing.

She climbed up beside him, shading her eyes. “The Flotilla!
Could it be, though? This time maybe...” she breathed.

As the ships drew nearer, they could see banners draped across
their hulls: “Bread, Not Bombs.”

“They can’t dock,” Adnan said, the realist returning. “The
blockade is a wall of steel on the water. They’ll be turned back.”

Then came the sound. A low rumble in the sky.

Beneath them, in the courtyard, the children screamed and
scattered, diving under the makeshift desks. It was the instinct
of trauma—the sound of an engine meant death.

“Wait!” Yusuf shouted, gripping the edge of the roof. “Look!
They are not diving!”

The planes were heavy cargo transports, flying low and slow.
Their bellies opened.

But no bombs fell.
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Instead, huge crates tumbled out, and a moment later, white
canopies bloomed above them. Parachutes.

Dozens of them. Then hundreds. They descended slowly
through the smoky air, drifting like giant dandelion seeds.

Adnan dropped his radio. He stared up, his mouth slightly open.
“Physics,” he whispered, a smile breaking across his tired face.
“If you can’t go through the wall... you go over it.”

“It’s coming down!” a man shouted from the tents below.

The silence of the camp shattered into a roar of disbelief. The
pallets landed in the open clearing beyond the tents—soft thuds
in the sand.

The children ran. They didn't run with the terrified scramble of
an airstrike; they ran with the wild, chaotic energy of joy.

A boy near the front reached a crate first. He tore at the plastic
wrapping with his teeth. He pulled out a bag and held it up to
the sky.

“It’s rice!” he screamed, his voice cracking. “Look! It’s rice!”

Laughter—real, untainted laughter—erupted from the crowd. It
was a sound Gaza had not heard in years, louder than the
drones, louder than the grief.

Yusuf watched a mother press a packet of formula to her chest
for her infant and weep. He watched men carrying sacks of flour
on their backs like kings carrying gold.

He turned to his friends. Adnan was laughing—a sound of pure
relief—and wiping his eyes behind his glasses. Samira was
smiling, the light reflecting the white parachutes in her eyes.

’_»

“Ya Allah,” Yusuf whispered. “They are answering our Du’a.
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Samira shook her head gently. “No, Yusuf. Allah is answering
through them.”

Yusuf watched the white silk of salvation dotted against the
blue. He didn't reach for his notebook this time; his hands, like
everyone else’s, would soon be full. Instead, he let the words
settle in his heart:

The sky that once burned us is now feeding us. The world can change —
one heart at a time.

That night, when the camp lights flickered on—powered by
Adnan’s scavenged batteries—the children didn't sleep. They
danced between the tents, their shadows long and joyous. Some
sang verses of peace. Others waved small olive branches they
had scavenged from the garden.

Yusuf sat by the fire, watching them. The hunger was still there,
and the war was not over. But the isolation—the terrible,
suffocating feeling that they had been erased from the earth—

was gone.
The world had reached back.

A week had passed since the sky rained rice, and the miracle had
already faded into the mundane. The rice was rationed, the flour
turned to dough, and the hunger returned, not as a sharp pang,
but as a dull, constant roommate.

Yusuf sat on a jagged slab of concrete in the school courtyard.
The excitement of the airdrops had evaporated, leaving behind
the heavy sediment of survival. He was trying to explain the
concept of a "remainder” in long division to three children who
were too tired to hold their charcoal sticks.

He looked up. Adnan was walking toward him through the olive
grove. He wasn't running this time, nor did he have the frantic
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energy of the digital discovery. He walked slowly, carrying
something in his hands with reverence.

Samira stood up from where she was sorting medical scraps. "Is
it news?"

"No," Adnan said, stopping before them. "It's a ghost."

He handed Yusuf a thick, brown envelope. It was battered, the
corners bent, stamped with postmarks that tracked a journey
through three continents. The handwriting on the front was
shaky but deliberate, written in blue ink:

To the Boy of the Olive Tree. Gaza.

"It came through the crossing," Adnan said quietly. "Amina—the
journalist who interviewed you—she pushed it through a
diplomatic convoy. She said it was the only thing she could get
past the censors."

Yusuf took the envelope. It felt heavy, textured, unlike the
cheap paper of the relief forms. He opened it carefully. Inside,
wrapped in tissue, was a letter and something small and stiff.

He unfolded the letter. The date at the top was not just a month,
but a location: Sarajevo, Bosnia.

"Who is it from?" Samira asked.

"Lejla," Yusuf read. "She is... she is old. She says she knew
Amina’s mother."

He began to read aloud, his voice low, competing with the
distant hum of a drone.

"My Dear Son,

I see you. My granddaughter showed me your words on her
screen, and suddenly, the forty years between us vanished. I am
writing to you from a city that once burned just like yours.
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In 1992, the world watched Sarajevo on their televisions. They
watched us run across intersections to avoid snipers, just as you
run to avoid them and the drones. They sent us sympathy, but
they did not send salvation.

I want to tell you about the Vije¢nica—our National Library.
When the shells hit it, millions of books turned to ash. I
remember standing in the street, catching the burning pages as
they floated down like black snow. We grabbed them, not to
read, but to press against our chests for warmth. We burned
literature to bake bread.

You feel that you are screaming into a void. You feel that if the
world truly saw, they would stop it. But I must tell you the hard
truth, the one that kept me alive: We were watched, but we were
not saved by the watchers. We were saved by the refusal to die.

You are not a victim, Yusuf. You are a witness. And the witness
must outlive the judge."

Yusuf stopped. His throat felt tight, as if he had swallowed
smoke. He looked at the bottom of the envelope and tipped it
over.

A dried, pressed flower slid into his palm. It was brittle,
preserving a faded, melancholy blue.

"What is it?" Adnan asked.
Yusuf read the postscript.

"This is a blue butterfly flower. In Bosnia, after the war, we
found our mass graves because of these flowers. The soil was...
changed... by the bodies beneath, and only this flower would
grow there. It is a bloom that feeds on death to make beauty.
Keep it. It is proof that the earth remembers what men try to
hide."
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Yusuf traced the delicate petals with his thumb. He felt a
sudden, crushing sense of vertigo. He was not the first.

For months, he had felt that his pain was unique, a solitary
scream in the dark. Now, holding this letter, he felt the weight
of an invisible brotherhood. He stood in a line of phantom
cities—Sarajevo, Grozny, Aleppo, Gaza. A lineage of scars
stretching across the century.

"She survived," Samira whispered, looking at the letter. "She is
telling you that we will too."

Yusuf placed the blue flower carefully between the pages of his
journal, right atop the story of The Roots.

"Yes," Yusuf said, his voice hollow. "She is."

He looked up from the page. He looked at the camp around
him. The mud was still grey. The fence was still iron. The drone
above them was still circling, a mechanical vulture waiting for a
mistake.

The letter was beautiful. The connection was sacred. But Lejla
was in Sarajevo, breathing free air. And he was here.

The spiritual solidarity did not break the physical siege. The
flower was dead and dried. And the aid trucks were still stopped
at the border.

"It is good to know we are not alone," Yusuf said, closing the
book.

But as he looked at the horizon, the crushing weight returned,
heavier than before. The world knew. The world had known
about Sarajevo, too. And they had watched for four years.

He realized then that being seen was not the same as being
saved.
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Yusuf stood up, clutching the journal. "I have to prepare the
lesson for tomorrow," he said abruptly.

He walked away from Samira and Adnan, limping back toward
his tent, carrying the history of a dead siege into the reality of a
living one.

The night was windless, and Gaza slept under the dull glow of a
moon veiled by dust. Inside the tent, the air was thick with the
smell of unwashed bodies and the metallic tang of opened tin

cans.

Yusuf, Samira, and Adnan sat in a small circle, eating the
remains of the "Sky Drops." It was tuna, eaten cold from the
can. Yusuf lifted a forkful to his mouth, chewing slowly. It tasted
of oil and salt, but there was an aftertaste—something sharp and
old.

He picked up the empty can and squinted at the stamped
numbers on the bottom in the flickering light.

EXP: 01/2024.
It had expired three months ago.
Yusuf set the can down with a clatter.

"Charity and rust," he muttered. "The world gives. I know they
give. But then the trucks sit in the sun at the crossing for weeks.
They inspect the flour for bombs while the weevils eat the grain.
By the time it reaches us, it is no longer a gift. It is leftovers."

Adnan didn't look up. His face was illuminated by the blue glow
of the phone, his thumb scrolling endlessly. "Stop it, Yusuf.
Look at this. A protest in Berlin. Fifty thousand people. They
are chanting your name."

"Turn it off," Yusuf snapped.
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"But look—"

"I said turn it off!" Yusuf’s voice rose, startling Samira. "What
do words change? Our families are gone! The bombs still fall! A
hashtag cannot intercept a missile, Adnan!"

Adnan lowered the phone, the light vanishing, plunging them
back into the flickering orange glow of a single dying candle.

Yusuf looked at the stack of handwritten pages on the crate
before him. He touched them lightly, his fingers tracing the ink
stains. Tonight, they felt hollow.

"Am I just writing to the wind?" he said, tears welling in his eyes.
"Paper and ink can't stop a bomb."

He looked at his friends. He looked at Adnan, who spent his
days splicing wires to steal minutes of electricity. He looked at
Samira, who washed bandages because there were no fresh ones.
And suddenly, he felt the crushing weight of time.

“How many before us?” he asked out loud. “How many writers,
nurses, and engineers have sat in tents on this same soil, holding
the same hope, only to be buried under it? We are not the first.
We are just the latest batch to believe that if we scream loud
enough, the wall will break.”

The silence that followed was heavy. Even the call of distant
owls seemed to fade away.

Samira reached forward. She saw the despair in his eyes—the
same look she had once seen in her own reflection after her sister
Ayesha’s loss. She adjusted her shawl and tapped his knee with
his pen.

"You haven’t slept in two nights," she said gently.
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"I can’t," Yusuf murmured. "Every time I close my eyes, I see the
faces of those we couldn't save. Ummi. Abu. Maryam. Khaled...
they ask me why I lived."

Samira looked toward the shattered window where faint stars
peeked through. "Do you remember the verse you recited in the
hospital? Fa inna ma’al ‘usri yusra. With hardship comes ease."

Yusuf looked away. "Ease doesn't always mean comfort, Samira."

"No," she agreed. "Sometimes it means purpose. Allah gives life
to those He wants to use as lanterns in the dark." She reached
out and straightened the flickering candle. "Look at this light. It
doesn’t chase away the darkness of the world — but it keeps the
darkness from taking this room. Your words do the same."

She looked at him steadily. "Do you know why your words
matter? Because even when the world forgets, the pen
remembers. And because a boy who suffered devastation and
lost all things, still believes in Allah and speaks of mercy — that
is a miracle greater than peace."

Yusuf’s lips trembled. He breathed deeply, the air catching in
his chest. "I feel so small."

Adnan gently squeezed the young boy's shoulder.

"Yusuf, even Musa said, 'Rabbi shrah li sadri wa yassir li amri...'
O my Lord, open my chest for me and ease for me my task. Faith
isn’t the absence of fear; it’s the act of standing despite it."

Yusuf wiped his face. He looked at Adnan, then at Samira.
There were no more words to be said.

Samira trimmed the wick of the candle to save the wax. Adnan
put his phone away and picked up his screwdriver to tighten the
radio casing. Yusuf picked up his pen.

They did not speak of hope. They simply continued.
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Just then, the tent flap swept open.

The sudden movement made them all jump. A figure ducked
inside—dusty, breathless, his press vest hanging loose off one
shoulder.
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11.
The Martyre of Truth

It was Saleh Aljafarawi.

The journalist looked like he hadn't slept in a week. His face
was smeared with grey soot, and his eyes were red-rimmed.
He collapsed onto a mat near the entrance, exhaling a long,

jagged breath.

"Saleh?" Adnan moved to him. "Are you hurt? There is some
tuna left, if you—"

Saleh waved the can away. "Keep it. I've swallowed enough dust
today to stay full."

He looked at Yusuf, his gaze intense. "I saw the posts, kid. You
have caught their attention. But be careful. Visibility is heavy
armor. It doesn't stop bullets."

"Why are you here, Saleh?" Yusuf asked, sensing the tension
radiating off the man.

Saleh leaned forward. He didn't shout. He didn't broadcast. He
chewed on his cracked lip, lowering his voice to a whisper, as if
speaking the words aloud might shatter them.

"The wires are buzzing," he breathed. "The pressure worked.
They are meeting in Doha. They are drafting a ceasefire."

Adnan gasped, sitting up straighter. "It’s real?"

Ashes of the Olive Tree | 135



Samira brought her hands to her mouth. "Ya Rabb..."

But Yusuf sat still, staring at the expired can of tuna. "We have
heard this before," he said numbly. "Peace is just a pause for
them to reload."

Saleh didn't argue. He just looked at the ground, the weight of
the war pressing on his slumped shoulders.

The tide of conscience had been turning for quite some time
now. After months of protests and global petitions, the question
of Gaza had reached the great halls of the United Nations.

The meeting had lasted for days — voices rising and falling in
translation, maps spread across shining tables, as ambassadors
argued about words like “border,” “sovereignty,” and “security.”
But outside the UN building, thousands had gathered —
students, doctors, poets, mothers — holding candles and olive
branches.

The next afternoon, the air still smelled of smoke, but the
rhythm of the shelling had stopped.

Yusuf was standing near the ruins of Al-Shifa Hospital, helping
pass out plastic water bottles to a line of dehydrated families.
The heat was oppressive. Every time a car backfired, the crowd
flinched, waiting for the whistle of a missile that did not come.

Then, a roar rose up from the street.

A pickup truck swerved around the corner, its horn blaring not
in warning, but in rhythm. Standing in the back, gripping the
roll bar, was Saleh Aljafarawi.

He had lost his vest. His helmet was pushed back, revealing a
face shining with sweat and exhausted joy. His comrades were
clinging to the side of the truck, hanging off the doors, shouting.
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Saleh cupped his hands around his mouth, screaming to reach
the tents that had no internet or radio.

"Everyone living in the tents — the war is over! Gaza... the
ceasefire has been reached!"

Yusuf dropped the water bottle he was holding.

Saleh’s voice trembled — not with fear, but with overwhelming
relief.

"Allahu Akbar, Allahu Akbar, La ilaha illallah!"

The cry rippled through the crowd. People rose from the rubble
like sleepers waking from a nightmare. Children ran barefoot
toward the truck. Women clasped their hands to their faces,
disbelief turning slowly into sobs, then smiles.

The truck moved forward slowly through the rubble-lined road,
and Saleh kept announcing, leaning out as though giving life
back to the city with his breath:

"They wanted us to be silent! They wanted the cameras to
disappear! But as this war ends — we are here! At the gates of
Al-Shifa, with the steadfast youth of northern Gaza!"

Yusuf stood frozen amidst the chaos of celebration. He watched
Saleh laughing, waving to the children, his camera swinging
from his neck. He looked like a king returning from exile,
invincible in the sunlight.

Yusuf clapped along with the small crowd around him, but a
strange ache tightened in his chest. A shadow passed over his
heart, cold and uninvited.

Ya Allah, protect him... protect our brothers... Yusuf thought.
Hope — fragile but real — returned to Gaza that day.

But not all hopes survive sunsets.
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For the first time in months, the streets of the camp were not
empty. The ceasefire was holding. People were emerging from
the ruins like sleepwalkers, walking slowly, checking their
homes, touching the stones as if to reassure themselves they
were still real.

Yusuf walked between Samira and Adnan. The metal of his
crutch clicked rhythmically against the asphalt, a sound that
would have been drowned out by drones yesterday, but today
rang clear.

"Look," Adnan said, pointing toward a mound of debris near the
old bakery.

Saleh Aljafarawi was there. He was no longer on the pickup
truck. He was on the ground, kneeling in the dust, his camera
shoulder-mounted. He was filming an elderly woman sitting on
a plastic chair atop her collapsed living room. She was speaking,
her hands moving like birds, and Saleh was nodding, his face
peaceful, focused entirely on framing her dignity.

"He never stops," Samira said, a small smile touching her lips.
"Even when the guns stop, he works."

"The truth doesn't need a ceasefire," Yusuf said, watching the
journalist with a swell of pride.

Then, Adnan stopped walking.

He tilted his head, his body going rigid. "Wait."
"What is it?" Samira asked.

"Do you hear that?" Adnan whispered.

Yusuf strained his ears. He expected the high-pitched whine of
the surveillance drones. But this was different. It was lower.
darker. A distinct, buzzing hum that vibrated in the teeth.
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"It’s a hunter," Adnan said, his face draining of color.

Before Yusuf could ask what that meant, the Golden Hour
shattered.

It was not the chaotic roar of a tank shell, nor the indiscriminate
thunder of an airstrike. It was a singular, surgical crack—a
precision missile slicing through the air with the intent of a
sniper's bullet.

It did not hit the buildings. It did not hit the crowd.
It hit the voice.

Yusuf saw the flash before the sound reached him. He saw the
cloud of dust erupt exactly where the camera lens had been.

"Saleh!" Yusuf screamed.

He lurched forward, forgetting his aching leg, forgetting the
crutch. He tried to run toward the smoke.

"No!" Samira grabbed his arm, pulling him back with terrifying
strength. "Yusuf, stop! It’s not safe!"

"Let me go! He's there!"

"They are targeting the press!" Adnan shouted, his eyes wide
with horror as he pulled Yusuf back from the carnage. "Don't
you see? It wasn't a mistake!"

The dust began to settle. The crowd that had been walking so
peacefully was now scattering in a panic, diving back into the

ruins.
Through the clearing smoke, Yusuf saw him.

The "Invincible King" was down. The blue "PRESS" vest, which
was supposed to be a shield, was stained dark. His camera lay
on the pavement a few feet away, its lens shattered, the glass

reflecting the setting sun like a broken eye.
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Saleh was not moving.

The tanks had paused, but the assassination list had not. The
hunt for the truth-tellers continued.

Night fell, darker than it had ever been.

The funeral was hasty, held under the cover of darkness, lit only
by the headlights of the remaining ambulances. There was no
time for a procession. The drone that had killed him was still
circling above, a vulture waiting for the mourners.

Yusuf stood in the rows of men, his hands raised to his ears for
the Takbir. Allahu Akbar.

When Yusuf looked at the shrouded body, he felt something
inside him break — not just for Saleh, but for a generation of
journalists who died so others could live informed. He thought
of the lenses shattered, the voices silenced, the vests that offered
no protection against a world that preferred blindness.

Later, by the dying embers of a fire outside the tent, Yusuf sat
alone.

The camp was silent again, but it was a different silence. It was
the silence of a throat cut mid-song.

Yusuf opened his journal. His hands were trembling, not from
cold, but from a sorrow too heavy for his veins to carry. He
dipped his pen into the ink, and for a long time, he just stared
at the page.

Then, he wrote.

Elegy for a Martyr of Truth — by Yusuf
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I write tonight with trembling hands,

not from fear,

but from a sorrow too heavy for veins to carry.
The world sleeps under safe roofs,

while you —

you slept your last sleep under an open sky
still echoing with the roar of war.

Saleh,

you were not born for silence.

You were the boy who refused to look away,
the young man who walked into fire
just to give the world a witness.

With a camera as your shield,

and truth as your only ammunition,
you stood where soldiers fled,

you spoke where nations stayed quiet,
you cried —

but never stopped reporting.

I still hear your last call:

“Oh silent world, feel! We are dying.”
Yes, brother... we felt.

We felt every word carved into our bones.

You told the story of the wounded

until you became the shaheed.

You captured the funeral of a friend

until you became the funeral we gathered for.

What irony of destiny —
the man who announced the ceasefire
was given no ceasefire himself.

But listen, O beloved brother —
you did not die defeated.

You died standing,

with the camera still rolling,
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with truth still rising from your blood
like a banner in the wind.

Martyrs are not born of war —
They are born of purpose.

And yours...

Yours was to remind the world
that Gaza breathes,

that Gaza loves,

that Gaza refuses to disappear.

So, sleep now — not in death,

but in victory.

For every child who grows up knowing your name,

every mother who hears your voice in her memory,

every homeless man who remembers your words

while searching for bread in the rubble—

you live.

Your killers buried your body,

but not your message.

And when peace one day settles on this land —may it be written

in the first page of history that it was won not only by fighters
with rifles but also, by fighters with microphones.

By men like you.

I swear by Allah —

as long as I write,

as long as I speak,

as long as breath remains in Gaza —
your story will not fade.

Yusuf closed the journal. The fire had turned to ash.
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He looked up at the dark sky, where the stars were hidden
behind the smoke of the "ceasefire."

Some liberate nations with weapons — others with words, Yusuf
thought. Saleh did both. He reported the fire, and in doing so, became
the flame.
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12.
The Exchange of Shadows

r I"he morning sun over the border crossing carried an
unfamiliar silence—the kind that follows storms.

From both sides of the dividing line, convoys rolled toward the
checkpoint, watched by the world and held together by a fragile
thread of trust. The iron gates, usually symbols of closure, stood
slightly ajar.

On the southern side, Palestinian mothers pressed against the
fences, clutching photographs worn soft by years of waiting.
Their faces were maps of patience, their eyes fixed on the
horizon where the buses would appear. On the northern side,
Israeli families stood in the same trembling posture, holding
posters of faces they had not seen since that dark day of capture.

The air was heavy—part disbelief, part prayer.
When the gates finally opened, the world held its breath.

The first prisoner to step out onto the dusty tarmac was Ameer.
He was thin, his face pale from years beneath concrete ceilings.
He blinked against the sun, as if the light itself was a physical
weight.

A scream broke through the silence—a sound older than war,
older than politics.

"Ameer!"
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His mother fell to her knees as he ran into her arms. Cameras
flashed, but no lens could capture the moment when her hands
trembled over his face, memorizing the lines that time had
stolen. She touched his brow, his cheeks, his shoulders,
confirming that he was flesh and not a dream.

"In prison,"” Ameer whispered to the reporters later, his voice
carrying the weary dignity of one who had seen too much, "I
learned the weight of silence. But I also learned that even in
darkness, one can dream of dawn."

Across the wire, a different reunion mirrored the first.

Noa, an Israeli hostage, walked toward her father. Her steps
were unsure, her frame thinner than the girl in the posters, but
her eyes—wide and filled with tears—carried a light of survival.

"I can’t believe I'm home," she whispered.

Her father didn't speak. He only held her, his chest heaving with
both grief and relief, burying his face in her hair.

"Captivity teaches you how precious light is," Noa said, her voice
shaking. "I only hope no one else has to learn it the same way."

For the first time in years, tears fell on both sides of the fence
for the same reason—return. The two voices, one from Gaza and
one from Israel, echoed the same truth: Freedom is sacred only
when it belongs to everyone.

Leah's Homecoming

The helicopter blades cut through the coastal air, scattering dust
and tears along the tarmac in Tel Aviv.

Leah Ben-David stepped out last. The sunlight blinded her for
a moment—a violent, golden glare. She shielded her eyes, her

Ashes of the Olive Tree | 145



lungs seizing at the sudden rush of salt air. She had almost
forgotten what freedom smelled like.

Her father, Yosef, a retired schoolteacher, broke through the
cordon. He stumbled, then ran—faster than his age should
allow—and fell to his knees before her, clutching her hands as if
to confirm she was made of flesh and bone.

“Leah,” he gasped, his voice breaking. “My child... my light.”

She sank to the ground with him, their foreheads touching on
the hot asphalt. For a long moment, neither spoke. The cameras
clicked softly around them, hungry for the image, but the world
seemed to hold its breath.

“Abba,” she whispered, her voice trembling but sure. “They
didn’t hate us.”

He pulled back, his tear-streaked face twisted in confusion.
“What? They... they hurt you?”

“No,” she said. She closed her eyes, and the blinding sun of Tel
Aviv vanished, replaced instantly by the memory of the dark.

The air in the underground shelter had been heavy with dust and the
dull hum of a generator.

She remembered sitting against a cracked wall, clutching her Star of
David until the metal bit into her skin. She had lost count of the days.
The world above had become a rumor of light.

Around her, the other women whispered and prayed. Yet, amid the
chaos, there was something that had both comforted and confused her:
the absence of cruelty.
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She remembered the young man who guarded the tunnel. He spoke little
Hebrew, but each time he handed her the tin cup of water, he would say
softly, “Sabr... patience.”

Then, the memory sharpened—the evening the bombings drew close,
shaking the earth like a heartbeat. A woman had appeared, carrying
blankets and bread. Her scarf was grey; her eyes were calm.

“Don’t be afraid,” the woman, Humaira, had said in hesitant English.
“No one will touch you. You are safe here, as long as Allah wills.”

Leah remembered the shock of it—a Muslim woman swearing protection
over a Jewish captive while the world outside burned. Humaira had
taught her to whisper ‘Bismillah’ before drinking water—not as
conversion, but as survival. A shared faith in the God of Abraham.

And she remembered the goodbye. At the border, Humaira had stood at
a distance, waving, her scarf fluttering like a dove’s wing. Leah had
pressed her pendant to her lips and whispered—half Hebrew, half
Arabic— “Shalom... Salam.”

Leah opened her eyes. The tarmac returned. Her father was still
staring at her, waiting.

“They pitied us, Abba,” she said, tears sliding down her cheeks,
washing away the dust of the tunnel. “The women there... they
shared their food. They hid us from danger. One of them,
Humaira, told me, “You are a woman too. We don’t fight you. We
fight what hurts us.””

Yosef’s face crumpled. He looked for hatred in his daughter’s
eyes and found only a terrible, beautiful clarity.

“She told me God is watching both of us,” Leah whispered.
“And she was right. We are both His children. We just forgot.”
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Yosef’s lips moved in silent prayer—words from the Psalms, half
gratitude, half repentance. Behind him, the soldiers and
paramedics lowered their heads, and in that small cluster of
reunion, the air shifted. It was not forgiveness yet. Not peace.
But it was a crack in the wall.

The Testimony

That night, the interview was broadcast worldwide. Leah sat
beside her father under the studio lights, looking pale but
unbreakable.

The host leaned forward. “Leah, you spent weeks in darkness.
What did you take from it?”

Leah looked directly into the camera lens, as if trying to see
through the screen to the other side of the border.

“War took everything from me,” she said. “But captivity gave
me something I never expected—a mirror.”

The studio went silent.

“I saw mothers in Gaza rocking their babies under bombed
ceilings,” she continued, her voice steady. “They cried the same
way my father did today when he thought I was gone. We are
not enemies. We are just reflections lost in different ruins.”

Her words traveled across screens and borders, landing in living
rooms in New York, cafes in Paris, and tents in Rafah.

Even Rabbi Daniel Comen—the same spiritual leader who
would later speak at the Geneva Forum—quoted her in his
Shabbat sermon that week.

“Sometimes,” he said to his hushed congregation, “God lets us
meet our enemy in the dark, so that when the light returns, we
may finally recognize our own face.”
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The war had ended, but the silence that followed was heavier
than the bombs.

Inside Israel, hospitals and military clinics were filling—not with
the wounded, but with the sleepless. In sterile white rooms, men
who once marched with iron discipline now sat trembling in
corners. Their fingers twitched at invisible triggers, their ears
rang with phantom cries.

One soldier, barely twenty, sat on the edge of a bed in a
rehabilitation center in Haifa. He whispered to a nurse, "When
I close my eyes, I still see them—the children. They’re always
looking back."

The diagnosis in his file read: Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder. But
the truth was more profound—it was Post-Conscience Disorder.

In the streets, protests began to rise. Fathers who had once sent
their sons with pride now burned draft letters. Mothers stood
outside recruitment offices, holding pictures of their children
with placards that read: “Not my son. Not again.”

One evening, a television reporter stopped a young recruit
outside a military base. He looked barely eighteen, his uniform
ill-fitting. When asked why he refused to report for training, he
replied quietly:

"Because I've seen what bravery looks like—and it’s not in
killing, it’s in stopping."

The oppressors don't just rob the oppressed of their dignity and
their rights; in doing so, they themselves are robbed of their own
humanity, their own dignity too. They just don't realize it then.
And those who do, they become the ones to stand against the
grain.
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The clip went viral. Soon, synagogues and universities filled
with debate—was this rebellion, or repentance? Rabbis and
soldiers spoke on the same stage, their voices breaking under the
weight of history.

In the tent, the only light came from the flickering screen of
Adnan’s phone, propped up against a crate.

They all sat huddled together, watching the broadcast. They saw
the soldier weeping in the clinic. They saw the Israeli mothers
protesting. They saw the fracture in the wall of hatred.

Samira switched off the phone, and the tent bathed in the
moonlight.

"This is how hearts begin to heal," she said softly. "When even
those behind the wall start to feel again. They’re finally seeing
each other, not as enemies, but as people."

Yusuf nodded. He looked at his hands, scarred and dusty.

"Maybe this is what peace looks like," he murmured. "Not in
treaties or summits, but in the way a mother holds her son."

He thought of his sister, Maryam. He thought of the verse that
had shook his very soul when she took her last breath: Bi ayyi
zambin qutilat—For what sin was she slain?

For months, he had asked that question of the sky. Now,
watching the soldiers break down, watching the fathers weep,
he realized that perhaps the people on the other side of the
border were asking that same question themselves.

A quiet, broken dawn was coming. Neither victory nor defeat
could be heard in the wind. Just the sound of a world slowly,
painfully, remembering how to be human.
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13.
The Weight of Ink and Water

The Roots

wo years had passed since the first tent was pitched, and

time in Gaza had blended into a strange, enduring rhythm.
The School Without Walls was no longer just a desperate idea;
it was a living organism, breathing under the rubble. Umme
Zaynab tended to the younger children with the same fierce
tenderness she gave her garden, while Samira, Yusuf, and Adnan
had formed a constellation of their own—a family forged not by
blood, but by the gravity of survival.

And tonight inside their provisional classroom, a defiant gold
flickered.

Adnan stood by the window, adjusting the directional antenna
he had rigged from a satellite dish and copper wire. He wasn't
just fixing things; he was engineering miracles. He had salvaged
a laptop from a bombed-out office, replaced its shattered screen,
and rewired its power supply to run off the car battery he kept
charged with solar panels.

He tapped the signal booster. The green light steadied.

“Bandwidth is stable,” Adnan said, his voice low and calm. He
wiped grease from his hands with a rag. He was the reason the
School had power when the city was dark. He was the reason
their voices transmitted across the borders.
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Under the halo of the yellow halogen bulb, Samira sat at the
scratched laminate table. The clack-clack-clack of the laptop
keyboard cut through the silence.

It was a sensation from a ghost life. Years ago, in the cafes of
Lyon during her nursing training, she had written articles for
medical journals too—passionate critiques of healthcare
inequality. She had been a healer who used bandages by day and
ink by night. Now, with dust in the seams of her abaya and the
smell of stale smoke in her hair, she realized that words were no
longer decorative. They were oxygen.

Across the table, Yusuf sat mirroring her posture.

He was no longer the boy who wrote in the dirt. He was growing
into a young man, his shoulders broadening, his eyes holding a
depth that unsettled the adults. In his hand, he held a black ink
pen—a gift from Samira to mark his transition. No more pencils.
No more erasing.

“Read it to me again, Yusuf,” Samira said softly, pausing her
typing.

Yusuf looked down at his notebook. He didn't hesitate. His
voice was deep, lacking the tremor of childhood.

“Peace begins,” he read, “when both sides stop seeing their dead
as numbers.”

Adnan turned from the window. He gave a single, slow nod. The
logic holds, the nod said. I will hold the walls; you launch the truth.

Samira turned back to the screen. She attached the file. The
recipient was Madame Leila, her former nursing mentor in

Lyon, who had connections with Médecins Sans Frontiéres
(Doctors Without Borders) and the editors of Le Monde.

She hit ‘Send.’
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The loading bar crawled forward. Adnan and Yusuf watched the
signal strength, their body tense, shielding the equipment from
the unseen interference of the drones above.

“Sent,” Samira whispered.

The email vanished into the ether, carrying their heartbeat to a
server in France. In the dim light, the three of them sat in
silence: the nurse, the writer, and the engineer. They were an
alchemy of ink, iron, and soil, binding the wound of the world
with the only things they had left.

The Golden Cage
The water in the hotel bathroom in Lyon was too hot.

Samira stood under the spray, her forehead pressed against the
cold marble tiles, weeping. She wasn't crying for the dead—she
had run out of tears for them weeks ago. She was weeping
because the water was clean. It flowed endlessly, gallons of it,
spiraling down the drain without purpose.

In Gaza, Adnan filtered rainwater through layers of sand and
charcoal just so they could drink. Here, she was drowning in
abundance.

She turned the faucet off with a trembling hand. The silence of
the room was terrifying. Except for the hum of the mini-fridge
and the distant, polite murmur of French traffic.

Outside the hotel room window, the Rhone river glistened, the
lights of the city reflecting on its surface. She knew this city. She
had walked these streets as a student, searching for ways to find
about her parents.

Why am I here? she thought, nausea rising in her throat—the
bitter bile of survivor’s guilt. Why am I sleeping on feathers while
Yusuf sleeps on concrete? While Adnan listens for the whistle of shells?
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Madame Leila had arranged it all—the visa, the invitation from
the Global Forum on Human Conscience, the panel at the
university. "The world needs a witness, Samira," Leila had said
on the phone. "And you are the only one who can speak both
languages—the language of their universities and the language
of your pain."

But standing here, safe, felt like a betrayal. Samira dressed
slowly. Her green scarf, usually a shield against the dust, now
felt like a flag.

The Voice Beyond Walls

The Global Forum was a gathering of diplomats, scholars, and
peace advocates. The hall was heavy with anticipation.

When her name was called, Samira stood—simple hijab, calm
smile, a folder clutched to her chest. She began not with words,
but with silence—the kind that makes people listen with their
hearts.

“I come from a land,” she said, her voice steady, “where
childhood ends too early, and yet hope never does. I come from
land where mothers plant roses amidst bombshells. I've seen
Israeli and Palestinian fathers cry over the same grave. And I've
learned that grief speaks no language — it only speaks truth.”

The audience listened — ambassadors leaning forward, students
holding their breath.

She spoke of Leah’s testimony, of the young Israeli journalist,
and how mercy can exist even under siege. She spoke of
journalist Saleh's faith, and of Hind Rajab’s voice begging for
life. She spoke of sacrifice, patience, forgiveness as a form of
resistance.
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When she finished, there was a pause. Then, from the back row,
a young man stood up.

“My name is Eli Ben-David,” he said, his voice trembling as he
adjusted the mic. “I'm a journalism student... My cousin was
one of the hostages you wrote about... Leah.” He swallowed
hard. “Before I read your article, I only saw one side. But your
words... They forced me to look beyond walls. Leah said those
who held her gave her their food before eating. I realized —
maybe we both have been prisoners of fear.”

A hush fell across the room. Samira nodded slowly, her lips
forming the silent words: Alhamdulillah.

As the session broke, cameras flashed outside. A small elderly
woman approached Samira. She was frail, her hair white, her
walking stick shaking.

“I was nine years old when my family was locked in a camp,”
she said in a soft European accent. “I lost my mother there.
When I see Gaza... I remember the fear.”

She reached into her coat pocket and produced a tiny object —
a yellow cloth badge with a six-pointed star. The fabric was
coarse, frayed with age.

“This was forced on us so we could be treated as less than
humans.” She folded Samira’s hand around it. The texture was
rough against Samira’s palm—a tactile bridge between two
holocausts.

“Promise me... you will never allow any child to be treated as
less than human. Not a Jewish child, not a Palestinian child...
not any child.”

Samira nodded with trembling lips. “We swear.”

The old woman smiled. “Then my mother did not die in vain.”
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The Lioness: Walls or Bridges?

The organizers had planned a panel discussion at the university.
The lecture hall hummed with anticipation. The screen read:
“Middle East Peace: Illusion or Possibility?”

Samira stood behind the podium. She was no longer just the
nurse; she was the intellectual, the Lioness of Gaza.

“Before we talk about peace,” she began, her voice cutting
through the air conditioning, “we must talk about the walls —
not just the concrete ones, but the ideological ones.”

The room was silent, the kind of silence that precedes a storm.
Finally, a hand hesitated, then shot up in the front row. You
mean the security wall?'

Samira shook her head. “No. I mean the Iron Wall Doctrine —
written in 1923 by Ze’ev Jabotinsky. He argued that
Palestinians would never accept a Jewish state voluntarily, so
Zionism must advance behind an ‘iron wall’ of military force.
Only when resistance became impossible, he said, would Arabs
negotiate.”

She paused, letting the history settle like stones. “That doctrine
didn’t just shape policy. It shaped psychology — the belief that
peace begins with domination.”

A student from Tel Aviv spoke up, voice tense: “But Oslo failed
because of terrorism too.”

Samira didn't flinch. “Yes. Oslo failed because of fear on both
sides. But fear was not born in 1993. It was born in 1923 — in
the Iron Wall. When you build peace on a foundation of
mistrust, it cracks.”

She stepped closer to the edge of the stage, channeling the fierce
clarity of those who have seen the worst. “My father used to say:
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‘Walls don’t protect nations. They imprison hearts.” Today,
Gaza lives behind walls of concrete and policy. And yet, even
there, children plant olive trees in bombshells — because they
believe roots can break walls.”

The moderator opened the floor.

Student 1: “Operation Defensive Shield wasn’t ideology — it
was survival. Suicide bombings killed hundreds. What would
you have done?”

Samira’s eyes were flint. “Security is a right. But when security
becomes an occupation, it breeds insecurity for generations.
Defensive Shield didn’t just dismantle terror cells — it
dismantled trust. Tanks cannot build peace.”

Student 2: “But the Oslo treaty failed because both sides broke
promises. Isn’t that proof that peace is impossible?”

Samira: “No. It’s proof that peace cannot be built on half-
measures. Oslo gave autonomy with one hand and took land
with the other. Settlements grew while negotiations shrank.
That’s not peace — that’s postponing justice.”

Student 3: “And Operation Cast Lead? Israel said it was self-
defense against rockets.”

Samira leaned into the mic, her voice tightening. “Self-defense
does not mean bombing schools, hospitals, and UN shelters.
Cast Lead killed over a thousand Palestinians — many were
children. If defense demands destroying the future, then what
are we defending?”

Student 4 (quietly): “What about Hamas? Don’t they bear
responsibility?”

Samira: “Yes. Violence from any side is a crime against
humanity. But ask yourself — why does violence grow? Because
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despair grows. Because walls grow. Because promises die. If you
want to end rockets, end the reasons people feel caged.”

The hall fell silent. Not the silence of indifference — the silence
of a paradigm shifting.

Love is Resistance

Samira walked into a small independent bookstore near the
Sorbonne, searching for silence. She found Love is Resistance
displayed prominently.

She flipped through the posters—olive trees, broken keys, maps
of erased villages. She read Aya Mousawi’s introduction: “To
witness is to refuse disappearance.”

She purchased a copy for Yusuf. The art will speak where voices are
silenced, she thought..

As she left the bookstore, she passed a hardware supply shop.
The window display was stark, filled with precise, gleaming
instruments. Samira stopped.

Her eyes landed on a heavy-duty, stainless steel multi-tool in a
leather case. It was professional grade—pliers, wire cutters, a
saw, precision drivers.

She pressed her hand against the glass. And remembered Adnan.
Adnan, who fixed the world with bare hands and broken scraps.
The engineer who had become a laborer to keep them alive. She
walked in and bought it. The gifts cost more than she used to
spend on a month of groceries, but she didn't care.

She placed the heavy tool in her bag next to Yusuf’s art book.

Ashes of the Olive Tree | 158



14.
The Boy Who Spoke to the Wind

The Silence That Broke the World

The news did not arrive in Gaza with a the thud of judge's
gavel, but with the static crackle of a re-soldered radio.

Inside the classroom walls, Adnan sat hunched over the device,
his large hands turning the dial carefully. He was using the
stainless-steel multi-tool Samira had given him—the pliers
gripping the worn knob.

“Steady,” he whispered to the machine.

Samira and Yusuf stood behind him, holding their breath. The
world outside was gray, the sky low and threatening. But
thousands of miles away, the world was awakening to a tremor
not of earth, but of justice.

For weeks, the rumors had started as whispers, then flooded
every screen like a rising tide. “War Crime Allegations Surface.”
“International Tribunal Demands Probe into Misconduct.” The
leaked footage had been blurred, the legal words cautious—but

the world understood.

Now, the static cleared. A voice from The Hague cut through
the interference.

“The International Court of Justice has issued arrest warrants... on
charges of war crimes and crimes against humanity.”
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The words hung in the dusty air, heavy as stones.

Samira closed her eyes, and for a moment, the room felt
suffocating. "Crimes against humanity." It was a clean, legal
phrase for a filthy reality.

She knew what those words meant. She knew there were
wounds deeper than bullets. She knew that the women, the
men, and even the children of Gaza bore scars that no surgeon
could stitch. Their modesty breached in dark rooms; their
dignity stripped away like a second skin. They had passed
through the trauma of unhealable pain—the kind that does not
bleed, but rots the soul from the inside.

Through the crackling speaker, the description of the scene in
the Netherlands seemed to bleed into the room. One could
almost feel the camera lights flickering over the marble steps of
The Hague, the hush of the crowd—lawyers, journalists, and
mothers clutching faded photographs of their dead. For the first
time, the courtroom that once seemed too distant felt like the
pulse of humanity itself.

Inside the radio’s broadcast, the judges sat in their black robes—
calm, unyielding, like the conscience of the world carved into
stone. Their statement was brief, but it hit the floor of the
School Without Walls like thunder:

“No nation, however powerful, stands above the law of mankind.”

Adnan’s hand froze on the dial. For a moment, the only sound
was the hum of the generator outside. Adnan, the engineer who
believed only in what his hands could touch—steel, wire,
concrete—slowly leaned back against the wall.

In Tel Aviv, mothers held signs: “Not in our name.” In Jerusalem,
rabbis declared: “No nation is chosen for cruelty.”
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Back in the refugee camp, Samira watched the broadcast on the
laptop Adnan had maintained so carefully. She turned to Yusuf.

“Even truth bleeds when it finally walks free,” she whispered.

Yusuf closed his notebook. “This war has killed bodies. Now it
begins to awaken souls.”

Yusuf closed his eyes. Across continents, social media was
erupting. In capitals across Europe and South America, church
bells and azan were resonating together—not in celebration, but
in relief. Many countries who are signatories of the UN and ICJ
committed to comply with the arrest warrant if these officials or
even the head of Israel visited their countries. In New York, the
newly elected Mayor was announcing compliance. In Tel Aviv,
spokespeople stammered before microphones, one resigning
mid-sentence, his voice breaking with the realization: We were
told we were defending... not destroying.

But in this room, there was no cheering.

The people simply exhaled, a long, ragged sound that seemed to
carry the weight of years of suffocation. It was the sound of a
structure finally settling after a quake.

“At last,” an older man in the corner murmured, tears tracing
the map of wrinkles on his face. “At last, the world has heard
our graves.”

Samira looked at the children. She did not raise her voice in
celebration. The vindication was quiet. It was the feeling of a
phantom limb finally being acknowledged by a doctor.

“Justice is not revenge,” she told them softly, her hand trembling
as she touched a desk. “It is remembrance. It is the world saying:
We see you.”
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Yusuf stood beside her, feeling a strange stillness within—the
kind that comes when the long arc of truth finally bends toward
its mark.

That night, in Geneva, the UN building glowed under soft rain.
The olive branch embossed on its flag seemed, for a fleeting
moment, alive again.

The Summons

A few weeks later, the envelope arrived from the local UN office.
It was plain white, but it carried the seal of the Secretariat for
Global Dialogue.

Yusuf sat at the laminate table, the same spot where he had
written his first English sentences. He read the letter three
times, his hands shaking.

“Dear Yusuf, Your book, Ashes of the Olive Tree, has touched the hearts
of people around the world. We invite you to share your story at the
International Peace Forum in Geneva. Your voice represents the children
of Gaza and all those who believe that peace can be rebuilt from ruins.”

He placed the letter on the table as if it were burning hot.

“I can’t,” he said, his voice small. “I am not a scholar. I am not
aleader. I am just... Yusuf.”

Samira placed a hand on his shoulder. “Exactly. You are the one
who lived when the numbers died. Let them hear you, Yusuf.
The world listens differently when truth comes from

innocence.”

Yusuf looked up at her, panic rising in his chest. “But what if I
fail? What if I am just a boy in a suit?”
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Adnan stood up from the corner. He was using his new knife to
sharpen a pencil for one of the younger students. He walked
over, his shadow long against the floor.

“You must go,” Adnan said, his voice gravelly, leaving no room
for argument.

“Why?” Yusuf asked.

Adnan pointed to the floor, to the foundation of the school, and
then to the window, to the open sky.

“Because I am the roots,” Adnan said. “I stay in the dark to hold
the earth. I fix the wires. I build the walls.” He looked Yusuf in
the eye. “But you... you are the seed. You must fly on the wind,
or the tree dies.”

Yusuf looked down at the wooden olive carving in his pocket.
Its edges were worn smooth from years of holding. He thought
of the church bells in Europe he had never heard, and the silence
of the graves he knew too well.

He nodded slowly. “Then I'll go. For them.”

The White Silence

The morning of his departure was golden and quiet. The
children of The School Without Walls gathered near the border
gate, waving handmade flags. Samira handed Yusuf a small cloth
pouch.

“Olive seeds,” she whispered. “Plant them. Let the world see
that we do not just bury bodies; we bury hope, so it can rise
again.”

Yusuf climbed into the jeep. As it rolled forward, kicking up the
dust of the only home he had ever known, he whispered the
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verse that had kept him sane: “Fa Inna ma al usri yusra.” (Indeed,
with hardship comes ease).

The transition was violent in its softness.

One moment, he was breathing dust and diesel; the next, the
plane was cutting through a sky of white silence. Yusuf leaned
against the cool window, watching clouds drift below like folded
shrouds of memory. When the pilot announced the landing in
Geneva, his heart trembled—not with fear, but with the weight
of the journey. The boy who had written by candlelight in the
ruins was now flying above the Alps, holding a wooden carving
close to his chest.

He stepped off the plane, and the air hit him—crisp, chemically
clean, lacking the metallic tang of blood. He closed his eyes and
inhaled, a sharp pang in his chest. I wish the children of Gaza could
breathe, even once, in air that does not taste of ash.

Snow lay on the pavements like untouched pages of a book no
one had written in. The streets were wide, orderly, and
terrifyingly silent. It was a silence of peace, not of death. It was
the first time Yusuf heard a silence that did not ache.

Volunteers from the International Peace Forum greeted him
warmly. They ushered him into a car that glided smoothly across
the road. He looked outside—children walking to school with
bright backpacks, couples drinking coffee by the lake, pigeons
feeding on crumbs without scattering at the sound of the sky.

It was a hallucination. He felt a phantom flinch in his muscles
every time a tram passed, his body bracing for the whistle of a
shell that never came.

How can peace be so loud? he wondered. And yet so deafeningly absent
at home?
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The Gathering of Survivors

The forum was hosted in a vast hall of glass and steel, banners
fluttering with the words: “Voices of the Future.”

Yusuf stood in the lobby, clutching his pouch of seeds. He was
not alone. Around him stood young men and women from
Syria, Ukraine, Sudan, Yemen, and Afghanistan. They spoke
different languages, but their eyes held the same ancient fatigue.
They were the children of the rubble, gathered in the palace of
glass.

A girl stepped forward. She had pale skin and a scar running
through her eyebrow.

“I'm Layla,” she said softly, extending a hand. “I am from
Bosnia. My city once looked like yours.”

She handed him a leather-bound notebook. “Write in this. Keep
your voice alive.”

Yusuf looked at her. In her eyes, he saw the same shadow that
haunted Samira—the calm strength of those who have seen the
worst and chosen to remain soft.

“Thank you,” he whispered.

He took the black ink pen Samira had given him and wrote his
first line in the fresh pages: “Pain is universal, but hope speaks one

language.”
The Forum Hall

The main hall was shaped like a circle—built that way, perhaps,
so no one could claim the center. Flags of the world hung in
quiet testimony. Cameras flashed like distant lightning.
Translators adjusted headsets, a hum of anticipation filling the

room.
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On the screen above the podium, a name appeared: Yusuf Al-
Khalil — Gaza.

He was the final speaker of the day. As he waited, he listened to
leaders and scholars speak of peace. Their words were smooth,
polished like river stones, too perfect to touch the jagged edges
of pain. He wondered if they knew what war actually smelled
like—the wet concrete, the iron, the silence after a scream.

When his turn came, his steps echoed on the stage like
heartbeats. He carried the olive carving in one hand, the
notebook in the other.

He stood before the world. And for a moment, he let the silence
speak first.

The Prosecutor

The Forum Hall was a cathedral of glass and steel, vast and
intimidating. Banners fluttered from the ceiling with the slogan:
“Voices of the Future.”

Yusuf sat in the inner circle. He listened to diplomats spealk of
"de-escalation matrices" and "complex geopolitical realities."
They spoke of war as if it were a chess game played in a quiet
room, moving pawns with polite, sterilized words.

He felt a fire rising in his chest. It was not the flash-fire of anger
he used to feel as a boy; it was the cold, blue flame of a young
witness.

Yusuf walked to the podium. The microphone stand was set too
high—for a man, not a youth. He adjusted it, the metal
screeching briefly, a raw sound in the polished silence.

He placed the olive carving on the wood. It was warm from his
grip. He placed Layla’s notebook beside it. He looked out at the
rows of suits, the ambassadors, the journalists who had spent
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two years debating his right to exist while sipping water from
crystal glasses.

He looked down at his prepared notes. Thank you for having me...
We ask for aid...

He folded the paper. The crinkle of the sheet was the only sound
in the hall. He put it in his pocket.

“I come from a land,” he began, his voice soft, forcing them to
lean in, “where the sky rains fire instead of mercy. Where a child
learns to spell ‘loss” before he learns to spell his name.”

He paused. He let the words settle like dust.

“When I was sixteen, I lost my family in one night. I asked Allah
why.

But then I remembered the verse, Prophet Jacob (Yaqoob) said
to his sons in Surah Yusuf:

‘Do not despair of the mercy of Allah.” (Quran, 12:87)

And I understood — even in ruin, His mercy breathes. So I
continued. We continued. To strive to survive. And for two
years, I thought we were invisible. I thought you could not see
us because the walls were too high.”

He leaned into the microphone. The boy was gone. The
prosecutor had arrived.

“But I was wrong. We were never invisible. We were unseen by
choice.”

A ripple of discomfort moved through the room. A diplomat in
the front row cleared his throat and looked down at his hands.

“When our children were killed, your headlines called them
‘young people’—as if stripping them of the word ‘child” would
soften the crime. When we starved, you spoke of ‘logistical
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challenges.” I have walked your streets today. I have seen your
peace. And I have discovered a painful truth.”

He looked directly at the delegation from the major powers—
the men who signed the weapon contracts.

“In the Global South, the dictators are clearly labeled. But, in
the Global North, it is dressed as democracy. You celebrate
elections, yet you ignore the millions in your own streets
screaming for justice. You speak of law, but you let the graves
multiply.”

The silence in the hall was no longer polite; it was stunned. It
was the silence of a mirror being held up to a face that had
forgotten its own ugliness.

“But I no longer look to the powerful for hope,” Yusuf said, his
voice trembling now, not with fear, but with conviction. “I
believe in humanity. Because while the systems failed, the

people did not.”

He looked at the camera, imagining Samira and Adnan watching
on the crackling screen back home.

“I think of Adnan, an engineer who fixes broken lamps with bare
wires so that Gaza is not buried in darkness. I think of the
students in your universities who camp in the rain for us. These
are the people who lead. Not you.”

He picked up the olive carving. He held it up to the light, the
grain of the wood distinct and defiant.

“This was my father’s gift. It is carved from the olive tree—the
tree that never dies, even when cut. My people are like that tree.
It is not enough to teach your children how Palestine will be
free. Because mind you, Palestine will be free. Maybe not today,
maybe not tomorrow. But definitely some day.”
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He lowered the carving, his voice dropping to a whisper that
echoed like a shout.

“No. You must teach your children how the world can be as free
as Palestine. Free from fear. Free from silence. Free from the
numbness that allows you to watch a genocide and turn the
channel.”

He stepped back from the podium.

“If a boy from Gaza can write instead of hate, then perhaps the
world can learn to listen instead of fight.”

For ten seconds, there was no sound. The air conditioning
hummed. The dust motes danced in the stage lights.

Then, one person stood up. It was Layla, the girl from Bosnia.
Then another. Then the hall rose.

It was not applause; it was thunder. It was the sound of a dam
breaking, the sound of a conscience finally waking up.

The Test of Zulaikha
That evening, the world wanted a piece of him.

Among the journalists was Elena Moreau. She was famous,
elegant, with eyes that had seen wars but remained beautifully
detached. She invited him to her hotel suite for an "exclusive,
deep-dive interview."

Yusuf went, believing it was his duty to the story.

The suite was a world away from Gaza. It smelled of vanilla and
silence. The city lights of Geneva shimmered through the floor-
to-ceiling windows—a kaleidoscope of a life he had never
known.

Elena sat across from him, her recording device humming softly
between them. For an hour, she asked sharp, professional

Ashes of the Olive Tree | 169



questions. But as the interview wound down, the atmosphere
shifted.

She turned off the recorder. She didn't look at her notes
anymore; she looked at him.

“You are exhausted, Yusuf,” she said, her voice softer now,
stripping away the journalist’s armor. “I can see it. You carry the
weight of a nation on a boy’s shoulders.”

Yusuf shifted in his seat, looking at his hands. “It is a weight I
am honored to carry.”

“Is it?” She stood up and walked to the window, her silhouette
framed by the peaceful city. “You are young. You are intelligent.
You have a quiet beauty that this war is trying to crush.” She
turned to face him. “Don’t you ever long to put the weight
down? To just be... Yusuf? Have companionship?”

She walked back toward him. She did not touch him, but she
sat on the edge of the coffee table, invading his personal space
just enough to create a sudden, suffocating intimacy.

“You deserve life,” she whispered, her eyes searching his. “Not
just survival. You could stay, you know. There are ways. You
don’t have to go back to the dust.”

Yusuf’s heart hammered against his ribs.

It was not just a woman before him; it was a door. She was
offering him companionship, comfort, and an escape from the
inevitable pain waiting for him in Gaza. For a split second, the
twenty-year-old boy inside him could imagine that. To forget
the bombs. To lose himself in this golden cage where the sheets
were clean and the air was safe.

But then, a memory rose from the depths of his soul. The story
of Prophet Yusuf and Zulaikha. The doors locked. The
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invitation made. Come to me, the world whispered. Forget your
duty.

Yusuf closed his eyes. He didn't see the hotel room. He saw
Adnan’s rough hands taping a broken window. He saw Samira’s
tired eyes. He heard the wind rattling the plastic sheeting of the
school.

He whispered silently in Arabic: “My Lord, prison is more beloved
to me than what they invite me to.” (Qur’an 12:33).

He opened his eyes. The fog of temptation vanished.
He stood up. He did not step back in fear; he stood his ground
in dignity.

“You are a kind woman, Elena,” he said, his voice steady. “And
you offer me a life that many would dream of. But my heart is
not mine to give away.”

She looked stunned. “Yusuf...”

“My heart belongs to a purpose,” he said gently. “I cannot
betray the ghosts who walk beside me for a moment of comfort.”

Elena stared at him. Her expression shifted from invitation to
confusion, and finally, to a deep, shamed admiration. She
realized she had tried to offer water to a man who was already
drinking from a river she couldn't see.

“You are the first man,” she said quietly, “who preferred piety
to pleasure... not out of fear, but out of conviction.”

“We are all tested,” Yusuf said, picking up his father’s olive
carving from the table. “Today was my test.”

He nodded to her, a gesture of finality, and walked out of the
suite. He left the golden cage behind, stepping back into the
corridor, his soul lighter than air.
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The Return

That night, alone in his room, Yusuf prayed two rakaat of
gratitude.

He wept—not for the war, but for the victory over the enemy
within. He opened his diary and wrote: “O Allah, You protected
me when I could not protect myself. You reminded me that dignity is not
in resisting the enemy outside, but resisting the temptation to become like
them.”

The next morning, before his flight, he went to the Garden of
Nations. The air was biting cold. He knelt in the snow and dug
a small hole with his bare hands. He opened the pouch Samira
had given him and placed the olive seeds into the foreign earth.

“For every child who waits for dawn,” he whispered.

He covered the seeds, leaving a piece of Gaza in the heart of
Europe.

A notification pinged on his phone. An email from Samira.

Yusuf, the School Without Walls now has real classrooms. The world
heard you. Books are arriving. The children read your story aloud every
morning. We said words could rebuild walls — now we see it is true.
May Allah keep you a voice of truth.

As the plane lifted from Geneva, cutting through the clouds,
Yusuf looked down at the white Alps one last time. The luxury,
the peace, the silence—it was all fading behind him.

He typed his reply: “Indeed, with hardship comes ease.”

He was going back to the dust. He was going back to hunger.
But as he leaned his head against the window, he smiled—not
with the innocence of a boy, but with the serenity of a believer.

He had spoken to the wind, and the wind had listened. He was
going home.
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15.

The Stones of Al Quds

The Ribbon of Destiny

he bus groaned as it pulled away from the checkpoint, its

windows dusty from the long roads it had travelled over the
years. Yusuf sat by the window, forehead gently touching the
glass. He watched Gaza slowly dissolve behind him — not
vanishing but shrinking like a memory you don’t want to fade.
The smell of the camp—that mix of diesel, dust, and longing—
slowly faded, replaced by something sweeter.

A breeze slipped through a broken ventilation flap above his
seat. It carried the scent of wild basil and warm earth. Gaza
always felt like longing. This journey smelled like hope.

It had been nearly a year since he stood in the snow of Geneva.
A year of strange, fractured time.

After Geneva, he had returned to Rafah, living in the border
tents, waiting for the roads to open. For a few months, he had
heard Samira’s voice through the static of cell phones—brief,
breathless updates from Camp Nusayrat. We are alive. Adnan is
building a roof. The children are reading.

But then, the permit came. A rare humanitarian visa for a
delegation of healers and writers to enter Al-Quds. He had taken
it, carrying his father’s dream in his pocket.
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The road stretched ahead like a ribbon of destiny. Soon, the
congested, battered houses gave way to open land. The fields
rolled out in waves of honey and gold under the afternoon sun.
Olive trees stood scattered on the hillsides like old guardians,
their twisted trunks bearing the scars of centuries of storms.

Every few kilometers, Yusuf saw a shepherd on a distant ridge,
a silhouette against the blinding blue, guiding his flock with a
patience that felt older than the road itself. To anyone else, it
was just a view. But to Yusuf, it was a living text. This was the
land where prophets walked barefoot. This was where scripture
descended like rain.

As the bus climbed toward the Judean highlands, the world
transformed. The mountains rose higher, their stony slopes
catching the sun like polished bronze. Ancient terraces cut into
the hillsides spoke of a stubborn human resilience—stone by
stone, refusing to surrender to the steepness of fate.

Sometimes, ruins appeared—a half-standing monastery wall, a
deserted watchtower with nothing left to watch. They seemed
to whisper to the passing bus: Empires rise, empires fall... but the
land remains.

A herd of camels passed near the roadside, the bells on their
necks chiming softly. Yusuf smiled. Those same bells had
echoed here for thousands of years, ringing through the trade
routes of history.

The driver, a heavy-set man with a kind face, played a low
melody on the radio. It was a slow, grieving Palestinian song.
Yusuf didn’t know the lyrics, but the tune felt like every mother
calling her son home.

Then, the road turned.
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The mountains parted, revealing a glimpse so sudden, so raw,
that Yusuf’s breath caught in his throat.

Al-Quds. Jerusalem.

Its stone walls shimmered beige and gold under the setting sun.
The sky behind it glowed crimson, as though heaven itself had
lowered a veil of light over the sacred city. And there, rising like
a crown above the history, the Dome of the Rock glistened. Its
golden roof blazed peacefully, a heartbeat visible from miles
away.

Yusuf felt something break inside him—and something heal at
the same time. He pressed his hand to his chest.

“O Allah,” he whispered, his voice trembling. “You are truly the
One who brings a traveler to his destination—not the road.”

Tears welled in his eyes. He wasn't just seeing a city. He was
witnessing the heart of history pulsing before him.

An older man sitting across the aisle, who had been silent for
hours, leaned over. He saw the wetness on Yusuf’s cheeks.

“For many, this road is history,” the man said softly. “For you,
it is homecoming.”

Yusuf smiled faintly, wiping his eyes. “And for all of us,” he
replied, “it is a reminder that the heart, too, has a Quds—a
sacred place that must be freed.”

The bus rattled forward, carrying them toward the gates of the
Old City, unbothered by the awe it held inside. Yusuf knew then
that this journey wasn't just changing the landscape. It was
changing him.
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The Trees That Remember

The courtyard of Al-Agsa was hushed under the golden light of
dawn. he air smelled of pine and ancient dust. Before Yusuf
sought the history of the stones, he sought the Master of the
House.

He stepped onto the cool flagstones, facing the Qibla, and raised
his hands for the Tahiyatul Masjid—the prayer of greeting the
mosque. He performed two rakaat, his movements slow and
deliberate, shedding the weight of the journey with every
prostration.

When he sat for the final tashahhud, the silence of the last four
months pressed against his chest. He raised his hands, his palms
trembling slightly.

“Ya Allah,” he whispered, “I entrust to You those the silence has
hidden from me. I do not know if they are under the sun or
under the soil, but they are in Your care.”

He closed his eyes, visualizing the faces he had left behind in
the dust of Rafah and the ruins of Nusayrat.

“Protect Adnan, my brother in all but blood. He who stood as a
wall when the world was falling. If he is still fighting the
darkness, be his light. Wrap Umme Zaynab in Your mercy, and
guard the laughter of the children.”

His voice cracked, dropping to a bare whisper as he named the
one he feared for most.

“And guard Samira. She whose patience held up the sky when
mine was crumbling. Keep her safe, Ya Allah, for a world without
her light would be too dark to bear.”

He wiped his face, entrusting his fear to the One who never
sleeps.
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As he stood up, he noticed he was not alone. An old Imam was
standing near the olive trees, watching him with eyes that
seemed to hold the memory of centuries. Yusuf turned towards
him, his heart lighter now that he had spoken his fears.

Yusuf walked beside the old Imam, whose steps were slow but
steady, each one seeming to echo the memory of centuries. They
stopped near the ancient olive trees, their twisted trunks gnarled
and thick—older than the empires that had risen and fallen
around them.

The Imam placed a hand on the rough bark. He looked toward
the horizon, his voice soft as wind moving through the leaves.

“Do you know, my son,” he began, “that once this city saw a
ruler unlike any other? Umar ibn al-Khattab, the second Caliph
of Islam. When his army liberated Jerusalem, he came not as a
conqueror, but as a servant of Allah.”

Yusuf looked up, listening intently.

“He wore no crown. He carried no sword of pride. He entered
on foot beside his servant, leading the camel because it was the
servant’s turn to ride. The servant hesitated, ashamed to ride
while the Caliph walked, but Umar insisted. ‘Such is justice,” he
said.”

The Imam smiled faintly, his eyes glistening. “When the
Patriarch of the city offered him the keys of Jerusalem, Umar
accepted them with humility. And when he was invited to pray
inside the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, he refused. He said,
‘If I pray here, Muslims after me may claim it as theirs.” So, he
prayed outside, on the bare ground. There, the Masjid of Umar
stands to this day.”

They both looked toward the horizon, where the golden dome
met the pale sky.
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“Then,” the Imam continued, “Umar declared that this land
would remain sacred for Muslims, Christians, and Jews alike—
each free to worship their Lord in peace. That was the covenant
of Islam, Yusuf. The covenant of mercy.”

Yusuf’s eyes welled up. He whispered, almost to himself, “Then
how far have we come from that promise?”

The Imam nodded gravely. “The world forgets, my son. But
hearts like yours are born to remind it.”

A soft breeze stirred the olive branches. Yusuf closed his eyes,
praying silently that justice might once again walk these streets
humble and barefoot, like Umar.

“My son,” the Imam said, his tone shifting, becoming heavier.
“These stones remember. They remember days of glory—and
nights of exile.”

He reached into the deep pocket of his thobe and pulled out an
object wrapped in a faded cloth. He unfolded it slowly, revealing
a large, rusted iron key.

He held it out. Yusuf touched it. The metal was cold and heavy,
its surface rough with the oxidation of decades. It smelled faintly
of old iron and earth.

“Do you know what this is?”
Yusuf nodded slowly. “A key.”

“A key to a door that may no longer exist,” the Imam said, his
thumb rubbing the flaking rust. “From the Nakba—the
Catastrophe of 1948. It wasn’t just a battle lost, Yusuf. It was
an entire homeland torn apart, piece by piece.”

The Imam looked out at the hills beyond Jerusalem, his eyes
seeing the past.
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“When the UN Partition Plan of 1947 divided the land on
paper, it did not divide the hearts of the people. But by April
1948, the fighting was systematic. Villages that had stood for
centuries—farming communities where the olive harvest
marked the calendar—suddenly found themselves targets on a
military map.”

He closed his fist around the heavy key.

“News of Deir Yassin arrived like a storm. Reports of civilians
killed—men, women, children. Fear became a weapon more
powerful than bullets. Families packed in minutes what
generations had built. They locked their doors from the outside,
taking their keys, thinking, “‘We will return when the fighting stops
in a few days.”

The Imam’s voice trembled. “No one imagined the fighting
would stop, but the return would not come. By May 1948, more
than four hundred towns were emptied. Grass grew over the
roads. New towns were built over old ones. Arabic names
disappeared from the maps. But the people... the people
remembered the pain.”

He looked at Yusuf. “Tent cities became camps. Camps became
neighborhoods. Neighborhoods became inheritance. Children
were born into exile, learning the name of a village they had
never seen as if it were a lullaby. This key... it is not just iron.
It is a wound that has never closed.”

Yusuf’s heart tightened. He could almost see them—Ilines of
weary faces, walking barefoot into exile.

“But they never forgot,” the Imam whispered. “Then came the
Intifada.”

Yusuf looked at him. “The uprising?”
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“Yes. But do you know what the word truly means?” The Imam
smiled sadly. “It comes from the verb nafada—to shake off dust.
It means to shake off oppression, humiliation, and fear.”

To shake off dust.

Yusuf felt a sudden, sharp memory in his chest. He tasted the
gray grit of the pulverized concrete from the day the hosoital
was bombed. He remembered wiping the white powder from his
eyelashes, from his bandages. That was the dust of death. But
this... this was the dust of life.

The Imam took a long breath, eyes misty with time. “I was only
a boy when the First Intifada began in 1987. Nobody told us to
rise. We were just children playing football with rags. Then we
heard shouting near the market. We saw older boys standing in
front of a jeep. They had only stones in their hands.”

His hand shook as he mimed holding a stone.

“They weren’t warriors, Yusuf. They were students. But one of
them—the baker’s son—raised a flag stitched from old shirts.
He shouted: “This land knows our names—we will not leave!””

The Imam paused. For a second, the silence stretched, taut as a
wire. Yusuf could almost see the soldiers’ fingers tightening on
the triggers.

“They fired tear gas,” the Imam whispered. “Mothers screamed
from the windows. But something happened to us. A fire we
didn’t know we carried. We—the small ones—picked up stones.
My hand was shaking so much the first stone slipped before I
threw it. I missed by a mile. But I had defeated something inside

me—fear.”

The Imam looked at Yusuf intensely. “Later, they caught the
boy with the flag. But do you know who saved him? The
vegetable seller’s old mother. She stood between him and the
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guns and said, ‘If you want to shoot our sons, you will shoot through
mothers first.

29

“From that day on,” the Imam said, “we stopped buying their
products. Teachers turned homes into schools. Mothers taught
courage instead of fairy tales. We did not win battles, Yusuf...
but we stopped surrendering. So when people say Palestinians
resist because they love death—no. We resist because we love
life... a life lived with dignity.”

He placed his hand over Yusuf’s chest. “Some of that fire lives
inside you now. It is Imaan, my son. Faith that even the smallest
stone, when lifted for truth, carries the weight of the Ababeel
birds sent to destroy the army of elephants.”

Yusuf bowed his head, feeling the weight not as a burden, but
as an inheritance. He whispered, his voice breaking, “And now,
the children of this land fight not for power, but for the right to
live.”

The Imam nodded. “Yes, Yusuf. And as long as one child
remembers Al-Quds, the covenant lives. Justice cannot die—it
only sleeps, waiting for the faithful to awaken it.”

The Mirror of the Soul

Inside the sanctuary of Masjid al-Agsa, the air was cool and
smelled of ancient stone and musk. The golden Dome
shimmered against the afternoon sun, casting halos of amber
light over the worshippers who sat in rows—men, women, and
children who had returned to pray on the ground where angels
once descended.

As the call to prayer echoed, Yusuf joined the congregation. He
raised his hands, and the world outside fell away. In every
Sujood, he pressed his forehead against the marble, feeling the
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stone breathe with centuries of devotion. It was a grounding
coolness against the fever of his thoughts.

When the prayer ended, the hall emptied slowly, but Yusuf
remained. He sat on his knees, his hands cupped in his lap, the
silence of the mosque wrapping around him like a cloak.

He closed his eyes and whispered his du‘a, his voice barely a
breath.

“Ya Allah, You spared me when so many were taken. You gave
me a voice when silence ruled. You made me write when my
hands shook with grief. Now I ask not for comfort, but for
companionship—a soul who believes as I do, who walks beside
me in Your cause, who turns our wounds into wisdom.”

The courtyard fell silent. A breeze stirred, brushing through the
open arches, carrying the scent of olive leaves.

And in that silence, a verse came softly to his heart—not as a
sound, but as a sudden clarity of light: “And your Lord says: Call
upon Me; I will respond to you.” (Qur’an 40:60)

The words dissolved into the quiet hum of the sanctuary. For a
long moment, there was nothing. Then, the lamp nearest to him
flickered.

Yusuf lifted his head slightly, though his eyes remained closed.
In that borderland between wakefulness and prayer, the
darkness behind his eyelids began to shift. Images flowed, not
like a dream, but like a river of forgotten memories breaking its
dam.

He felt the rough texture of a bandage against his skin. He saw
a flash of white—a scarf fluttering against a blue sky, the same
white fabric that had brushed his face the day he met her in the
makeshift hospital.
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Then came the smell of wet earth. He saw the olive sapling,
tender and trembling, that she had planted with her own hands
in the bomb casing. He saw a single drop of rain strike a leaf and
slide down, catching the light like a jewel.

And in that drop, he saw her reflection.

Samira. Calm. Resolute. Her eyes holding an ocean of grief that
refused to drown.

He did not hear a voice from the heavens. Instead, a certainty
bloomed in his chest, rooted and unshakable. She is your amanah,
his heart whispered. My trust in your keeping. The one whose soul
Mirrors your prayer.

The vision faded, leaving the scent of rain in his mind. Yusuf
opened his eyes. The hall was still, but the heavy burden of
loneliness he hadn't realized he was carrying had vanished.

“Alhamdulillah,” he whispered, his hands trembling.

He stood up, his legs numb but his spirit light, and stepped out
into the courtyard.

As if the sky had been waiting for him, it began to rain. It was a
soft, silvery drizzle that kissed the old stones, turning the dust
of history into the scent of renewal. Yusuf stood beneath it,
letting the cool drops wash his face. He looked toward the
Mount of Olives, where the ancient trees glistened in the mist.

In that sacred rain, he felt certain—with the same quiet solidity
that prophets must have felt—that every bomb, every loss, every
twist of the road had led him here.

He smiled, the water mixing with the tears on his cheeks.
“Samira,” he whispered into the wind. “You were the sign all
along.”
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He walked away from the mosque, and behind him, the lamps
reflected on the wet stones, forming a trail of light like a path
written just for him. He raised his head, feeling a door within
his soul swing wide open.

“You hear me, my Lord,” he breathed. “You always hear.”

That night, Yusuf fell asleep beside the window of his small
guest room, where the stars glimmered faintly through the mist.
His body ached from the journey, but his heart was restless with
gratitude.

In his dream, he found himself walking through a valley of ash.
The ground was warm and soft, like memory.

Then he saw a man—tall, with a gentle face and wearing a
simple white robe—kneeling in the gray dust. He was planting
a small olive sapling.

Yusuf approached him. “Who are you?”

The man smiled, his hands covered in soil. “I am Ibrahim—the
one who built the House for all believers.”

Yusuf watched as the Prophet pressed the earth gently around
the tiny roots. The sapling looked exactly like the one Samira
had planted in the ruins.

"O my son," Ibrahim said, and Yusuf’s heart stopped—for the
voice carried the same gentle timber as his own father’s. "Fire
and cruelty never last. From every burning, Allah grows new life.
The tyrants think they build walls, but Allah makes gardens
beneath their ruins."

The sapling shimmered with light. Yusuf reached out to touch
it, but as his fingers grazed the leaves, it transformed into his
father’s wooden carving—glowing softly in his hand.
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A voice recited from the sky, echoing like thunder and settling
on him like dewdrops: “Do not lose heart, nor fall into despair—for
you shall overcome if you are believers.” (Quran 3:139)

Yusuf woke, tears drying on his face. The morning light was just
touching the stone walls of Jerusalem.

He whispered into the dawn, “Ya Allah, let me be the gardener
of hope.”

The Ink of Longing

The rain had not stopped since that night in Al-Quds. By the
time Yusuf reached his small room near Bab al-Amud, the
fragrance of wet stone and ancient earth had filled every corner.

He sat by the narrow window, looking out at the city glistening
in the drizzle. It had been nearly six agonizing months since he
had crossed into Jerusalem. Six months since the blackouts in
the central camps had severed the lines to Nusayrat. Six months
of waking up every morning wondering if the silence on his
phone meant that Samira, Adnan, and the children were gone.

He opened his notebook—the same one that had carried the
dust of Gaza’s ruins. For a long while, he only stared at the blank
page. The ink in his pen felt heavy, waiting.

Then, slowly, his hand began to move, as if his heart was
dictating a prayer he was too afraid to speak aloud.

“Samira,

I do not know if you will ever read this. I do not know if the walls of the
school still stand, or if the olive trees we watered have survived the
winter.
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But today, I prayed at a place where time itself feels humbled. Between
the whisper of old walls and the breath of olive branches, I felt something
unfold—not as a sound, but as a knowing.

I saw the world as one great prayer—some are answered, some are
waiting. And among those waiting, one was mine: a prayer I never made,
_yet was heard.

There are moments when a person realizes that their journey was never
about finding a destination, but a companion who walks the same unseen
path. Someone who reminds you of home, even when_you stand in exile.

Tonight, I understood that hope does not come as a word. It comes as a
person.

Yusuf.”

He did not write an address. He did not seal it in an envelope.
There was no postman who could cross the lines of siege to find
her. Instead, he folded the paper gently, pressing the crease with
his thumb, trapping the silence of the room between the lines.
He tucked it between the pages of his journal—a confession
written not to be sent, but to be witnessed by God.

Outside, a gust of wind carried the rain along the corridor,
fluttering the curtains. Yusuf closed his eyes, letting the journal
rest against his chest. He entrusted the message to the wind,
hoping that somehow, the soul it was meant for was still
breathing the same air.

The Alignment

The morning sun over Al-Quds rose with a calm Yusuf hadn’t
seen in months. The sky, rinsed clear by days of rain, was a rare,
aching blue, mirrored in the puddles that dotted the stone
courtyard of the Relief Centre.
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Yusuf had been volunteering there for three months now—
recording the names of displaced families, tracing missing
children, distributing small packets of aid. It was work that tired
the hands but steadied the heart. Every day, he scanned the lists
of new arrivals from Gaza, looking for their names. Every day,
the list offered nothing.

Inside, the narrow hall buzzed with chaotic energy. Nurses,
students, and volunteers from a dozen nations moved in a blur,
their voices a cacophony of half-broken Arabic and English. It
was loud, urgent, and overwhelming.

Yusuf lifted a heavy box of medical supplies, his head down,
moving through the noise. He was tired. The silence of the last
four months pressed on him like a physical weight.

Then, he heard it.

“Please make sure the books reach the school shelters. They
need hope as much as food.”

The voice was soft, resolute, and unmistakable.

Yusuf froze. The box in his hands felt suddenly weightless. The
blood roared in his ears, drowning out the clamor of the hall.

It cannot be, he thought. I am dreaming again.

He turned slowly, terrified that if he moved too fast, he would
awaken from this dream.

There she was.

Samira stood near the entrance. She wore a simple grey scarf,
her sleeves rolled up, her hands marked with ink and the gray
dust of travel. She looked thinner than he remembered, her face
etched with the exhaustion of the siege, but her eyes were lit by
that same calm determination he remembered from the School
Without Walls.
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She was alive.
“Samira...”

His voice was a broken whisper, too soft to carry across the
room. Yet, she stopped. She lifted her head, as if she had felt
the pull of a thread connecting them across the distance.

She turned. Her eyes found his across the crowded room.

She dropped the clipboard she was holding. It clattered to the
floor, unnoticed. Her hand flew to her mouth, stifling a gasp.
She stared at him as if he were a ghost risen from the stones.

She walked toward him, stumbling slightly, the crowd parting
around her.

At that moment, the distance between them vanished. Their
souls seemed to lunge forward, bridging the gap in a desperate,
ghostly embrace, though their feet remained rooted to the stone
floor. It was a collision of spirits so violent and so tender that
Yusuf felt the impact in his chest.

“Yusuf?” she whispered, her voice trembling. “I thought... I
thought you were still in Rafah.”

“I was,” he choked out, his eyes filling with tears. “But some
journeys don’t end where we plan.”

“The signal cut... months ago,” she said, tears spilling over her
lashes. “I didn't know if you were... I didn't know.”

“I am here,” he said, his voice thick with emotion. “I am here.”

They stood amidst the chaos, an island of stillness. The months
of silence, the fear of death, the unsent letters—it all collapsed
in the space between them. The world, it seemed, inhaled and

waited.
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Samira wiped her face, laughing through her tears, a sound of
pure disbelief.

“And Adnan?” Yusuf asked, the question catching in his throat.
“Umme Zaynab?”

“They are safe,” Samira breathed, her smile widening. “Adnan
has taken over the teaching. He is terrifying the children into
learning algebra, but they love him. And Umme Zaynab... She
is feeding half the camp with one pot. They are waiting for you,
Yusuf. We all are.”

Yusuf felt a warmth spread through his chest, thawing the last
of the winter’s cold. He smiled, the relief crashing over him like

a wave.

She gestured toward the children crowding near the door,
breaking the trance of the reunion with the reality of their duty.

“They’ve been asking me to tell stories again,” she said, her voice
shaking. “Maybe you could help. Your words always reached
where my lessons couldn't.”

“Only if you promise to correct my Arabic again.”

They laughed—a soft, shared sound that felt like the first real
music the war had allowed them. Outside, a breeze carried the
scent of olive leaves through the open door, whispering that the
seasons had finally changed.

Roots Entwined

The next morning, the air in Jerusalem carried the fragrance of
wet earth and renewal.

Yusuf walked through the narrow lanes near the Old City wall,
his steps light. The sunlight filtered gently through the olive
trees that guarded the edges of the road. In his hand, he carried
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a small clay pot containing a young olive sapling. He had found
it in the souk that morning, tucked behind crates of mint and
sage. Its leaves were tender and bright, reminding him so fiercely
of the one they had left behind in Gaza that he knew he had to
buy it.

When Samira arrived to meet him, she was holding something
too.

It was a folded piece of white fabric. It had faded, the edges
frayed, and stained with the dark, indelible mark of old blood.

Yusuf stopped. He recognized it immediately. It was the scarf
she had torn to bind his wound on the day they met—not the
green one she wore now, but the white flag of surrender she had
turned into a bandage of survival.

“You still keep that?” he asked softly.

She looked down at the cloth, her fingers brushing the fabric
with reverence. “It keeps me,” she smiled, her eyes lifting to his.
“It reminds me what faith looks like—when all else falls apart.”

They walked together toward an open patch of earth by the
stone wall where rainwater had gathered. The drone of the
occupation seemed distant here; the only sound was the rustle
of leaves.

Yusuf knelt, digging into the moist soil with his bare hands. He
placed the sapling into the earth. Samira knelt beside him to
steady the fragile trunk.

They pressed the soil down together.

She looked at their hands—his dark with the new earth, hers
pale and scarred—and the air between them crackled with a
sudden, sacred weight. It was an intimacy deeper than words
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could describe. It was the proximity of two souls that had
walked through fire and found each other in the garden.

He looked at her hands, then at her face. Her eyes were lowered,
focused on the roots, but he saw the flush on her cheeks. In that
small act of planting a sapling together, there was a silent vow.
I am here. You are here. We are the roots.

“Do you think it’ll grow here?” she asked, her voice barely a
breath.

“If Allah wills,” Yusuf replied, his voice rough with emotion. He
quoted softly, “And when you have decided, then rely upon Allah.”
(Qur’an 3:159).

They sat back, watching the droplets of water slide down the
tender leaves.

“You said once that stories can rebuild what wars destroy,”
Samira said, turning to him. “Maybe this... is one of those
stories.”

Yusuf looked from the sapling to her. “Then let’s make sure it
never ends unfinished.”

A soft wind moved through the trees, lifting a strand of her green
scarf so it danced in the light.

As they rose to leave, a young foreign journalist passing by
paused. Struck by the tableau—the man, the woman, the
sapling, and the ancient wall—she raised her camera. The
shutter clicked, capturing the moment forever.

The image would later circle the world with a caption written by
the journalist: “Hope grows where faith refuses to die.”
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The Benediction

That evening, as the sky over Al-Quds turned amber and the
muezzin’s call drifted through the stone alleys, Yusuf sat by the
window of his small guest room.

His journal lay open on his knees—the same one he had begun
in the ruins. The pages now carried not only grief, but the fragile
handwriting of renewal.

He dipped his pen and wrote slowly, pausing between each line
to look at the darkening sky.

“There are wounds only faith can heal, and there are answers that arrive
not in words, but in signs—in the shade of an olive leaf, in the echo of a
Sfamiliar voice.”

“Today I saw a dream unfold in daylight. The one who carried hope
beside me all this while—she was not a companion of the moment, but
perhaps, the answer written long before my prayers began.”

He looked out toward the horizon. Somewhere in the distance,
the small sapling they had planted stood upright in the evening
breeze, its leaves trembling in the light of the setting sun.

Yusuf closed his journal. He pressed his hand against the cover,
feeling the warmth of the day still trapped inside.

“Maybe this is how Allah answers,” he whispered into the
silence, “through the heart that stays steadfast, through the soul
that recognizes its mirror.”

The adhan for Isha echoed through the valley.

He rose to pray, his heart full. Tomorrow, he would return
home—back to Gaza—with new resolve, new hope, and the
beginning of an answer written long before he prayed.
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16.

The Architecture of Rain

The Return of the Architects

r I Yhe transition from Jerusalem to the camp was not a journey
of miles, but of color.

Yusuf and Samira left behind the gold and amber of the Holy
City and descended back into the grey. The grey of pulverized
concrete, the grey of canvas tents mildewed by winter, and the
grey of the sky that hung low and heavy over the Central Camps.

But as the aid convoy rattled over the potholes of the entrance,
Yusuf realized that the grey did not feel like a prison anymore.
It felt like clay.

The people stood along the roadside, waving olive branches
instead of flags. It was as if the land itself was breathing again.
Yusuf watched from the window, his notebook on his lap. Al-
Quds still shimmered in his memory, but the verse he had found
there rose within him, stronger than ever: “Call upon Me, and 1
will respond to you.”

He smiled faintly. The response had begun.

The First Call

They arrived at the site where the neighborhood mosque once
stood. Now, only the Mehrab survived, leaning like a wounded
guardian amidst a sea of rubble.
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The Imam—his beard grey with ash and tears—climbed onto a
mound of broken concrete. His voice trembled, yet carried the
strength of iron.

“We will rebuild our homes... but first we rebuild our prayer,”
he announced. “A believer without a Masjid is like a heart
without a pulse. Our Masjid may be dust today, but our faith is
not. Let this rubble become our first stone.”

People lifted their heads. Within minutes, the community
moved as one. They gathered fabrics, broken doors, bamboo
sticks, and tent poles. They erected a canopy over the open
land—shaping it into a sanctuary. Someone brought a rolled
carpet saved from a destroyed home and laid it across the
ground like a memory reclaimed.

When it was ready, the Imam looked toward Yusuf.
“Would you give the first Adhaan?”

Yusuf’s lips trembled, but he nodded. He climbed the mound of
debris. He placed his hands beside his ears.

His voice cracked in the beginning—raw with the dust of the
journey—then rose, strong and soaring, echoing over the hollow
city.

“Allahu Akbar... Allahu Akbar...”

Mothers cried quietly into their headscarves. Fathers wiped
their eyes with calloused hands. Even the children were quiet,
as if they understood that the sky itself was bowing to the
sound.

In sujood, all foreheads touched the ground that once swallowed
their blood—and in that moment, the dust of Gaza became
more blessed than marble.
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As the prayer dispersed, the sun began to set, casting an orange
glow over the ruins. Yusuf and Samira walked through the
crowd, their hearts full, toward the School Without Walls.

They found Adnan exactly where they expected him to be: knee-
deep in a trench of mud outside the school tent, wrestling with
a corrugated iron sheet. He looked like a statue carved from the
earth itself—covered in grime, his boots caked in clay.

He sensed movement and saw Samira trudging through the mud
towards him. He straightened up, wiping sweat and mud from
his forehead with the back of a gloved hand.

“You're late,” Adnan grunted, though his eyes were thankful she
had made it back in one piece. “The roof has been leaking for
three days. I told the children their teacher went to Jerusalem
to fetch the sun, but you only brought back clouds.”

Samira laughed, stepping over a puddle to grip his arm. “I
brought something better than sun, Adnan. I brought him. And
a plan.”

Yusuf stepped into the light from behind her.
Adnan looked at Yusuf.

He didn't run. He didn't cheer. He just stood there, exhaling a
long breath, and cracked a rare, crooked smile.

The two men stood facing each other. For a moment, neither
moved. They were both trying to be the "strong ones"—the
pillars of the camp. Adnan extended a hand for a handshake.
Yusuf reached out for a pat on the shoulder. They collided in a
clumsy, stiff-armed embrace, thumping each other on the back
with enough force to bruise.

“You're alive,” Adnan choked out, his voice rough, burying his
face in Yusuf’s shoulder for a split second before pulling back to

Ashes of the Olive Tree | 195



inspect the structural integrity of Yusuf’s coat. “You're... you're
solid.”

“And you are filthy,” Yusuf laughed, blinking back tears.

Samira crossed her arms, leaning against a tent pole. “Oh,
honestly. Is this a reunion or a wrestling match? Hug him
properly, Adnan. He’s not made of glass.”

Adnan rolled his eyes, but he pulled Yusuf in again—this time a
real hug, tight and crushing and desperate.

“Welcome home, little brother,” Adnan whispered.

The Pitch

That evening, they sat around a fire fed by scrap wood. The air
smelled of rain and wet wool.

“A Museum,” Adnan repeated, skeptical. He poked the fire with
a stick, his face illuminated by the dancing flames. “Yusuf,
people here need blankets. They need flour. They need zinc
sheets. You want to build shelves for... broken things?”

“Not broken things,” Yusuf said, leaning forward, the firelight
catching the intensity in his eyes. “Evidence. Memories. Every
house that falls leaves something behind—a key, a doll, a teapot.
If we don’t keep them, the history disappears with the rubble.
We need to build a place where the children can see that we
existed before the war.”

Adnan looked at the fire, then at Samira.

“It’s about dignity, Adnan,” she said softly. “We rebuilt the
school, yes. But inside, we build the memory. Homes can be
broken. Streets can vanish. But if we keep the pieces, we prove

we were here.”

Ashes of the Olive Tree | 196



Adnan sighed—the resignation of a man who knows he will
never win an argument against these two. He looked at the
flimsy walls of the tent around them, then at Yusuf’s hopeful
face.

“Fine,” he muttered, shaking his head. “But I'm not building
shelves out of mud. If we do this, we do it with cement.”

He stood up and kicked a loose stone.

“I know a guy in Deir al-Balah who has three bags left. I'll get
them tomorrow.” He looked at Yusuf and smirked. “But you
will be carrying them, Little Mountain!”

“Hey, why me?!” Yusuf laughed, hearing the old nickname for
the first time in months.

“For making me teach those children Algebra!” Adnan called
back over his shoulder.

The River of Mud
That night, the sky tore open.

It wasn't just rain; it was a deluge. The water hammered against
the galvanised sheets of the camp with a deafening, metallic
roar, sounding less like weather and more like shrapnel. Within
an hour, the dirt alleys of the camp had turned into rivers of
thick, sucking mud.

Yusuf woke to the sound of screaming wind. The canvas walls
of the sleeping tent were bowing inward, snapping violently.

“The school!” Samira yelled, her voice barely cutting through
the storm.

They ran out into the freezing dark. The ground had vanished,
replaced by a slurry of cold clay that grabbed at their ankles with
every step.
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Inside the School Without Walls, it was chaos. The water was
rising through the floor, turning the classroom into a swamp.
The main wooden beam—weakened by months of shelling
tremors and winter rot—was groaning under the weight of the
water-logged canvas roof.

“The books!” Samira cried, rushing toward the corner where
their small library was stacked. “Yusuf, help me!”

Yusuf scrambled to help her, grabbing armfuls of the precious
volumes. He stacked them onto the highest plastic tables,
desperate to save the ink from the mud.

Crrraaaack.
The sound was sickening. It came from above.

Yusuf looked up. The center pole was buckling. The wet canvas
sagged, heavy as lead, threatening to crush everything
underneath.

“Move!”

A roar cut through the storm. Adnan burst into the tent, water
streaming from his shoulders, his hair plastered to his skull.

He didn't look at the books. He didn't look at Yusuf. He looked
at the fracture.

He saw the beam splintering. Without a word, Adnan charged
forward. He slammed his shoulder under the sagging wood,
planting his boots deep into the sliding mud.

“Get the bracing!” Adnan screamed, his face turning red with
effort. “I can’t hold it forever!”

Yusuf dropped the books and splashed through the mud to the
corner, grabbing a spare timber Adnan had scavenged days ago.
It was heavy, rough-hewn pine.
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“Here!” Yusuf yelled, jamming the timber into the mud next to
Adnan.

“Higher!” Adnan gritted out through clenched teeth, veins
bulging in his neck. “Push it up, Yusuf! Push!”

Yusuf wedged the timber under the fracture. He drove his
shoulder against it, straining with every ounce of strength he
had. Beside him, Adnan groaned, a guttural sound of pure
exertion.

“One... two... PUSH!”

Together, they forced the beam back. The wood shrieked, then
settled.

“The wedge!” Adnan gasped. “Lock it!”

Yusuf grabbed a flat stone from the floor and hammered it under
the timber base.

The roof held.

Adnan didn't step away gracefully. He collapsed. His legs gave
out, and he slid down the timber, landing hard in the muck.
Yusuf slid down beside him, his chest heaving, his lungs burning
with the cold air.

For a long moment, there was only the sound of the rain
hammering the roof—a roof that was, miraculously, still
standing.

Adnan wiped a glob of mud from his eye. He looked at Yusuf,
who was covered in slime from neck to toe.

“Next time,” Adnan wheezed, pointing a shaking finger at him,
“you go to Jerusalem. I'll go to the hotel.”

Yusuf let out a breath that turned into a chuckle. Then the
chuclkde turned into a laugh. It wasn't a happy laugh; it was the
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hysterical, jagged laughter of men who have cheated disaster by
inches.

Adnan started laughing too, a deep, gravelly rumble that shook
his chest. They sat there in the freezing mud, leaning against the
timber they had just raised, laughing until their ribs ached.

“You held the roof,” Yusuf said, wiping his face and smearing
more mud across his cheek. “You actually held the roof, you
giant!”

“And you dropped the books,” Adnan noted, looking at the pile
Yusuf had abandoned. He looked back at Yusuf, his expression
softening. “You chose the wall over the words.”

“The words need a wall to live in,” Yusuf said softly.
Adnan clapped a heavy, muddy hand on Yusuf’s shoulder.

“We make a strange team, Little Mountain. But the roof stays

”

up.
Agreement of the lifetime

The storm had passed in the afternoon, leaving behind a sky
scrubbed clean and a camp coated in slick, drying mud.

The sun began to set, casting an orange glow over the ruins.
Yusuf walked toward the edge of the camp where the temporary
Masjid stood. He walked without his crutch—he hadn't needed
it since Geneva—but the damp cold of the storm had seeped
into his bones. And last night's heroic actions didn't help at all.
His healed leg throbbed with a dull, phantom ache, a reminder
that while the skin knits, the body remembers the break. He
stopped for a moment, rubbing his knee, grimacing at the
stiffness.

“Does it hurt?”
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Samira was standing beside him. She wasn't looking at his leg;
she was looking at the horizon.

“Only when the world is cold,” Yusuf replied, straightening up.
“It passes.”

“Everything passes,” she said softly.

They walked side by side toward the School Without Walls.
Their gaze was down, watching their boots navigate the broken
stones. For a while, they walked in silence. Not because there
was nothing to say, but because there was too much.

Samira finally spoke first, her voice low.

“You know... yesterday, when you gave the Adhaan... it felt like
the whole city took a breath again.”

Yusuf didn’t answer at first. He stopped at a broken slab of
concrete and pressed his palms over his eyes, shielding them
from the dying sun.

“I ' was afraid my voice would break,” he admitted.
“It did,” she said. “But that’s what made it real.”
Yusuf exhaled slowly, lowering his hands.

“When I said Allahu Akbar... 1 didn't just hear the prayer. I

remembered every scream... every night we hid... every face we
lost.”

Samira nodded, her expression solemn. “And in moments when
we feel most powerless... isn’t that the only place we can go?”

Yusuf looked at her. She looked tired—her scarf slightly askew,
mud on the hem of her abaya—yet she glowed with something
unbroken.

“Did you see the Imam'’s face after the prayer?” Yusuf asked. “It
was like... like he wasn’t standing on ruins anymore.”
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“Because we didn’t just pray,” Samira said firmly. “We
reclaimed something they tried to bury.”

She paused, looking back at the tent Masjid, now glowing softly
under the lantern lights.

“Do you realize what happened, Yusuf? Gaza didn’t just rebuild
a Masjid... Gaza rebuilt itself. Even if by a bit, but nonetheless"

The wind swept the edge of her scarf lightly as she spoke, and
Yusuf watched her—as if seeing her strength more clearly than
ever.

“You’ve become stronger, Samira,” he said, awe coloring his

voice.
Her eyes softened.

“No... I've just started holding on to what cannot be destroyed.”
She looked at him. “Homes can be broken. Streets can vanish.
Even memories can fade... But as long as we kneel together,
Gaza lives.”

Yusuf’s throat tightened. The ache in his leg was forgotten.

“When I saw everyone in sujood,” he whispered, his voice
cracking, “families who lost everything standing shoulder to
shoulder... for the first time since this began... I felt hope.”

He closed his eyes—not from weariness, but from peace for the
first time in months.

“Samira... whatever happens... I want to rebuild everything.
With you.”

Samira looked at him. She didn't look away this time. “We will.
But before walls... we rebuild hearts.”

“And today,” he said, “we took the first step.”
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They stood beneath the young olive sapling they had planted
near the wall—the one from the Garden of the Bombs. It was
small, fragile, but it held its ground against the wind.

Yusuf turned to her fully. The amber light of dusk reflected in
his eyes.

“When I prayed at Al-Quds,” he said quietly, “I asked Allah for
someone who would walk beside me on His path. I did not know
He had already sent her.”

Samira looked up, her eyes steady, full of light.

“And I prayed,” she said, her voice barely a whisper, “for a heart
that would never stop believing in tomorrow—even when today
was burning. He sent me yours.”

The Fortress of Joy

Three days later, the mud had dried into a mosaic skin over the
camp.

It was the day of the Nikah.

They didn't have a banquet hall. They had the School Without
Walls, swept clean of the storm’s debris. They didn't have gold.
They had strings of battery-powered fairy lights that Adnan had
scavenged and hung from the rafters, turning the humble tent
into a galaxy of stars.

The ceremony was simple, yet it felt like an act of defiance. To
marry in a war zone is to say to the enemy: We believe there will
be a tomorrow.

Yusuf sat before the Imam, his heart thudding against his ribs.
He wore a clean white thobe that Umme Zaynab had ironed
with a metal pot filled with hot coals. Across the room, Samira
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sat with the women, wearing a simple cream dress, her green
scarf draped over her shoulders like a banner of life.

“And what is the Mahr?” the Imam asked gently.

Yusuf didn't have money. He didn't have land. He stood up,
favoring his good leg, and placed two objects on the low wooden
table.

First, the olive wood carving of the bird, smooth from years of
his father’s touch. The symbol of his past.

Second, a hand-bound manuscript—the only copy of Ashes of the
Olive Tree. The symbol of his future.

“My history,” Yusuf said softly, “and my voice. It is all I have.”

Samira looked at him from across the room, her eyes brimming
with tears. It is more than enough.

The Imam recited the verses. Adnan stood behind Yusuf as his
witness. He wasn't scowling today. He was beaming, his chest
puffed out with pride, looking less like an engineer and more
like a victorious general.

When the Imam asked for the groom's agreement, Yusuf's
“Na’am!” (Yes) boomed so loud the children giggled, and a
sleeping cat bolted from the corner.

“Barak Allahu Lakuma,” the Imam concluded.

The room erupted. Not with fireworks, but with the trilling
zaghrouta of the women. The children threw handfuls of dried
flower petals they had picked from the bomb craters outside.

Yusuf stood and walked to Samira.

He stopped in front of her. The noise of the celebration seemed
to fade. He looked at her—his wife, his amanah, his mirror.
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For the first time, he took her hand—not to pull her from
rubble, not to bandage a wound, but simply to hold it. Her
fingers were warm against his, grounding him, telling him that
the cold ache in his bones was a thing of the past.

“We rebuild,” she whispered, squeezing his hand.
“We rebuild,” he promised.

The Concrete Heart
An hour later, the celebration was in full swing.

The air inside the school tent was thick with the scent of
cardamom and roasted eggplant. It was a poor man’s feast, but
a feast nonetheless. Umme Zaynab, with the help of the camp
women, had managed to prepare a massive pot of Magqluba.
When she flipped the pot onto the large metal tray, revealing
the steaming tower of rice, cauliflower, and what little chicken
they could find, a cheer went up.

Adnan watched from the corner as Yusuf and Samira ate from
the same plate, their shoulders touching. He smiled,
remembering the moment three days ago when Yusuf had
nervously asked him to be his witness.

“It’s about time,” Adnan had scoffed, tossing a wrench into his toolbox.
“I thought I'd be gray and toothless before you finally asked her.”

“So you’ll do it?” Yusuf had asked.

Adnan had grabbed Yusuf by the back of the neck, shaking him gently.
“Yusuf, I have been guarding this school for years. You think I would
let anyone else sign the paper that builds your home? It is an honor,
akhi.”
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Now, watching them laugh, Adnan felt a swelling in his chest
that was half joy, half ache. He stepped back, slipping quietly
through the tent flap into the cool night air.

Outside, the wind was picking up. Adnan walked the perimeter
of the tent, checking the tension on the ropes. He tightened a
slack line, then moved to the generator. The machine was
coughing rhythmically, vibrating against the mud.

Adnan crouched down, tinkering with the fuel intake, finding
solace in the mechanics. The machines were simple. You fixed
them, and they worked. They didn't have hearts that could stop.

“The machine is working fine, Adnan,” a voice said behind him.
“It’s the mechanic who is broken.”

Adnan didn't turn. He knew Umme Zaynab’s voice. “It’s
sputtering. Dust in the intake.”

Umme Zaynab walked up to him. She was holding a paper plate
heaped with Maqluba and a piece of Awameh (sweet fried
dough). Steam rose from the rice into the cold air.

She leaned against the generator cage, watching him work.

“You did a good job with the lights,” she said. “It looks like a
palace inside.”

“It’s a tent, Umme,” Adnan muttered, wiping grease on his
trousers. “But it will hold.”

“Here.” She nudged his shoulder with the plate. “Eat. You are
the only one starving at your brother’s wedding.”

Adnan took the plate reluctantly. He stood up, leaning against
the vibrating machinery.

“Look at them,” Umme Zaynab said, pointing through the tent
flap. Inside, the silhouette of Yusuf and Samira was visible
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against the canvas, bathed in golden light. “They are happy.
They deserve it.”

“They do,” Adnan said, his voice sincere. “If anyone deserves a
day of peace, it is those two.”

“And you?” Umme Zaynab asked sharply. “Do you not deserve
it?”

Adnan stiffened. He took a bite of the rice to avoid answering,
staring out at the darkness of the camp.

“Stop it,” she said, her voice dropping to a softer, sadder
register. “I see you, Adnan. I see how you look at the families in
the camp. You hold the babies like they are made of glass, and
then you hand them back as fast as you can. The cement is dry,
Ya ibni. You can stop holding the wall up yourself. When will
you build your own home?”

Adnan stopped chewing. He looked at the plate, then at the
dark horizon where the distant flash of artillery flickered like
heat lightning.

“I build shelters, Umme,” he said quietly. “Temporary things. I
don't build homes.”

“Why? Because you are afraid?”

“Yes!” Adnan hissed, the word escaping him like steam. He kept
his voice low so the party wouldn't hear. “Yes, I am afraid. But
not for me.”

He gestured toward the tent.

“Look at Yusuf. He loves her. He is happy. But if a shell lands
on him tomorrow, god forbid.... what happens to Samira? She
breaks. She dies a thousand times while she is still breathing.”
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He turned to Umme Zaynab, his eyes blazing with the
frustration of a man who has calculated the odds and hates the
math.

“I am a realist, Umme. I know where we live. [ won't do that to
a woman. I won't draft someone into the war of grieving me. I
won't look at a child and know that I might leave him an orphan
before he can walk.”

He took a shaky breath, his large hand trembling around the
flimsy paper plate.

“I am a soldier of concrete. I hold things up. I don't let myself
be the thing that crushes someone when I fall. I would rather
die alone than make someone a widow.”

The silence stretched between them, heavier than the mud
under their boots.

Umme Zaynab looked at him for a long time. She didn't scold
him. She didn't smile. She stepped forward, reaching up to
adjust the collar of his jacket, a gesture so motherly it made
Adnan flinch.

“You are a good man, Adnan,” she whispered. “But you are a
stubborn, arrogant boy.”

Adnan blinked, taken aback. “Arrogant?”

“You think you control death?” She shook her head, her eyes
wet. “You think by staying alone, you are saving the world from
pain? Adnan, look at me. My husband is dead. My son is dead.
Do you think I wish I never loved them? Do you think I wish I
had stayed alone so I wouldn't have to weep for them?”

Adnan looked away, unable to meet her gaze.
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“You are saving no one,” she said fiercely, tapping his chest.
“You are only ensuring that when you die, you leave behind
nothing but walls. No echoes. No warmth.”

She stepped back, pulling her shawl tighter against the wind.

“You can control the cement, Adnan, but you cannot control
the wind. Don't die alone just because you were too afraid to
live together. That is not protection. That is just... cowardice.”

She turned to leave, then paused.

“The generator is fine. Finish your food. And then come inside.
The cold does not suit you.”

Umme Zaynab walked back into the light of the tent, her
shadow stretching long behind her.

Adnan stood alone in the dark. The distant artillery flashed
again. He looked at the cooling rice in his hand, then at the
laughter spilling from the tent. He saw Yusuf lean in and
whisper something to Samira, saw her throw her head back and
laugh.

He didn't agree with Umme Zaynab. He couldn't afford to let
his guard down that far. But as he stood there, for the first time
in years, the solitude didn't feel like armor. It felt like weight.

He finished the Magluba in four large bites, wiped his mouth,
and looked at the wrench in his pocket. He left it there.

Adnan turned and walked toward the light.
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17.

The Archaeology of Hope

The Morning After

he sun rose over the camp not as a triumph, but as a
hesitation—a pale, watery light filtering through the canvas
of the small tent.

Yusuf woke first. For a moment, in the haze of sleep, he reached
for the cold metal of his crutch, the instinct of a lonely man. But
his hand found something warm instead.

Samira.

She was asleep, her breathing a soft rhythm against the
backdrop of the camp’s morning noise—the clatter of pots, the
distant drone of a surveillance drone, the cry of a rooster that
had somehow survived the shelling.

Yusuf pulled his hand back, afraid to wake her, yet unable to
look away. In the grey light, the lines of exhaustion on her face
seemed to have softened. She looked safe.

He whispered into the silence, “Assalamu alaikum, ya zawjati.”

(Peace be upon you, my wife.)

He didn't think she heard him, but her lips curved slightly, her
eyes still closed.

“Wa alaikum as-salaam... ya zawji,” she murmured, the words
thick with sleep.
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She opened her eyes. For a heartbeat, the war didn't exist. There
was only the shared wonder of two survivors who had woken up
to find they were not alone.

“It’s strange,” she whispered, sitting up and pulling her shawl
tight against the morning chill. “To wake up and not be afraid.”

“The fear is still there,” Yusuf said gently, handing her a cup of
water, watching her fingers brush his. “But we don't have to
carry it alone.”

They stepped outside together. The camp was already awake, a
hive of desperate activity. Men were patching tents with mud;
women were boiling water over scrap-wood fires. The ceasefire
was holding, but it was a brittle thing—a glass floor walking over

a ravine.

“Ready?” Samira asked, looking toward the cleared patch of
land near the rubble of the old cultural center.

Yusuf picked up his notebook. “Ready.”

The Museum Under the Rubble
The "Museum" was not a building. It was a defiance.

It was a square of cleared earth, bordered by four wooden poles
holding up a flapping blue tarpaulin. Underneath, on makeshift
tables made of stacked crates, lay the treasure of Gaza.

Not gold. Not weapons. But memories.

Adnan was already there, wrestling with a stubborn tent peg. He
looked up as they arrived, his face smeared with grease.

“The wind hates this tarp,” Adnan grumbled, yanking the rope
tight with a grunt. “I need steel cables. And coffee. But mostly
coffee.”

Ashes of the Olive Tree | 211



“Good morning to you too, Adnan,” Samira smiled, tying back
her green scarf.

“I'm serious,” Adnan muttered, gesturing with a dirty glove to
the table where a group of children were carefully brushing dust
off a pile of broken ceramic shards. “Look at this. We are digging
for ghosts, Yusuf. People are asking for roofs, not pottery.”

“Roofs shelter the body,” Yusuf said, picking up a fragment of
blue tile, weighing it in his palm. “This... this proves there was
a body to shelter.”

A commotion at the edge of the site interrupted them. A white
van with press markings—TV taped onto the windshield in
black gaffer tape—skidded to a halt in the mud.

Two journalists stepped out. One was a cameraman, looking
bored. The other was a woman with a notepad, looking
skeptical. She scanned the scene—the mud, the poverty, the
children playing with rocks—and frowned.

She walked straight to Adnan, mistaking his size for authority.

“We heard reports of a reconstruction project,” she said in
English, her tone clipped, scanning the flapping blue plastic. “Is
this it? A tent?”

Adnan stiffened. He dropped the heavy mallet he was holding.
It landed in the mud with a dull thud. “It is a museum.”

The journalist raised an eyebrow. She gestured vaguely to the
ruins around them, to the smoke rising from the camp fires.
“Forgive me, but... your people are freezing. There is no flour in
the market. And you are building an exhibit?” She paused, her
pen tapping against her pad. “It feels a bit... performative. A
misuse of resources, surely?”
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Adnan’s jaw tightened. He took a step forward, invading her
personal space just enough to make the cameraman flinch.

“Misuse?” Adnan’s voice was low, a growl deep in his chest.
“You think because our stomachs are empty, our heads must be
empty too? You think we only eat?”

“I'm just asking the questions my editors will ask,” she said,
though she took a half-step back.

“No,” Adnan said, pointing a calloused finger at the lens of the
camera. “You are asking the questions of a tourist.”

Before the tension could snap, a shout rang out from the back
of the tent.

“Yusuf! Samira! Look!”

It was one of the teenage volunteers, his hands shaking. He was
kneeling beside a heavy, jagged block of sandstone that had
been half-buried in the clay.

Yusuf moved past the journalist, his heart hammering. He knelt
in the mud.

The stone was massive, scarred by fire, but the intricate
geometric rosette carved into its center was unmistakable. It was
Mamluk architecture—centuries old, defying the modern
destruction around it. And below the rosette, a partial
inscription in ancient Kufic script.

Yusuf’s breath hitched. He ran his fingers over the rough stone.
It was cold, but the history inside it burned his skin.

“What is it?” the journalist asked. She had followed him, her
cynicism momentarily paused by the gravity in Yusuf's posture.

Yusuf didn't look at her. He looked at the stone.
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“It is a fragment from the Great Omari Mosque,” Yusuf
whispered. “The heart of the Old City. It was destroyed in
December.”

He stood up, wiping the mud from his hands, and finally turned
to face the camera. The journalist looked at the dirty rock,
unimpressed.

“It’s just a stone,” she said gently, as if speaking to a traumatized
child.

“Just a stone?” Yusuf’s voice found that strange, resonant pitch
that had silenced the hall in Geneva. “This mosque stood before
empires were born. It was a pagan temple, then a church, then
a mosque. It held the prayers of a thousand years.”

He pointed to the inscription.

“Imam Shafi’i was born in this city. One of the greatest scholars
of Islam. He walked in the shadow of these stones. He taught
us that time is a sword—if you do not cut it, it cuts you.”

The journalist blinked, her pen hovering over her notebook.

“You asked why we build this now,” Yusuf continued, his eyes
locking onto hers. “If we only rebuild our houses, we become
just a population of refugees. But if we protect this,” he gestured
to the Omari fragment, “we remain a people. You can starve a
body, but you cannot starve a memory.”

The wind snapped the tarpaulin, a sharp crack like a whip.

“Report that,” Adnan added, his voice low and dangerous,
stepping closer until the cameraman lowered his lens. “Tell the
world we are not just hungry. Tell them we remember.”

The journalist blinked, her skepticism shifting into confusion.
“Remember what? You are refugees in your own city.”
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Yusuf stepped forward, placing a hand on the cracked Mamluk
stone. He didn't look angry; he looked weary, carrying the
weight of a century of erasure.

“That is the narrative, isn't it?” Yusuf said softly. “That this was
a land without a people, waiting for a people without a land.
That before 1948, this was just sand and silence.”

He tapped the stone with his knuckle. It made a solid, resonant
sound.

“But this stone is seven hundred years old. It was carved by a
Mamluk mason when London was still built of wood and
plague. It stood in a mosque that welcomed scholars from Cairo
and Damascus.”

He looked up at the journalist, his eyes piercing.

“An empty land does not build universities, madame. An empty
land does not export olive oil to Rome or soap to Nablus. They
call it a 'conflict' to hide the history. But you cannot argue with
a stone. We were here. We were civilized. We were alive.”

The journalist stopped writing. She looked at the stone, really
seeing it for the first time.

Adnan moved in then, filling the silence Yusuf left behind. He
picked up a charred school notebook from the table—a relic of
the present.

“And do you know why they bomb the libraries? Why they
bulldoze the archives?” Adnan asked, his voice rougher,
grounded in the psychology of the siege. “It is not just to kill us.
It is to make us forget we were ever anything but victims.”

He tossed the notebook back onto the table.

“They want us to wake up every morning thinking only of flour.
They want to reduce us to stomachs. To animals chasing bread
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trucks. Because if we are just hungry bodies, then we have no
claim to the land. We are just a humanitarian crisis to be
managed.”

Adnan gestured to the children gently brushing dust off the
artifacts.

“But when we build this museum... when we save a poem while
we are starving... we are fighting the siege in our minds. We are
saying: No. We are not just mouths to feed. We are the custodians of
this land.”

Yusuf looked at the journalist.

“To remember,” Yusuf said, “is the most dangerous thing a
Palestinian can do. That is why we build this tent.”

The journalist looked from Adnan’s blazing eyes to Yusuf’s
quiet dignity, and finally to the cracked sandstone in the mud.
She lowered her camera. The simple narrative of "war victims"
had shattered, replaced by something far more complex and
uncomfortable.

“I will write it,” she whispered, her voice stripped of its earlier
cynicism. “I will write it all.”

Yusuf turned back to the slab. Samira was already there,
kneeling in the dirt, brushing the last of the debris from the
ancient carving.

She looked up at him. “They destroyed the minaret, Yusuf. But
they couldn't destroy the foundation.”

Yusuf nodded, shivering in the cold wind. “They never could,
Samira. Roots go deeper than bombs.”
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The Curators of Dust

Winter had settled over the camp like a heavy, wet blanket. The
wind from the sea was no longer a relief; it was a blade, slicing
through the gaps in the canvas and turning the ground into a
slurry of freezing mud.

But inside the “Museum”—the four poles and the flapping blue
tarpaulin—the air was thick with a different kind of heat.

It was early morning, yet a line had already formed. They were
not lining up for bread, or for water, or for the charging station.
They were lining up to remember.

Yusuf stood at the main table, his hands gloved against the chill,
accepting the treasures of a displaced people.

An elderly woman, her face mapped with the wrinkles of three
wars, stepped forward. She reached into the folds of her worn
coat and pulled out a small, tarnished coin. She placed it in
Yusuf’s palm with the gravity of a queen offering a crown.

“Look at the date, Ya ibni,” she whispered, her voice trembling
with the cold.

Yusuf tilted it to the lantern light. It was a Palestinian pound,
minted in 1927, under the British Mandate.

“They say on the news that we are a made-up people,” the
woman said, her eyes hard and bright. “But look. We had coins.
We had trade.”

“It is a witness, Hajja,” Yusuf said, his throat tight. He carefully
placed the coin into a labeled plastic bag. “And we will make it
testify.”

Next came a fisherman from the coast, smelling of salt and damp
wool. He didn't bring gold. He brought a wooden netting needle,
polished smooth by decades of salt water and sweat.
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“My grandfather carved this,” the fisherman said, running a
rough thumb over the wood. “He taught me that a net is only
as strong as the knot you tie. They took the sea from us, Yusuf.
The gunboats shoot us if we sail past three miles. But they
cannot take the skill.”

He laid the needle down next to the coin.

“Keep it. If I die, I don't want my children to think their father
was just a beggar waiting for aid trucks. I want them to know I
was a captain.”

Yusuf nodded, honoring the weight of the request. “It will be
safe here.”

Behind Yusuf, the hum of a machine cut through the wind.

Adnan sat on a crate, his large frame hunched over a battered
laptop that was hooked up to a car battery. The screen glowed
blue against his face. His fingers—usually stained with grease
and accustomed to wrenches—were moving with surprising
delicacy across the keyboard.

He wasn't building walls today. He was building a fortress of
data.

“Item 402,” Adnan muttered to himself, typing furiously.
“Wooden netting needle. Late 20th century. Donor: Familie Al-Najjar.
Condition: Worn but intact.”

He hit Enter with a sharp tap.

On a small radio propped up on a stack of books, the news
crackled in and out of static. The broadcaster’s voice was calm,
detached, speaking from a studio far away.

“...The International Court of Justice has issued further warnings
regarding potential war crimes, urging immediate preventative measures.
Meanwhile, reports from the West Bank indicate a surge in settler

Ashes of the Olive Tree | 218



violence against olive groves in Nablus, with no arrests made by
occupation forces...”

Adnan stopped typing. He stared at the screen, his jaw working.

“They issue warnings,” Yusuf said, barely audible over the wind
snapping the tarpaulin. “They sit in air-conditioned rooms in
The Hague and debate the definition of genocide while the
settlers burn the trees.”

He looked up at Yusuf.
“The world sends us judges, Yusuf. They send us words.”

Adnan gestured around the tent—at the old woman wiping her
eyes, at the fisherman touching his grandfather’s needle one last
time, at the teenagers carefully wrapping a Mamluk shard in
cloth.

“But we don’t wait for their verdict,” Adnan said, turning back
to his laptop. “We send archivists. Let them argue over the law.
We will keep the evidence.”

He began typing again, faster this time, the clicks of the keys
sounding like gunfire in the small tent.

“Item 403,” Adnan said, his voice steel. “Palestinian Pound,
1927. Proof of sovereignty.”

Outside, the winter wind howled, threatening to tear the shelter
down. But inside, piece by piece, catalog entry by catalog entry,
the people of Gaza were pouring concrete into the foundation
of their history—a foundation no bomb could crack.

Whisper in the Storm

That night, the wind outside did not just blow; it screamed. It
tore across the camp, rattling the zinc sheets of the neighbors'
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shelters and lifting the loose edges of the tarpaulins. The air
smelled of damp earth and the metallic tang of impending rain.

Inside their small tent, the world shrank to the circle of light
cast by a single, flickering lantern.

Yusuf sat on the floor, sorting through a stack of water-stained
notebooks he had salvaged for his students. Samira sat opposite
him, her legs tucked beneath her for warmth, mending a tear in
a child’s winter jacket with a needle and thread she had guarded
like gold.

They worked in silence for a long while—side by side, their tasks
different, their purpose the same.

It was Samira who finally spoke, her voice barely rising above
the wind.

“Yusuf... do you ever think about children?”

Yusuf paused, his hand hovering over a page of arithmetic. The
question landed softly, not startling him, but opening a door he
had kept carefully shut against the cold reality of their lives.

He looked at her. She wasn't looking at him; her eyes were fixed
on the needle passing through the fabric, rhythmic and steady.

“Yes,” he said, his voice gentle. “I do.”

Samira pulled the thread tight. “I was thinking... if Allah ever
blesses us... what kind of world would they inherit? A world of
ruins? Or a world of peace?”

Yusuf set the notebook aside. He reached across the small space
between them and covered her hands with his own. The needle

slipped from her fingers onto the mat.

“Samira,” he whispered, “our children, if Allah grants them, will
be born into struggle... but they will also be born into hope.”
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She looked up then, her eyes searching his face.

“We cannot promise them safety,” Yusuf said, his thumb
brushing her knuckle. “I wish we could. But we can promise
them strength. We can promise them that even in the darkest
time, their parents chose defiance over despair, and mercy over
hate.”

Samira’s lips parted slightly, a realization dawning in her
expression.

“And we will raise them not to inherit wounds,” she said softly,
“but to inherit purpose. We will teach them that every olive tree
begins as a seed in dry earth. That hope is not given... it is
grown.”

Yusuf smiled, a sad, tender curve of his lips. “I want them to
know the world, Samira. Not just the blockade. I want them to
learn languages, to walk on lands that do not shake, to speak for
justice without looking over their shoulder.”

“And to love,” she added, turning her hand to interlace her
fingers with his. “To love boldly, even when the world tries to
make hearts small.”

The wind buffeted the tent walls, bowing the canvas inward, but
the flame of the lantern held steady.

“If we ever have a daughter,” Samira whispered, her voice
trembling, “I want to name her Maryam or Ayesha. After our
sisters. And after Maryam, the mother of Isa—honored in the
Qur'an. A symbol of purity and strength. And Ayesha- the
mother of believers.”

Yusuf felt a lump form in his throat. The name hung in the air,
bridging the gap between the grief of the past and the dream of
the future.
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“And a son?” he asked, his voice thick.

Samira thought for a moment, her gaze drifting to the shadows
dancing on the tent wall.

“Maybe Umar,” she said. “After the Caliph who entered
Jerusalem not on a warhorse, but walking beside his servant. As
a symbol of justice, not conquest.”

“Umar, Ayesha,” Yusuf tested the name. It sounded solid. “And
Maryam.”

He squeezed her hand.

“Let’s do something else,” Yusuf said suddenly, an idea taking
root. “When the war ends... when we rebuild the school
properly, brick by brick... let’s build an academy for girls. A
place where they can dream without fear.”

Samira’s eyes widened. “A real school?”
“Yes. We'll call it “The Maryam Ayesha Academy of Hope.””

Tears finally spilled from Samira’s eyes, catching the lantern
light. She nodded, unable to speak, overcome by the image of a
building standing tall in the sun, bearing the name of the girl
who never grew up.

“That,” she whispered, “would be the greatest life she could ever
have.”

Samira leaned forward, resting her forehead against Yusuf’s
shoulder. Outside, the artillery flashed in the distance, and the
wind howled its threats against the canvas. But inside this fragile
shelter, two people dared to do the most dangerous thing
possible in a war zone: they dared to plan for a future.

The List

The next afternoon arrived in shades of slate and charcoal. The
sky was heavy, threatening another night of rain, and the camp
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moved with the hurried, anxious energy of people trying to
secure their shelters before the sun went down.

Yusuf had just returned from the distribution center, his arms
aching from unloading crates of blankets. He found Samira
sitting outside their tent on a plastic stool, peeling a handful of
bruised potatoes for the evening meal. She looked tired, her
movements mechanical, her eyes fixed on the muddy ground.

He was about to call her name when the rhythm of the camp
was shattered.

A young boy—no older than ten, his shoes taped together with
duct tape—sprinted down the narrow alleyway between the
tents. He was gasping for air, sliding in the muck, waving his

arms.

“Samiral!” the boy screamed, his voice cracking. “Samira! The
list!”

Samira dropped the knife. The potato fell into the mud with a
wet plop. She stood up, her face draining of color.

“What list?” she whispered, though the boy was still twenty
meters away.

The boy skid to a halt in front of them, doubled over, clutching
his knees. “The Aid Center... the new list... from the Khan
Younis shelter... survivors...”

Samira didn't ask another question. She didn't look at Yusuf.
She ran.

She ran without her coat, her scarf trailing behind her in the
wind. Yusuf dropped the blankets and sprinted after her, his
boots splashing through the puddles, his heart hammering a
frantic rhythm against his ribs.
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They wove through the maze of tents, dodging clotheslines and
open fires, fueled by a terror that was sharper than any bomb.

At the Aid Center—a requisitioned UN container—a crowd had
already formed. It was a sea of desperate faces: mothers
clutching ID cards, fathers standing on tiptoes, all pressing
forward toward a volunteer standing on a wooden crate.

The volunteer, a young man with dark circles under his eyes,
held a clipboard. He was shouting names over the noise of the
wind and the weeping crowd.

Samira pushed forward, breathless, her hands trembling
violently. Yusuf stayed right behind her, using his body to shield
her from the crush, creating a small pocket of space for her to
stand.

“Listen!” Samira hissed, grabbing Yusuf’s arm, her nails digging
into his jacket. “Listen!”

The volunteer raised the megaphone to his lips.
“Zahra bint Khaled!”

A woman near the front collapsed in relief, sobbing.
“Huda bint Fawzi!”

Silence. No one claimed the name. The volunteer marked
something on his paper and moved on.

“Fatima Al-Najjar!”
“Here!” a voice cried out from the back.

The list went on. Every name was a verdict. Every pause was an
eternity. Samira was shaking now, her entire body vibrating
with the agonizing cocktail of hope and dread.

“Please,” she whispered, her eyes squeezed shut. “Ya Rabb,
please.”
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The volunteer turned the page. He squinted at the handwriting
in the fading light.

“Ayesha bint Fawzi Al-Masril”
The world stopped.

The wind seemed to die. The noise of the crowd faded into a
dull hum.

Samira’s eyes flew open. She staggered back as if she had been
struck physically in the chest. Her mouth opened, but no sound
came out.

The volunteer looked up, scanning the faces.

“Ayesha bint Fawzi Al-Masri!” he repeated, louder this time.
“Status: Injured. Relocated to Rafah Medical Point.”

Samira’s knees gave way.

She didn't hit the ground. Yusuf caught her. He wrapped his
arms around her waist, holding her up as her legs turned to
water. She turned into his chest, clutching his coat, and let out
a sound that was half-gasp, half-scream—a sound of rupture.

“She’s alive,” Yusuf whispered into her hair, his own tears
blinding him. “Samira, she’s alive.”

Samira looked up at him, her face wet, her eyes wide with the
shock of a miracle she had been terrified to believe in.

“Take me to her,” she choked out.

Yusuf looked at the darkening sky, then at the treacherous,
muddy road that led south toward Rafah—a road patrolled by
drones and lined with craters.

He gripped her hand tight.

“We go now.”
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18.
The Harvest of Olives

The Knit

r I Yhe road to Rafah was not a road anymore; it was a scar
running down the spine of the Gaza Strip.

Adnan drove the battered jeep—which he had affectionately
named "The Beast"—with white-knuckled focus. He navigated
around crater impacts deep enough to swallow a man whole, his
eyes darting between the muddy track and the grey sky where
the drones buzzed like angry hornets.

In the back seat, Yusuf held Samira’s hand. Her grip was tight,
her palm cold. She hadn't spoken since they left the camp. She
was vibrating with a terrifying energy, the kind that comes when
hope is so high it threatens to shatter the heart if it falls.

“Almost there,” Adnan grunted, shifting gears as they rattled
over a patch of broken asphalt. “Five minutes.”

They passed the skeletons of buildings, the ghosts of
neighborhoods. But Samira didn't look at the ruins. She stared
straight ahead, her eyes fixed on the horizon as if she could pull
her sister closer by sheer will.

The Rafah Medical Point was a city within a city—a sprawling
maze of white canvas tents marked with the red crescent,
smelling of iodine, unwashed bodies, and wet dust.
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Adnan parked the jeep near the perimeter. Before the engine
had even died, Samira was out the door.

“Samira, wait!” Yusuf called, grabbing her bag from the seat and
scrambling to follow.

Adnan killed the engine and stepped out, his boots sinking into
the mud. He scanned the perimeter—a habit of survival—before
jogging to catch up with Yusuf.

They found her near the Triage Tent.

Samira had stopped dead in the middle of the path. The chaos
of the camp—doctors shouting, stretchers rushing past, children
crying—seemed to bend around her, leaving her in a pocket of
silence.

She was looking at a girl sitting on a plastic stool near the tent
flap.

The girl was wrapped in a grey wool blanket that swallowed her
thin frame. Her left arm was encased in a dirty plaster cast, and
a thick bandage was wrapped around her forehead. She was
staring at the ground, picking at a loose thread on the blanket,
her movements slow, detached.

Samira made a sound—a choked, broken whimper.

The girl’s head snapped up. Her eyes—large, brown, and
haunted—widened.

For a second, the world was soundless.
Then Samira ran.
“Ayeshal”

The girl scrambled to stand, tangling in her blanket, stumbling
forward.
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They collided halfway. It wasn't a gentle embrace; it was a
collision of souls. Samira slammed into her little sister, wrapping
her arms around her so tight it looked painful. Ayesha buried
her face in Samira’s neck, her good arm clutching Samira’s
abaya, her legs giving way.

They sank to the ground together in the mud, rocking back and
forth. Samira’s hands were frantic, patting Ayesha’s back, her
shoulders, her hair, as if trying to mold her back into existence,
checking for broken pieces.

“I thought you were gone,” Samira sobbed, the words tearing
out of her throat, raw and guttural. “The building...my
baby...Ummi, Abu... you were in the rubble...”

“Sami... Api...” Ayesha gasped, her voice raspy, muffled by
Samira’s scarf. She clung to her sister, her small fingers digging
into the fabric. “I prayed...you... Allah... Allah...”

Yusuf stood a few feet away, tears streaming freely down his
face. He watched his wife put the pieces of her heart back
together, right there in the dirt.

Adnan stood behind Yusuf. He didn't cry. He stood like a
sentinel, his arms crossed, watching the reunion with a guarded
expression. But his jaw was clenched so hard a muscle feathered
in his cheek.

After a long time, the sobbing subsided into quiet, hiccuping
breaths. Samira pulled back, cupping Ayesha’s face, her thumbs
brushing away the grime and tears. She inspected the bandage
on her head, the cast on her arm, treating every wound with a
reverence that was almost holy.

“We are going home,” Samira whispered, kissing Ayesha’s
forehead, then her cheeks, then her hands. “Yusuf is here. We
have a tent. We are going home.”
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Samira tried to help Ayesha stand, but the girl was weak. Her
legs trembled, and she swayed, her face paling from the effort.

“I’'ve got her,” a deep voice rumbled.

Adnan stepped forward. He moved past Yusuf, his shadow
falling over the two sisters.

Samira looked up, startled. Ayesha shrank back slightly, eyes
wide, looking up at the towering, bearded man with mud on his
boots and grease on his jacket.

Adnan didn't look at Samira. He looked at Ayesha. His
expression was something Yusuf had never seen before. It wasn't
just pity. It was a focused, quiet fascination—the same look
Adnan usually reserved for a delicate circuit board or a
sputtering engine. It was the look of a mechanic seeing
something precious and fragile that he desperately wanted to

keep running.

“Easy,” Adnan said, his voice surprisingly soft, a rumble of
thunder wrapped in velvet.

He reached down. He didn't grab her. He offered his forearm—
thick as a tree branch—for her to hold.

“Hold on,” he instructed gently.

Ayesha hesitated, then reached out with her good hand,
gripping his arm. Adnan didn't pull; he simply became a pillar.
He let her use his strength to pull herself up.

When she was standing, swaying slightly, Adnan stooped down
and picked up the small plastic bag that sat by the stool—her
only worldly possessions.

“Is this all?” Adnan asked.

Ayesha nodded, looking up at him with awe.
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Adnan nodded back. He slung the bag over his massive shoulder
as if it weighed nothing. Then, seeing that she was still unsteady
in the mud, he held out his arm again, crooking the elbow.

“The mud is deep,” Adnan said, looking away toward the tents
as if to give her dignity, though his ears were turning a faint
shade of pink.

Ayesha looked at Samira, then back at Adnan. Slowly, she
slipped her small, trembling hand through the crook of his arm.

“Thank you,” she whispered.

Adnan grunted, clearing his throat awkwardly. He looked at
Yusuf and jerked his head toward the jeep.

“Let’s go,” Adnan said, his voice trying to be gruff again, though
he matched his stride perfectly to the limping girl’s pace. “The
Beast is waiting.”

Yusuf stepped forward and helped Samira out of the muddy
area, supporting her as the adrenaline began to fade. He
watched the pair walking ahead toward the car—the Giant and
the Girl, the Concrete and the Glass.

Samira squeezed his hand, her eyes fixed on her sister's back.
“Yes,” she said, though her voice caught on the edge of a silent

prayer.

She looked at the horizon, toward the north where her parents’
home once stood. For years she had searched. She had turned
over every stone, asked every doctor, chased every rumor. But
the silence remained. Were they in Jannah? Were they across a
border? Were they sitting in a cell, or lost in the anonymity of
a mass grave?

In Gaza, grief does not always have a gravestone. Sometimes, it
just has a question mark that lasts a lifetime.
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But today, looking at Ayesha walking ahead, Samira chose to
hold the answer she had been given, rather than the ones she
had been denied.

“We are whole,” she repeated, firmer this time.
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19.

The Resolution

he months that followed the reunion were not easy, but
Tthey were different. The winter mud dried into spring dust.
The sound of artillery became less frequent, replaced by the
uneasy quiet of a stalemate.

But on May 17th, the world broke its silence.

The community hall—a large structure now reinforced with
plywood and metal sheets—was packed. Every chair, every
crate, every inch of floor space was occupied. In the center,
placed on a high table like an altar, sat the old television set
Adnan had repaired.

Yusuf stood near the back, Samira and Ayesha close beside him.
The air in the room was heavy, electric with the static of history
holding its breath.

On the screen, the great marble chamber of the United Nations
glowed in high definition. Men and women in expensive suits
shifted in their seats.

The proposal was simple in words, yet mountainous in
implication: Recognition of the Independent State of Palestine.

For decades, the idea had been debated, diluted, and postponed.
But today felt different. There was a sharpness to the
proceedings, a sense that the world had run out of excuses.
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The UN Secretary-General spoke first, his voice crackling
through the camp’s speakers: “The establishment of two
sovereign states is the only path to a permanent, just, and lasting
peace.”

A rustle of disbelief swept through the hall. They had heard this
before. Words were cheap in Geneva.

Then came the shock.

The screen cut to the representative of the United States.
Usually, this was the moment the veto was raised. Usually, this
was the moment the door slammed shut.

But the President of the United States looked directly into the
camera. His tone did not carry the warmth of a savior, but the
cold pragmatism of a leader forced into a corner.

“The status quo is unsustainable,” he said, his voice echoing in
the silent hall in Gaza. “The security of Israel cannot be bought
at the expense of Palestinian existence. We will support this
resolution.”

The camp erupted in a collective gasp—but then, the President
continued.

“However,” he added, his voice hardening, “this recognition is
conditional. It mandates the total demilitarization of the new
State, subject to the oversight of an International Security
Council for a transition period of ten years. Sovereignty will be
granted, but security will be monitored.”

The gasp in the hall died. The silence returned, heavier than
before.

A "State without authority." It was a bitter pill. A sovereignty
with handcuffs.
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“Did he say... ten years?” Ayesha whispered, looking up at
Samira with furrowed brows.

Samira’s hand flew to her mouth, her eyes conflicted. It wasn't
total freedom. It was a compromise carved out of necessity.

On screen, the Israeli Prime Minister appeared next, cold and
defiant. “No nation will dictate Israel’s destiny. Not even the
United States. We reject this condition. We reject this danger.”

It was a public fracture. Even with the harsh conditions, Israel
refused. But the isolation was clear. The United States had
drawn a line, however imperfect.

The voting board lit up. Green lights. One after another. A
cascade of green.

Passed.

The hall didn’t cheer immediately. There was no dancing. It was
too big, and too complicated, for celebration. It was a tentative
relief—the kind a prisoner feels when the cell door opens, but
they are told they must walk with a chaperone.

But then, someone shouted from the back: “The borders! If it

passed... the crossings must open!”

That was the spark. Not the politics, but the survival. If the
resolution held, the blockade would crack. Cement would come.
Medicine would come.

Mothers began to cry quietly. Old men nodded to one another,
a lifetime of disappointment finally meeting a moment of
validation, however flawed.

Yusuf looked at the screen, then out the open door of the hall
at the landscape of the camp.
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The borders would open, yes. But the task ahead was a monster
that no resolution could tame. He looked at the mountains of
grey rubble that stretched to the horizon—entire neighborhoods
pulverized into toxic dust. Thirty-seven million tons of debris.
Unexploded ordnance buried deep in the soil. Bodies still
trapped under the weight of the city.

To clear Gaza would be to move a mountain with a teaspoon. It
would take decades just to see the earth again. It was a
behemoth task, a labor of generations.

But as Yusuf looked at the faces around him—gaunt, scarred,
but eyes burning with a sudden, fierce light—he realized
something. They were not afraid of the work. They were the
people of the build. They had built tents from scraps; they
would build a city from dust.

Yusuf moved toward Hakeem, the camp elder, who was sitting
in the front row. The old man was perfectly still, his eyes
glistening.

“Uncle Hakeem,” he asked softly, “do you think the world has
finally changed?”

Hakeem rested a trembling hand on Yusuf’s arm. He looked at
the screen, then back at the faces of his people.

“No, Yusuf,” Hakeem whispered. “The world did not change. It
just ran out of other options. But we... we endured long enough
to force their hand.”

That night, long after the generator had been cut and the camp
had fallen into a restless, hopeful sleep, Yusuf sat by the light of
a kerosene lamp. He opened his diary—the same notebook that
had documented the starvation, the bombings, and the grief.

His hand shook as he wrote the date: 17th May.
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I don’t know how to begin today. My hands are still shaking while I
write this, not from fear, but from something I don’t understand. Maybe
hope feels like this—like waiting for rain in a land that has forgotten
what clouds mean.

The United Nations voted today. They gave us a country, but they
mortgaged our authority. It is a heavy price. A peace with conditions.

But the borders will open. And that means the real war begins—the war
against the rubble. I look at the mountains of stone outside my tent and
I know that clearing them will take longer than my lifetime. It is a task
for giants.

But tonight... tonight the people in the camp look taller, like they are
ready to lift the stones. They are standing on their memories instead of
their wounds.

Uncle Hakeem told me that we endured long enough to be seen. I want
to believe him.

I want to write the word 'Palestine' one day not in a diary, but on my
home’s door, even if I have to build that door from the broken stones of
the past.

Until then, I will keep writing—so that if I grow up and forget, these
pages will remind me that once, on this day, hope returned to Gaza.

Ashes of the Olive Tree | 236



20.
The Witness

f ; even years later.
The timeline of Gaza was no longer measured in wars, but

in layers of paint.

Amina stood at the Rafah crossing, her passport trembling in
her hand. She had visited dozens of war zones in her career—
Ukraine, Yemen, Sudan—but this was the first time her heart
raced not because she was afraid, but because she was happy.

The crossing was busy. Trucks loaded with steel bars and glass
panes rumbled through the gates. Families were greeting
returning students. The air didn't smell of cordite anymore; it
smelled of dust, yes, but also of roasting coffee and wet cement.

She found them waiting near the exit gate.

They had aged. The years of reconstruction were etched into the
lines around Yusuf’s eyes and the streak of silver in Samira’s
hair. But they stood straighter. They weren't huddled against a
storm; they were standing in the sun.

"Aminal!"

Samira waved. Beside her, holding her hand, was a young boy
with dark, curious eyes—Umar. And in Yusuf’s arms sat a
toddler with a mess of curls, chewing on the collar of his shirt.
Amina dropped her bag and ran.
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Samira hugged her like a sister reunited, a fierce, bone-crushing
embrace that bridged the years of emails and video calls.

"Welcome home, Amina," Samira whispered.

Amina pulled back, wiping her eyes. She looked at the bustling
street behind them, at the scaffolding wrapping a nearby
building, at the flags fluttering from the lamp posts.

"Gaza was rubble when I last stood here," Amina said, her voice
thick. "Now... it feels like a heartbeat."

"It beats loud," Yusuf smiled, shifting the toddler to his other
hip. He gestured to the little girl. "Amina, meet Maryam."

The name hit Amina like a physical weight. The girl who never
lived, now living in the laughter of the next generation.

"She is beautiful," Amina whispered.

They walked through the city. It wasn't paradise. There were
still gaps in the skyline like missing teeth, empty lots where
homes used to be, now cleared and flattened. The "behemoth
task" Yusuf had written about was far from over. But the
mountains of toxic rubble were gone. In their place were
saplings, playgrounds, and foundations.

They stopped in front of a three-story building painted a bright,
defiant white. Above the entrance, a sign read in Arabic and
English: The Maryam Academy of Hope.

"Adnan built the roof," Samira said, tracing the name on the sign
with her eyes. "He used extra-reinforced steel. He said, 'Just in
case.! And Ayesha designed the interior. They argue over
blueprints at dinner, but Alhamdulillah, they built a sanctuary
together."

Amina laughed, a wet, choked sound. “He hasn’t changed a bit!
Always fortifying the world.” She shook her head, smiling, “And
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to think... the man who trusted machines more than people
finally found a heart he didn't want to fix, only protect. I can
hardly believe he’s married.”

"He is worse," Yusuf joked. "Now he lectures the architecture
students on the physics of stubbornness."

They sat in the small library inside the Academy. Sunlight
streamed through the windows—real glass, not plastic sheets—
illuminating rows of books.

Amina reached into her bag. Her hands shook slightly as she
pulled out a hardcover book. The cover featured a stark, black-
and-white photograph: a child’s hand rising from the rubble,
holding a pencil.

The title read: Gaza: The City That Would Not Die.
She slid it across the table to Yusuf.

"I launched it in London last week," Amina said softly. "But the
first copy belongs here."

Yusuf opened it. He turned past the title page, past the table of
contents, to the dedication.

To the children who searched for homework in the ruins—and to the
adults who rebuilt a nation with their tears.

He ran his fingers over the text. It was quiet in the library, save
for the sound of Umar chasing Maryam between the shelves.

"You did more than write a book, Amina," Yusuf said, looking
up. "We heard about the testimony. At the Hague."

Amina looked down at her hands. "The defense lawyer told me
I was emotionally compromised. He said I couldn't be neutral."

"And what did you say?" Samira asked.
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"l told him that neutrality in the face of erasure is not
journalism," Amina replied, her voice steady. "It is complicity."

She reached into her bag again and pulled out a brochure. It was
green, with a logo of a sprouting olive branch.

"And this," Amina said, "is the apology."
Yusuf picked it up. The Olive Sapling Scholarship.

"Full tuition. Housing. Mental health support,” Amina listed.
"Funded by readers. By normal people who saw the testimony
and wanted to do something other than weep. We have twenty
students starting in London this fall. Two of them are from this
camp.”

Samira covered her mouth, her eyes shining. "Amina..."

"I didn't save Gaza," Amina said quickly, cutting off the praise.
She looked at the sturdy walls of the school, at the books, at the
children playing in the safety of a room built by their parents.

"You saved yourselves. I just made sure the world couldn't look
away while you did it."

Yusuf closed the book gently. He looked at Amina—the woman
who had once come here looking for a tragedy and had found a
family instead.

"You came as a witness," Yusuf said softly.
"I stayed as a sister,"” Amina corrected.

Outside, the bell of the Academy rang, loud and clear, signaling
the end of the school day. It was a sound that used to be
drowned out by sirens. Now, it was the loudest thing in the
neighborhood.

Samira stood up, offering her hand to Amina.
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"Come," she said. "The students are leaving. I want them to meet
the woman who turned the ink into a shield."

The Echo

The aircraft rose smoothly through the clouds, leaving the beige
dust of the Middle East behind.

Yusuf sat by the window, his breath fogging the cold glass.
Below him, the world shifted from the scarred, arid landscapes
of the Levant to the deep, verdant greens of Europe.

He looked at his reflection in the glass. The man staring back
was older. The beard was flecked with grey, and the lines around
his eyes were deep grooves carved by fierce sun and fiercer grief.
But the eyes themselves were no longer restless. They were
steady.

Beside him, Samira was reading the itinerary. "The Global Peace
Forum," she read, shaking her head with a small smile. "Do you
remember the first time you came to Geneva, Yusuf?"

"I remember," he said softly. "I remember the pain in my leg. I
remember being afraid that if I spoke, no one would listen."

"And now," she said, squeezing his hand, "they send a plane just
to hear you."

When the wheels touched down, Switzerland emerged—lakes as
blue as gemstones, mountains standing like white-robed
guardians. It was a jarring contrast. Where they came from, the
air was thick with history and survival. Here, the air was so clean
it almost didn't seem real.

The forum was held in a grand hall draped with banners of peace
and olive branches. Delegates from across the world filled the
plush seats—diplomats, scholars, activists.
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Yusuf and Samira stood together on the stage. Not as victims
asking for aid, but as teachers offering a lesson.

Yusuf began to speak, his voice calm, amplified by the speakers
to reach the furthest corner of the room.

"Years ago, when I first stood in this city, I spoke of ashes," Yusuf
said. "I told you that my country was burning. Today, I speak of
roots. For from those ashes, something has grown."

He clicked a remote. The screen behind him lit up with a
photograph: The School Without Walls in its early days—a tent
held up by Adnan’s back and Samira’s will.

Photographed by- Adnan.

Samira stepped to the microphone next. Her voice trembled
from the weight of the memory.

"People used to say Gaza was wrapped in gauze—that we were
wounded beyond healing," she said. "But gauze was also our
invention, born from our pain to bring relief to others. We
learned that to heal a wound, you do not hide it. You clean it.
You treat it. And you give it air."

The audience broke into applause—a long, rolling thunder of
respect.

But the climax was yet to come.

Yusuf stepped forward again. He held up a photograph of a
small, gnarled olive tree growing near the ruins of Khan Younis.

"This tree," Yusuf said, "grows where a shelter once collapsed.
Years ago, in the darkest winter of the war, I met a boy in that
shelter. He was terrified. He had lost his home. He had lost his
parents."
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Yusuf paused, his mind drifting back to that cold night, the
smell of damp wool and fear.

"I had nothing to give him but a small carving," Yusuf continued,
his voice thick with emotion. "An olive branch, carved from olive
wood. I told him that the wood remembers the earth, and the
branch reaches for the sky. I do not know where that boy is now.
He was just one of thousands. But I know this—Allah never
forgets the seed of faith, even when it is buried under rubble."

He lowered the microphone slightly.

"And perhaps," he said softly, "this is what peace truly means—
to plant what others tried to burn."

The hall fell into a heavy, sacred silence. Yusuf prepared to step
back.

Then, from the middle rows, a voice called out—hesitant, yet
strong.

"Ustadh Yusuf..."
Yusuf paused. Heads turned.

A young man, perhaps twenty years old, stood up. He was
dressed in a simple suit, dark-eyed and composed, but his hands
were shaking.

"Here I am," the young man said. His voice carried the
unmistakable melody of Gaza, trembling with reverence. "The
boy. Here I am."

Gasps rippled through the hall.

Yusuf blinked, his heart skipping a beat. He squinted against
the stage lights.
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The young man walked toward the aisle. He reached into his
pocket and carefully pulled out a small object wrapped in white
cloth. He unwrapped it slowly, his movements deliberate.

He held it up.

It was the olive branch. It was darker now, polished smooth by
years of worry and prayer, its grain deepening from the oil of a
boy’s thumb rubbing it for comfort over a thousand nights.

"It never left me," the young man said, his voice cracking. "I kept
it when we crossed the border. I kept it when I slept in tents in
Egypt. I kept it when I came here to study law."

He looked at Yusuf, tears streaming down his face.

"Every time I wanted to hate," the young man whispered, "I
touched this wood. And I remembered what you told me—to
carry hope, not rage."

Yusuf could no longer speak. He abandoned the podium. He
walked to the edge of the stage as the young man ran up the
steps.

They collided in an embrace that defied protocol, a father and
a son bound not by blood, but by a splinter of wood and a
promise.

The hall rose. The applause this time was not polite. It was a
roar. It was the sound of the world witnessing the undeniable
truth that a legacy of love is stronger than a legacy of war.

Samira watched them, her hand over her heart, tears slipping
down her cheeks.

"Subhan Allah," she whispered into the microphone, though no
one heard her over the applause. "The branch has become a
tree."

Ashes of the Olive Tree | 244



That evening, the couple walked by Lake Geneva. The water
shimmered like black glass beneath the city lights, reflecting the
peace they had fought a lifetime to find.

The air was cool, but they were warm.

Samira nudged him gently. "So, Yusuf. You've spoken to the
world twice. You have built a school. You have found the boy."

Yusuf smiled, looking at the reflection of the moon on the water.
"What now?" she asked. "Will you write another book?"

Yusuf chuckled, a low, contented sound. "Yes. But this time, I'll
have an editor who won’t let me stay up all night."

"Good," she said, leaning her head on his shoulder. "Because
g
your next chapter begins here, not in a notebook."

He looked at her, his wife, his mirror, his survivor.
"Then let it be titled The Garden of Peace," he said.

They walked on, hand in hand, as the bells of the old cathedral
rang in the distance—echoes of faith, endurance, and love rising
together like a new dawn.

“And Allah guides whom He wills to the straight path.” (Qur'an,
24:46)
The Last Page

That night, the lights of Geneva shimmered across the lake like
scattered stars, a mirror to the sky that felt impossibly vast.

The conference was over. The applause had faded. But Yusuf
couldn’t sleep. The moment kept replaying in his mind—the
young man’s voice calling, “Here I am.”
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It felt as though every prayer whispered in the ruins of Gaza had
finally reached the heavens and returned with an answer.

Samira found him on the balcony of their hotel room. He was
sitting at the small iron table, the cool night wind tugging at his
shirt. Open before him was the notebook—the battered, water-
stained journal that had survived the siege, the hunger, and the
crossing.

She smiled gently, wrapping her shawl around her shoulders as
she stepped out. “Writing again?”

Yusuf nodded, looking down at the blank paper. “Just one more
page,” he said. “The last one.”

He picked up his pen. His hand didn't shake anymore. His
handwriting was slower now—matured, assured—but every
stroke still carried the rhythm of faith.

He didn't write for the world this time. He wrote for the
generation that would never know the sound of a drone.

To the children yet to be born in Gaza,

When you open this book one day, perhaps your skies will be clear and
_your streets unbroken. Maybe the olive trees will grow without fear, and
your laughter will no longer echo through the ruins.

Know that your story began long before you—in the patience of your
mothers, in the prayers of your fathers, and in the hands that carved
hope out of wood and dust.

I was once told that the olive tree never dies—it bends, it bleeds, but it
lives. And so will you.

If you ever stand among ashes, remember: even ashes can become soil
when watered by faith.
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For Allah says: “And He it is who gives life to the earth after its death;

indeed, I have made the signs clear for a people who reflect.” (Quran,
30:24)

Peace be upon this land, the land of the olive tree.
— Yusuf Khalil

He stopped. He read the words one last time. Then, slowly, he
closed the notebook. He pressed his palm over the cover, feeling
the texture of the worn cardboard, sealing the prayer into the
paper.

He looked out at the lights of the peaceful city.

I did it, Baba, he thought, sending the words into the night. The
walls you built were destroyed by the bombs. But the memory you told
me to keep... it is standing. The craft was hard, but the house is built.

Samira leaned against his shoulder, her hand resting on his,
pulling him back to the present.

“So,” she asked softly, “is this how your story ends?”

Yusuf smiled, gazing at the moonlight dancing on the lake,
thinking of the boy with the carving, of Adnan building roofs,
of Ayesha learning to walk again, and of the saplings taking root
in the clay of Rafah.

“No,” he said. “This is how hope begins.”

He pushed the notebook aside and took her hand. The
solemnity of the moment broke, replaced by the sheer,
impossible lightness of being alive.

The wind carried their laughter across the water—light, free,
almost childlike.

And somewhere far away, under the same sky, a child slept
beside a young olive tree. Its leaves shimmered in the night
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breeze, roots digging deep into the healed earth, whispering a
promise older than war:

From ashes, life will rise again.

Peace be upon the Land of the Olive Tree.
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