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Every story is informed by something: a thought, 
an image, or a character, perhaps. In this case 
it was a single sentiment expressed by my cousin, 
who lives in Belfast, Northern Ireland.


We are tired. We want peace.


—Detective Inspector William Daniel, 
Royal Ulster Constabulary (Retired), 
Member of the Order of the British Empire (MBE)
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Postscript




Prologue


This is the story of Sam and Yusuf. Sam is Jewish and an Israeli. Yusuf is Muslim and a Palestinian. Both were born into war. Two horrific events would change their world forever.




Yusuf


Beit Lahm (Bethlehem), West Bank 


Yusuf steps out of the house and races across the small courtyard. Mama’s pigeons flap their wings furiously against the wooden bars of their cages as his shoes slap against the packed earth.


Ducking under an olive tree that curls around the door, Yusuf yanks the iron knob and steps into the road. Noisy goats trot toward him, kicking up swirls of fine yellow sand, and the dusty goatherd follows behind, keeping some sort of order by wielding his long crook.


Yusuf spots his father walking farther down the road and raises his hand in greeting. But Baba’s eyes are cast down, his face creased by worry and too much sunshine. On most days Baba wears Western-style trousers and a white shirt, but today his head is wrapped in a keffiyeh. His streaked gray beard is cropped shorter than those of most Palestinian men, and his white shirt and baggy pants balloon out as he walks.


“Baba!” Yusuf calls.


Baba waves back, and before long he is standing in front of his son. “Look how tall you are, Yusuf. Soon I will be looking up into your eyes. Where are you going?”


“Mama wants me to find Nasser and bring him home,” Yusuf replies, half hoping that Baba will say, “No. Walk with me instead.” But his father’s face darkens at the sound of his firstborn son’s name. His parents worry a lot about Nasser, about the trouble he gets into.


“Go and get your brother.” Baba waves Yusuf on. “And tie your shoes.” Now Baba smiles—a rare sight. Yusuf would never tie his shoes again if it meant that his father would keep smiling.


Yusuf knows where to look for Nasser. With the laces on his running shoes tied tight, he runs down narrow, crowded streets, up onto wooden walkways, through laneways, across open sewers and muck patches before coming to Manger Square in the middle of Beit Lahm.


As usual, sweaty tourists are swigging water from plastic bottles as they perch on a wall near the little door that leads into the Christian church. The Christians call his city Bethlehem, the place where their Savior, Jesus, was born. But Jesus was a Jew, Yusuf thinks, so why do the Christians call themselves Christians instead of Jews? It’s confusing. Baba explained it once but it didn’t help.


Yusuf races across the open square paved with polished stones, past the flagpoles, the falafel seller, and a café serving carrot, fig, and pomegranate juice. The sweet smell of bread and pastries wafts from a restaurant. But when Yusuf makes a sharp turn up the road the streets become steep and narrow. Laundry lines are slung across alleyways, over twisted TV antennas, satellite dishes, shade canopies, and slack black wires strung from house to house.


“Hey, Yusuf!”


At the top of Frères Street, Yusuf turns to see Mazen and Yasser running toward him, their silhouettes blurred against the noonday sun. Lately Yusuf has been having trouble seeing things clearly. His mother gave him his uncle’s thick, black-rimmed glasses, but when he tried them on, his older sister, Mira, said that he looked like a giant bug. Now he’d rather be blind than wear them.


“Yusuf, here!” Mazen stops and pulls back his leg, and a great, whirling, fuzzy orb comes hurtling toward Yusuf. He stops it with his foot—it’s a new, scuff-free American soccer ball.


When he kicks it back it sails over his friends’ heads. “Yes! Call me Salem, the best Palestinian soccer player of all time!” Yusuf does a victory dance. “Where did you get the ball?”


“My cousin in America.” Mazen beams with pride.


Now Yasser is motioning to the others—he has something he wants to show them. He pulls a potato out of his pocket and holds it up in the air.


“How about we stuff this in the tailpipe of Abu Azam’s car?”


All three gaze across the street to a café, where Abu Azam is sitting on a spindly chair in front of a gently turning fan. He is sipping carrot juice, sucking on a water pipe, and rolling dice, all at the same time. His patched-up car—part Toyota, part Honda, with a bunch of Russian parts thrown in—is parked on a hill nearby.


Yusuf and Mazen nod in unison. No one deserves a potato shoved up his pipe more than Abu Azam. He’s mean. He’ll give a kid a smack, twist his ear, even kick him in the pants. And for what? For nothing!


“Come on.” Mazen grabs the potato out of Yasser’s hand and leads the way, with Yasser and Yusuf hot on his heels.


Crouching behind a pile of bricks, Yusuf and Yasser watch as Mazen ducks, zigzags, and weaves until he reaches the car. When he glances back over his shoulder, Yasser and Yusuf give him the all-clear signal. Then Mazen rams the potato into the tailpipe and gives it a swift smack with a flat palm. He scurries back to the others like a crab on a beach.


“How do we get him to start the car?” whispers Yusuf.


“He has to be getting hungry—it’s past time for ghada. He’ll leave soon, be patient,” Yasser hisses. By the look of Abu Azam’s belly he seldom misses the main meal of the day.


Sure enough, Abu Azam bids good day to the men in the café, slowly walks over to his car, and gets in.


“Wait, look!” Yasser points to an Israeli military convoy roaring toward them through the dust—four armored vehicles in a line. Soldiers, some pointing guns, peer out from the vehicles. They are clearly on high alert.


“Yusuf, look! There’s your brother.” Mazen nudges him.


Yusuf looks directly across the street, and there is Nasser, standing on a wooden walkway, transfixed. What’s he looking at? What’s that in his hand?


Now the convoy is bearing down. Yusuf looks back at his brother. Is he holding a rock? Nasser steps off the walkway and is now at the edge of the road.


“Nasser!” Yusuf leaps up. Cars, bikes, and trucks veer off the path of the oncoming convoy. Abu Azam puts his keys in the ignition. The convoy is almost upon them.


“Nasser, you will get in trouble. Think about Mama. Think about Baba,” Yusuf whispers under his breath.


The convoy is directly in front of him. Nasser lifts his arm and takes aim. Yusuf screams, “Nasser, no!”


Yusuf doesn’t see it coming. How could he? A sharp bang. Is it a gunshot? The pain is searing. One moment he is reeling backward and the next he is on fire. “Yusuf!” he hears Mazen scream. And then, nothing.




Sam


Jerusalem 


Sam tosses his knapsack on a chair and thumps down at the kitchen table. Judy, his sister, doesn’t even look up. Today, like most days, his breakfast consists of a cucumber and tomato salad, two hard-boiled eggs, white cheese, and olives.


Grasping a damp cloth, Sam’s mother, his Ima, bustles around trying to clean up but only manages to launch crumbs in all directions. Ima is a twelfth-generation Jerusalemite. Ima’s family lived on this land before Moses, that’s what Great-Aunt Esther said, and no one argued with her. What was the point? The way Great-Aunt Esther told the story, with gusts of garlic and flailing arms, their relatives floated down the Nile in reed baskets ahead of Moses. Never mind that it made no sense.


His father, Abba, is fiddling with the radio dials. Sam is convinced that it’s the oldest radio in Israel—Abraham owned it. Sam bites into a hard-boiled egg. The yoke sticks to his front teeth.


“Let’s see if we still exist.” Abba tunes the radio to 93.9. The announcer mentions something about the football team and a new stadium. “Footballers! That bunch of prima donnas do not need a new stadium. Better they should win the World Cup. Ha! Ramat Gan Stadium is good enough for them.” Abba switches to Galei Tzahal, the military station. There is something on the news about the settlers. “Those religious settlers are as much a threat as the Arabs,” Abba grumbles. Sam chases an olive around his plate. There is a repeat of the prime minister’s speech, something about “the enemies’ cult of death” and “we too are entitled . . .” Then comes a beep. “We interrupt this program . . .” There has been an ambush near Kiryat Arba in the West Bank. Four Israelis have been killed. Hamas is claiming responsibility for the attack.


Sam pushes away his plate. Everyone, even Abba, falls silent for a moment. And then everything goes back to near-normal. There is no such thing as normal-normal here.


“Samuel, take a sweater. And don’t forget your piano lesson after school.” Ima folds the dishcloth and places it over the tap.


“Beseder, it’s all good,” mumbles Sam as he looks through the painted iron bars that protect the kitchen window. There are bars on all their windows. It is the same in every Israeli house. “Yalla bye,” he calls out to her.


“Be careful. Take your mobile phone and call me when you get to school,” his mother calls after him. Ima worries all the time. Sam grabs his phone, which he calls a “pelly,” and heads down the hall toward the front door.


When Sam leaves his apartment building the door bangs behind him and locks automatically. Their housing complex was built with pale pink Jerusalem stone. The stones give a message to the world: We are as permanent as the pyramids. We are here forever. Sam adjusts his knapsack, ducks under the fig tree his mother planted when he was born, unlocks the outside gate, and hops down a few steps. The gate shuts and locks behind him.


The neighbor’s huge dog lets out a deep, threatening growl. Sam barks back and takes the last four steps in one leap.


Mr. Rosenthal, the neighbor, is taking his clippers to the branches of an olive tree. Mr. Rosenthal has a daughter, named Hannah, who got married and moved away. Sam used to wave to her but she never waved back. Hannah’s husband was a widower with four children when they got married, and then they had another six children together. Hannah’s husband studies the Torah all day. Hannah and her father fight a lot. One day everyone heard him hollering, “The only thing that husband of yours brought to the marriage was his hemorrhoids from sitting on his ass all day long. He is ohley hinam, a freeloader.” Mr. Rosenthal doesn’t think Hannah and her family should be living where they are, in a place called Ma’ale Adumim. He calls it a settlement on Palestinian land, and Israelis do not belong there. She says it’s a suburb of Jerusalem.


Once he’s far enough away, Sam holds up a clenched fist, furrows his brow, and repeats, “What you are doing is wrong for Israel!” He does a great imitation of Mr. Rosenthal.


How can Sam get out of piano lessons? He wants to quit, but Ima says, “Nonsense. If Jews had been quitters we would not have survived five thousand years.” Ima always makes it sound as though quitting piano lessons would be letting down the Jewish people from the beginning of time!


Sam walks down the laneway toward a busy street. That’s when he spots Annah Weise, another neighbor, walking her scabby dog. She is always asking him personal questions. He ducks behind a garden wall and waits until she turns the corner. When he’s sure she’s gone, he comes back to the sidewalk and looks around. Where’s Ari? They meet at this corner every morning.


“Sam, over here!” Ari waves to him from across the street. He’s holding something in the air. Is that a new soccer ball? “Hurry up,” yells Ari. He bounces the ball from knee to knee.


Sam raises his hand in greeting and turns his head from left to right. He looks but does not see. He laughs and runs. A military truck hurtles around the corner. Sam steps into its path.




CHAPTER 1
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Hadassah Hospital, West Jerusalem


Sam maneuvered his crutches around a collection of ladders, paint cans, yards of plastic sheeting, and fold-up DANGER signs. Hadassah Hospital was always under construction, although a better word might have been destruction. There were always repair people tearing something up. He had been to the Ein Kerem campus of Hadassah Hospital for his operation. Mount Scopus was smaller, nicer, and, even with the destruction, quieter.


Sam carried on down the hall, passed the nursing station, took a left, and cruised toward the elevator. He was using hospital crutches made of ultra-lightweight aluminum. The rubber padding on the armrests was already making his armpits sore. A padded shoe, clasped together with Velcro, surrounded his right foot and lower leg. It wasn’t a cast, just protection from accidental knocks. He punched the “Down” button. Come on, come on. Sam willed the elevator door to open.


“Where are you going?” The voice was stern, loud, and raspy. Damn. Sam shook his head. “You must not leave the floor. Dinner is in one hour.”


Hopping on his good foot, Sam swiveled on the crutches and looked directly into a large, flat face edged with fuzzy red hair that sprang out in coils like, what’s-her-name, that Greek goddess with the snake hair. Worse, her eyebrows resembled two upturned crow’s wings glued, or maybe nailed, to her forehead. A name tag as big as a street sign hovered above bulging breasts. The tag read, “Luba.” In English it rhymed with tuba. She kind of looked like a tuba.


“I’m going to meet my mother in the lobby.” There, he’d told a barefaced lie. Now, what was Tuba-Luba going to do about it?


“One hour, you be back.” Tuba-Luba was Russian. She spoke Hebrew as if she had a ball of spit collected at the back of her throat. She turned and stormed away.


The elevator door slid open. Stepping inside, Sam scowled as he pushed “Lobby.” The doors closed and the elevator descended.


When the doors opened on the lobby, an orderly standing behind a wheelchair motioned with his head for Sam to get off. Sam stepped aside as the orderly spun the wheelchair around and backed into the elevator. The kid in the chair gazed up at Sam. One eye was piercing; the other was covered by a black eye-patch. The boys’ eyes locked. The kid looked about the same age as Sam—fourteen, probably tall, olive-colored skin, shaggy black hair, shoulders pinned to his ears. Sam peered at the kid’s feet—cheap running shoes. Safe bet he was a Palestinian, likely Muslim, not Christian. Great, an Arab pirate was in the building. With a faint roll and a swish, the elevator doors closed and Pirate Boy disappeared.


Sam swung the crutches forward. His upper-body strength had improved substantially since his accident two months ago. He caught his reflection in a window. From the waist up he thought he might even pass for “hunky,” like an actor in an American television show. Below the waist, his legs—well, that was another matter.


“Sam, over here.”


Alina was leaning against a chair at the far end of the lobby. She was hard to miss. Her metallic-blue hair, straight and cut with bangs like Cleopatra’s, shimmered under the harsh fluorescent lights. She was beautiful, in a Natalie Portman sort of way. And it didn’t matter if she was bald under that wig, either.


“Hi.” Not for the first time, Sam wished he had a better opening line.


“You took forever.” Alina smiled.


Sam blushed for no particular reason. Alina wasn’t his girlfriend or anything. If they both hadn’t been stuck in the hospital they likely wouldn’t even have known each other. Why would a hotshot, almost-pro tennis player, with or without cancer, talk to a kid who might have to have his leg chopped off?


“I was under nurse interrogation,” said Sam.


Alina nodded. She had been in and out of the hospital for over a year. No further explanation was needed. She understood.


“I’ll text you next time I’m late. I get my new pelly tonight,” said Sam. Technically, mobile phones were not allowed in the hospital, but no one enforced that rule.


“Mine’s new too.” Alina pulled a shiny phone out of her pocket and waved it around. “And I’ve programmed your number into it. Do you want to go to the PR or the cafeteria?”


“PR,” said Sam.


“Right, lead the way,” replied Alina as she stood up and led the way.


She pushed a medical pole ahead of her. A bag of clear liquid was attached to a slack, thin tube that led from the bag to her arm. Sam had never seen her without the pole and bag of liquid meds.


“Must be a quiet day,” said Alina when they reached the threshold of the empty room.


“PR” stood for playroom—but what fourteen-year-old would admit to going to a playroom? It was just down the hall beside the emergency rooms. A bank of computers lined one wall, and coloring tables, complete with plastic cups filled with crayons, were strung along another wall. Leatherette sofas and oversized chairs were scattered throughout, and in the middle, as ridiculous as it seemed to both of them, was a fake spacecraft, a cone-shaped capsule decorated with demonic-looking blond children dancing in a meadow. It was a bomb shelter built in 1948, the year the state of Israel was declared. The shelter seated ten. Sam pursed his lips and thought that kid number eleven was out of luck. A plaque nailed to it said that the hospital had been built around the shelter. Totally ridiculous.


Alina eased herself down into a chair. Extending his injured right leg, Sam lowered himself onto the sofa. The sofa made an embarrassing farty sound.


“How’s your leg?” asked Alina.


“It’s still attached.” Sam tried to sound cavalier, like losing a leg was an everyday sort of thing, like losing an umbrella. But what did he have to complain about? Alina could lose her life. Sometimes, though, he thought he’d rather die then let them take his leg off.


“Do you remember anything about your accident yet?”


When other people asked him the same question he got ticked off, but when Alina asked him it felt like she cared.


“I remember eating breakfast. My father was listening to the radio. There was an attack, a bombing somewhere. My father always gets really upset. He doesn’t show it, he doesn’t even say anything. His sister was murdered in a suicide bombing.”


“I’m sorry,” Alina murmured.


Sam shrugged. What was there to say? Many people had lost someone in attacks, or during the intifadas, when Palestinians attacked the Israelis who were living in the West Bank, the Gaza Strip, and Israel too. Besides, it was a long time ago. “She was twenty-five years old. She used to read me stories. My favorite was Dira Lehaskir—An Apartment for Rent.”


Alina clapped her hands. “‘And thus, in a beautiful valley, among vineyards and fields, stands a tower of five floors. And in the tower, to this day, live all the good neighbors together, happily and peacefully.’ My savta, grandmother, read it to me all the time.”


“My aunt told jokes too, but only in English. She went to university in New York. She said that if I wanted to go to school in America I had to improve my English. I remember a joke she used to tell. Ready?” asked Sam.


Alina nodded.


“Knock, knock.”


“Who’s there?” Alina giggled.


“Sascha.” Sam furrowed his brow.


“Sascha who?” asked Alina.


“Sascha lot of questions you have!” Sam bumped his gums like an old man. Alina grimaced. “It was funnier when I was seven years old. My aunt was the only person in my family who told jokes.” Sam stopped. That was the first joke he could remember telling in years and years, maybe since his aunt had been killed.


“Then what did you do?” Alina pressed on. “You know, the day it happened.”


“I left for school. I passed Mr. Rosenthal’s house. He’s really nice, but he and his daughter argue all the time, especially since she married this seriously religious guy and moved away.” Sam mimicked Mr. Rosenthal, all sputter and bluster: “‘Listen to me, these settlements are wrong. Think of your children. Think of Israel. We need peace.’” Sam wrung his hands and then, palms out, he pleaded.


Alina giggled, then went all serious all of a sudden. “But you want peace too, right? I mean, it’s what we all want.”


“Yeah, but it’s a two-way street,” Sam said, and then thought, What a weird thing to say.


“Sorry, go back to your story.” Alina looked intense.


“I remember hiding from Annah Weise. She’s a nosy neighbor. She carries around this ugly, scabby dog like it’s a bracelet. She used to carry it in a purse but it kept pissing on her stuff. Now it pisses on her arm.”


Alina laughed. Sam thought that her laugh was the best sound ever.


“After that, I walked out into the street. Ari was on the other side. He was waving, or maybe yelling. I can’t remember anything after that. And Ari doesn’t come to the hospital much. I think the place gives him the creeps.” Both grew silent. Since her diagnosis, Alina had lost friends too.


Alina’s smile disappeared and she lowered her voice. “Remember when we first met? It was in the day clinic, remember?”


Sam nodded. How could he forget? Her hair had been brown then, streaked with gold, and tied back in a ponytail. He’d been so amazed that she would even speak to him that he could hardly say a word in return. He’d recognized her from her pictures in the newspaper—she was the Next Big Thing. She was going to take the tennis world by storm, put Israel on the world tennis map.


“I heard the nurses talking in the clinic. They said that after your accident you were dead for three minutes. Do you remember dying?” Wide-eyed, her voice hushed, Alina leaned in to hear Sam’s answer.


“I don’t remember anything.” He looked directly into Alina’s eyes. They were the color of the sky on a perfect day. And then he understood. How could he be so dense? He had died, and Alina was dying. He shook his head.


“There was nothing?” she asked again.


Should he make something up? What did they say about dying? Something about a white light? “We have to get back to our rooms for dinner,” he said sadly. Really, he couldn’t think of a thing to say or a way to help.


Alina struggled to stand. There were tears in her eyes. She walked out of the PR and turned toward the far elevators. Sam followed.


“What are you doing after dinner? We could have a coffee.”


“I’ll text you, promise.” She turned back, smiled, and walked away.


Sam watched her go. It was hard to tell which was skinnier, Alina or that pole she was pushing around.


Sam took the elevator to his floor and cruised down the hall. He passed the nursing station, took a right, hopped around the DANGER sign and all the crap on the floor, and, balancing on his crutches, gave the door to his room a push. The door banged open, and Sam looked directly into the one good eye of Pirate Boy.




CHAPTER 2
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Who Is My Roommate?


Tuba-Luba came up from behind Sam as he stood on the threshold of his hospital room—a sneak attack. “Good, you are back.” She spread a bear-paw-sized hand across Sam’s back and gave him a little shove. Sam scowled.


The room was small, painted light blue, with two lockers against one wall and a curtain that separated the two beds. Sam’s bed was beside the window. Pirate Boy, next to the door, was lying under the hospital’s sheets, which were all imprinted with the Star of David.


“Fee ’endakum ghurfa,” Tuba-Luba said. Pirate Boy gave the nurse a pained smile. Sam rolled his eyes—he didn’t know what it meant, but her Arabic didn’t sound any better than her Hebrew. “Sam, get into your peejama and say hello to Yusuf.” It sounded like a command, not an introduction. Sam nodded but didn’t open his mouth. Likely Pirate Boy did not speak Hebrew. “Yusuf, say hello to Sam.”


Yusuf tilted his head and focused with his right eye. He could see clearly if there was enough light. This kid looked about fourteen years old, Yusuf’s age. He had light brown hair, light skin, a square head, and a matching square chin. The nurse was speaking to him in Hebrew, so he had to be Israeli.


Luba pulled the curtain. It stuck midway. She gave it a yank, cursed at it in Russian, and the room was instantly divided in two. The curtain was gray-blue and, from Sam’s point of view, as good as a wall.


Yusuf watched the shadows behind the curtain move around. Luba was helping the Israeli kid get into bed. She took off his large padded boot and put it into the locker. What was wrong with his foot? Or was it his leg?


“Samuel, Yusuf has been at the Ein Kerem hospital too. He speaks Arabic and perfect Hebrew. Maybe you two have met?” Luba’s gravelly voice pitched into soprano as she batted back the curtain. Yusuf looked over at the Israeli kid, who was now in bed. He didn’t look happy.


Sam looked at Pirate Boy. It was unlikely that the boy spoke perfect Hebrew, and they had most definitely not met.


“Let me see your leg,” said Tuba-Luba. Without so much as an excuse me, and in full view of this new Arab roommate, Tuba-Luba tossed back Sam’s sheets, peered down, and sniffed.


Sam yanked the sheet back over his foot. “Go away!” Did she think he had gangrene? Sam hated her, but not because she stank of French cigarettes and sickly sweet French soap. And not because she was Russian, either, although he’d overheard plenty of Israelis talk about Russian Jews as though they were either snobs who were ruining the country or lowlifes who were up to no good. No, Sam hated Tuba-Luba because she was bossy, because she never listened, because she treated him like a child, and because he’d overheard her telling another nurse that Israelis had no culture. Ha! They had plenty of culture, whatever that meant. Anyway, he hated her.


“Your leg—is there pain?” Tuba-Luba tossed the sheet aside again, picked up Sam’s sore leg, and massaged his calf.


Sam winced with pain but he would not give her the satisfaction of admitting it. His ankle was the size of an orange. The last time the infection was this bad they’d talked about transplanting bone from one leg to the other. His fever wasn’t too high, though. Tomorrow he would have an MRI and more X-rays, and then he would be given some new wonder drugs. He had heard it all before. The main thing was that he could still feel his leg and his toes, which really meant he could still feel the pain.


Yusuf kept glancing over at the Israeli. Yusuf had been in the hospital for two months and in that entire time he’d made one friend, an American kid named Art who’d broken his leg at some camp. Art had taught him two things: first, Israelis (and Americans) knew next to nothing about Palestinians, and second, how to pronounce “p.” There is no “p” sound in Arabic. Art liked to demonstrate. “Keep trying—pisssssssssssss. Make a popping sound. Now pull back your mouth, like this.” Art repeated it with accompanying spit. They practiced for hours. “And if you don’t like what someone is saying, tell them to ‘shut up.’” Art demonstrated that too. Then one day Art’s mother arrived from New York, packed his bag, and that was that. Still, Yusuf kept practicing his “p”s.


“Do not get up without ringing for the nurse.” Using her hands like hatchets, Tuba-Luba tucked the sheets around Sam. Then she adjusted the blinds, and finally she turned around like a battleship about to parallel park. “Yusuf, your prosthetic eye will be examined tomorrow morning. Now you too must be a good boy and rest.” Luba gave them both the evil eye, then spun away on her rubber heels.


Sam’s ears perked up. Did she say prosthetic eye? Did that mean the other boy had one, or was he getting one? Either way, Pirate Boy had a hole in his head.


“Merkava,” Yusuf muttered under his breath.


Tuba-Luba either did not hear or ignored him. She left the room without a backward glance. And did the Pirate just say “Merkava”? As in the name of an Israeli army tank? Maybe there was hope for the guy.


Sam gazed over at his roommate. The Arab pirate-kid lay in the bed like a dead fish. An Arab was not exactly friendship material, but Sam was short on friends. There was Alina, of course, but she was getting sicker every day. All the pink balloons and stuff weren’t going to change her diagnosis. And why did people think that a cancer patient liked pink balloons anyway?


“Why are you here?” asked Sam (standard opening question).


“Tests.” Yusuf shrugged (standard reply).


Sam chewed his bottom lip while considering Pirate Boy’s one-word response. Fine, if he didn’t want to be friends they could be enemies. “What are they looking for, brain cells?” Great retort. Sam congratulated himself.


“I have an eye infection,” Yusuf snapped back.


“Which eye has the infection? The one that’s missing or the one that’s blind?” Sam grinned, except it was more of a smirk.


Yusuf pulled up the blanket. “Leave me alone.”


“You speak Hebrew, but you’re an Arab, right?” asked Sam. This was curious. How could Arabs learn any language if they all went to super-religious Muslim schools that taught Rock Throwing 101 or How Great Is Jihad?


Yusuf ignored him.


“Say ‘pirate.’” Sam, speaking in English, leaned across the gulf between the two hospital beds.


Yusuf shook his head.


“Ha! You can’t pronounce ‘p.’”


“Piss off,” Yusuf shot back.


Sam’s eyebrows shot up. That was impressive. “Do you speak English?”


Yusuf shrugged. Let the Israeli think what he wanted. Yusuf didn’t know much English, but his father spoke it, as well as Arabic and Hebrew. There weren’t a lot of Palestinians Yusuf’s age who spoke Hebrew. His friends laughed at him for wasting his time learning it, especially his brother, Nasser. He said, “The language of the Jews is like dirt in my mouth.” But Baba said, “One day everyone will grow tired of fighting, and when peace comes, you, my son, will be able to talk with our neighbors.”


“Do you speak Arabic?” Yusuf asked Sam. “How many Israelis speak the language of the Middle East? Is your family as ignorant as the rest? And maybe I should call you a Jew instead of an Israeli. I am a Palestinian.” Yusuf spat out the words.


“There are plenty of Israelis who aren’t Jews. And my family is not ignorant—my father is a university professor, though I’m sure you wouldn’t know anything about universities. Anyway, Israelis aren’t supposed to go into Arab areas, they could be kidnapped or killed, so what do I need to speak Arabic for?”


“My father went to university, and so will I. And you don’t need to worry. No Palestinian would kill you, they couldn’t be bothered.” Yusuf spoke in a low, flat voice.


“Thanks for the reassurance,” Sam shot back. “Anyway, why are you in the hospital?”


“I told you, I have an infection in my eye.” Yusuf turned his face to the wall.


Sam could just ignore the kid, but how many times did a one-eyed Arab pirate cross one’s path? He probably lived in the West Bank, like most Palestinians, although it was possible that he lived in an Arab sector of Jerusalem. Sam looked up at the ceiling. “Where are you from?”


“Plato.” Yusuf turned back and stared at the Israeli kid.


“You mean Pluto, and yeah, you’re an alien, I got that. How did you lose your eye?”


“An Israeli soldier shot me.” Yusuf smiled.


“Israeli soldiers don’t miss.” Sam turned and grinned at Yusuf. Was there really a hole under that eye-patch? That would be something to see. Pirate Boy’s good eye didn’t look so good either. Sam thought he’d rather have one bad leg than two dud eyes. Besides, there weren’t many blind art dealers around, or curators. That’s what he liked—art, paintings mostly. There were days when even he thought it was weird, which is why he didn’t talk about art, paintings, and stuff to anyone except Mr. Rosenthal.


“Israeli soldiers are a bunch of spoiled, alcohol-drinking idiots who are afraid of pregnant women,” snapped Yusuf.


“Yeah? And how many pregnant women are actually hiding bombs?”


“That’s what I said—your stupid soldiers can’t tell a bomb from a baby. Anyway, why are you here?” asked Yusuf.


“A suicide bomber got me. I was minding my own business and boom! I’m here and the bomber is in a million pieces. I win.” Sam threw his hands in the air then flopped backward.


Yusuf sank back into his pillow. He did not believe the Israeli kid. Well, maybe he did, but who cared? He had other things to think about, like the fact that his good eye itched. Yusuf turned his back to Sam and faced the wall. What if he lost sight in his good eye too? Thinking about it made his heart hammer in his chest. He’d rather die than let the Israeli kid see that he was afraid.
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