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  No one but Elizabeth Laird could have written this book. She has lived in the Middle East. She knows it, feels it, loves it, grieves for it and
  hopes for it. Read A Little Piece of Ground, and we know what it is to feel oppressed, to feel fear every day. And we should know it, for this is how much of the world lives.


  We are apt to see events in Palestine and Israel as television drama; violent and repetitive. We are distant from it. But in this book we are taken into Ramallah, we live there, no longer
  mere observers, but involved as we should be.


  A fine book, and a daring book


  
    Michael Morpurgo, Childrens Laureate 20035

  




  
    
  


  Elizabeth Laird is the author of many highly acclaimed childrens novels. Kiss the Dust, about the experience of the Kurds, won the Childrens
  Book Award. Jakes Tower, Red Sky in the Morning, Secret Friends and The Garbage King were all nominated for the Carnegie Medal. With her husband, the writer David McDowall, she has travelled
  throughout the Middle East and lived in Lebanon during the civil war there.


  To research and write A Little Piece of Ground, Elizabeth Laird has collaborated with Dr Sonia Nimr, who lectures at Bir Zeit University in Palestine and who is also a story-teller, a translator
  of childrens books into Arabic, and author of three novels for children. She lives in Ramallah with her husband and son.




  


  Praise for A Little Piece of Ground


  
    This story of how it feels to be under the heel of an occupier and how it affects day-to-day life is an oddly homely one. We get to care about this boy and his family
    and, yes, to loathe their oppressors  and I say that as one who lived in Israel for years and has written the story of terrorism in that area for children from the Jewish side ... I know
    it is a good book and needs to be read by others like me Lynne Reid Banks

  


  
    Excellent and uncompromising . . . it is an extremely powerful and honest book

    Campaign Against Racism & Fascism (CARF)

  


  
    A Little Piece of Ground has the same rights as any other book to be on the shelves of shops and libraries. I also think that by reading books like this, and
    acknowledging other points of view, it will be easier for both sides to understand each other

    Jewish Chronicle (fourteen-year-old reader)

  


  
    Apartial account and easy to read but with a resonance that remains in the mind long after the book has been finished

    Carousel

  


  
    An unflinching account of life under Israeli occupation

    Glasgow Herald
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  This is a story about Palestinian boys living under the Israeli military occupation. Theirs is a particular experience, in a particular time and
  place, but all such occupations are harsh, causing great suffering to the occupied people, and misery to the occupying army. The boys in this book stand for all who live their lives in such
  circumstances and manage, against the odds, to go on growing up.




  
    
  


  1


  Karim sat on the edge of his bed, his head framed by the mass of football posters which covered the wall. He was frowning at the piece
  of paper in his hand.


  The ten best things that I want to do (or be) in my life, he had written, by Karim Aboudi, 15 Jaffa Apartments, Ramallah, Palestine. Carefully, he underlined it.


  Underneath, in his best handwriting, he listed:

  



  
    
      	
        1.

      

      	
        Champion footballer of the entire world (even I can dream).

      
    


    
      	
        2.

      

      	
        Extremely cool, popular and good-looking and at least 1.90 metres tall (or anyway taller than Jamal).

      
    


    
      	
        3.

      

      	
        The liberator of Palestine and a national hero

      
    


    
      	
        4.

      

      	
        Famous TV presenter or actor (famous, anyway).

      
    


    
      	
        5.

      

      	
        Best-ever creator of new computer games.

      
    


    
      	
        6.

      

      	
        My own person, allowed to do what I like without parents and big brothers and teachers on my back all the time.

      
    


    
      	
        7.

      

      	
        Inventor of an acid formula to dissolve reinforced steel as used in tanks and helicopter gunships (Israeli ones).

      
    


    
      	
        8.

      

      	
        Stronger than Joni and my other mates (this is not asking much).

      
    

  


  
    He stopped and began to chew the end of his biro. In the distance, the sound of an ambulance siren wailed through the afternoon air. He lifted his head and stared out of the
    window. His eyes, large and dark, peered out from under the straight black hair which framed his slim, tanned face.

  


  He started writing again.

  



  
    
      	
        9.

      

      	
        Alive. Plus, if I have to get shot, only in places that heal up. Not in the head or spine, inshallah.

      
    


    
      	
        10.

      

      	
    

  


  
    But number ten defeated him. He decided to keep the slot free in case a good idea should come to him later.

  


  He read through what hed written and sat for a while, tapping the end of the biro against the collar of his striped sweatshirt, then he took a fresh sheet of paper. More quickly this
  time, he wrote:


  
    The ten things I dont want to do (or be)

  


  
    
      	
        1.

      

      	
        Not a shopkeeper like Baba.

      
    


    
      	
        2.

      

      	
        Not a doctor, like Mama keeps saying I should. (Why? She knows I hate blood.)

      
    


    
      	
        3.

      

      	
        Not short.

      
    


    
      	
        4.

      

      	
        Not married to a girl like Farah.

      
    


    
      	
        5.

      

      	
        Not shot in the back and stuck in a wheelchair for the rest of my life like that boy who used to go to my school.

      
    


    
      	
        6.

      

      	
        Not spotty like Jamal.

      
    


    
      	
        7.

      

      	
        Not having our house flattened by Israeli tanks and ending up in some lousy tent.

      
    


    
      	
        8.

      

      	
        Not having to go to school. At all.

      
    


    
      	
        9.

      

      	
        Not living under occupation. Not being stopped all the time by Israeli soldiers. Not being scared. Not being trapped indoors.

      
    


    
      	
        10.

      

      	
        Not dead.

      
    

  


  
    He read his lists through again. They werent quite right. There were things, important things, that hed left out, he was sure of it.

  


  He heard raised voices outside the door. His brother, Jamal, was arguing with their mother. He would come into their shared bedroom in a minute and Karims moment of peace would be
  over.


  He reached down for the box under his bed, in which he kept his private things, ready to stow his lists inside it, but before he could squirrel them away, Jamal had burst into the room.


  It was obvious at first glance that Jamal was in a bad mood. His brown eyes, under the wedge of black hair that fell across his forehead, snapped with irritation. Karim tried to hide his lists
  behind his back, but Jamal lunged forwards and whisked them out of his hands.


  Whats all this secrecy about, then? he said. What are you plotting, you little creep?


  Karim jumped up and tried to grab the sheets of paper back again, but Jamal, who was tall for his seventeen years, was holding them above his head, out of Karims reach. Karim dived at his
  brother and pulled at the belt loop of his jeans, trying to wrestle him down onto his bed, but Jamal kept him off easily with one hand, and, still holding the lists out of reach, read through them
  both.


  Karim waited, his face burning, for the scornful comments that he knew would come. They did.


  Champion footballer? You? sneered Jamal. With your two left feet? I think I can see you scoring a goal in the World Cup  or not. You? Liberator of Palestine? With
  your brains  or lack of?


  Karim swallowed. There was no point in fighting with Jamal. The best thing was to pretend he didnt care.


  Dont worry, he said, as casually as he could. Jealousy is a natural emotion. When Im world-famous Ill be good to you. I wont hold anything you
  say against you, not even that crack about my feet, which is totally unfair because I can cream a ball in between the goalposts like Zinedine Zidane any time I like.


  Jamal threw the pieces of paper back to him. He was bored with the subject already.


  So you ought to be able to, he said, seeing as how youve probably spent at least a year of your life kicking that damned football against the wall downstairs, on and
  on and on, driving everyone in this building totally nuts.


  Cheated out of a proper fight with his little brother, he began to box the air, kicking Karims nearly new best trainers out of the way and shuffling around in the small space between the
  beds as if it was a miniature boxing ring.


  Karim went to the window and stared down at the ground, five storeys below. An empty plot lay next to the apartment block. It had been flattened, ready for the builders to start work, but
  nothing had happened there so far. Karim had made it his own, his personal football ground, the place where he played his special game.


  He could feel his legs twitching as he pressed his face against the cool glass. With all his being, he longed to be down there, doing what he loved best, kicking the ball against the wall,
  losing himself in the rhythm of it.


  Kick, bounce, catch-ball-on-end-of-foot, kick, bounce ...


  When the game went well, his mind would click into neutral. His head would empty out, and his legs and arms would take over. The rhythm would satisfy and soothe him.


  Jamal had flopped down onto his bed, stretching out his long, slender legs.


  Get away from the window, he growled at Karim. Theyll see you. They might take a pot shot.


  Karim turned his head and looked in the other direction. The Israeli tank that had been squatting at the crossroads just below the apartment block for days now had moved a few metres closer. A
  soldier was sitting on top of it, his gun cradled in his arms. Beside the tank were three other men, one crouching down, talking into a mobile phone.


  There was no chance, none at all, that hed be able to go outside and play his game while the tank was there. Since a Palestinian gunman had shot two people in an Israeli caf two
  weeks ago, the Israelis had set up another curfew, which meant that the whole city had been locked down. Everyone in Ramallah had been trapped indoors for those two weeks, unable to go out (except
  for a two-hour break once or twice a week) by night or day. If anyone tried  if they so much as stuck a foot out of their front door  the soldiers would open fire and blow it away.
  Jamal was right. Even standing by the window was dangerous.


  He turned away. He wished now that he hadnt looked down at his football place. It had made him long to be outside, to be able to run and jump, to swing his arms and kick.


  Anyway, he said to Jamal, I havent noticed you being so fantastic at scoring yourself.


  Jamal turned his head to stare at him.


  What are you on about now?


  Youre a lousy shot. You know you are, Karim said daringly. I saw you and your mates throwing stones at the tanks last week. You missed, every time. And dont
  pretend you werent aiming properly, because you were.


  Jamal sat up and swung his legs over the side of the bed, pleased to have an excuse for a wrestling bout at last.


  You little spy. Youve been following me again.


  He advanced on Karim, his arms outstretched. Karim shifted away, shuffling himself to the head of his bed, ruckling the scarlet blanket with his white-socked feet, his back against the wall, his
  hands held up in surrender.


  Lay off me, will you? I wont tell Mama. Not if you leave me alone. He registered with satisfaction the look of caution that had crossed Jamals face.
  And, he went on, I wont tell Baba either, if you give me one hour of totally unrestricted time on the computer without a single interruption. No, two.


  Disgusted, Jamal retreated. Karim could see that he was searching for something cutting to say, and failing. With one hunch of his shoulder, he turned away to the table, grabbed his headphones,
  hurled himself down onto his bed and clamped them to his ears.


  Thrilled with his triumph, Karim jumped up and settled himself at the computer, which took up almost the whole of the table between the two beds. He would do it this time. He would get up to
  Level 5 in Lineman. Hed nearly managed it last week, but then thered been a power cut and the computer had crashed just as victory was in sight.


  He pushed the tottering pile of textbooks to the edge of the table. He had lists of English words to learn, as well as the dates of the Arab Conquests.


  They can stop you coming to school, his teacher had said, before the curfew had been imposed, but dont let them stop you learning. Work at home. Your future is
  Palestines. Your country needs you. Dont forget it.


  Hed tried to work once or twice, but it had been impossible to concentrate for long, with Jamal coming in and out of the room all the time, and Farah and Sireen, his two little sisters,
  noisily playing in the sitting room next door. After a few minutes, hed usually ended up leafing through old comics and weaving delightful daydreams, imagining, for example, that Jamal was a
  million miles away, preferably in a space capsule endlessly orbiting round the planet Jupiter  or Saturn, he didnt mind which  and that the computer was his and his alone.


  And now, for the next two hours, it was.


  When my two hours are up Ill have a proper go at Biology, he told himself, as he stared at the screen, waiting for the game to boot up.


  Peace settled on the room. Jamal had got up and gone back into the sitting room, to settle himself on the old red velvet sofa and watch the news with his father. Sireen, who was four and had
  been crying all morning, had stopped at last, and Farah, who was eight, seemed to have gone across the landing to play with her best friend, Rasha, who lived in the apartment opposite.


  The game began. At once, he was totally absorbed.


  The opening moves were familiar. Hed played Lineman often enough to go through them almost automatically. Soon, though, he was doing the harder stuff. He tensed over the keyboard, his
  eyes boring into the screen, his fingers responding with lightning speed to his brains commands. Slowly he was climbing through the levels. This time, he might really make it.


  The door of the bedroom opened. He didnt look round, but he sensed his mothers presence. He neednt need to turn and look at her to know that a deep frown was scoring her
  forehead between her sharp black brows.


  You want an education, Karim, or you want to grow up like your uncle Bashir? She paused, waiting for an answer. Karim said nothing. You want to mend roads for the next fifty
  years? Break your back in the hot sun, shovelling dirt? Another silence. Suit yourself. Dont expect me to wash your dirty clothes for the rest of your life, thats
  all.


  He grunted, having barely heard what she had said. She sighed with exasperation and closed the door again. The game went on. One by one, the targets fell, and level succeeded level. Breathless,
  almost dizzy, Karim willed the screen to obey him, and when at last it exploded into stars as he reached the highest level, his head seemed to explode too.


  Ye-e-ess! he yelled, and he slammed out of the bedroom into the sitting room and danced around the rest of his family, punching the air in triumph. I did it! I did it! Level
  Five! First time ever! Champion of the world! Victory is mine! Yield and obey, all lesser mortals!


  Jamal got up off the sofa.


  Level Five? In Lineman? Lets have a look.


  He pushed past Karim into the bedroom.


  Hassan Aboudi, Karims father, was sitting bent over on the sofa, staring at the TV screen, watching people wailing at a funeral. The announcers solemn voice seemed to fill the
  room.


  
    
      Five Palestinians, including two children, died during clashes between Israeli soldiers and stone-throwing youths in the West Bank town of Nablus this morning.

    

  


  Hassan Aboudi turned to look angrily at Karim.


  Stop that noise at once, he snapped. Get back to your homework or Ill take the damned computer away.


  Lamia, Karims mother, was half reclining on an easy chair nearby. Her legs were crossed and a pink slipper dangled from her raised foot. Sireen had been sleeping against her chest, but
  she woke at the noise and struggled in her mothers arms, beginning to cry fretfully again. The mark of a button from Lamias red blouse showed clearly on the little girls
  cheek.


  Now look what youve done, Lamia said reproachfully, lifting the damp black curls off Sireens hot little forehead. You know how unwell she is. Dont you
  remember what earache feels like? Id just got her settled, poor little thing. You might think what its like for other people sometimes, Karim. Or is that really too much to
  ask?


  Jamal lounged back into the room, his hands in his pockets.


  It was only Level Four, you sad person. Thought you were one of the big boys, did you? Well, Ive got news for you. You arent.


  Karim felt his pleasure and triumph drain away and the miserable sense of imprisonment that the game had kept at bay for the last two happy hours closed in on him again.


  I hate you! Youre lying! You know you are! he shouted, aiming a blow at Jamals chest.


  Jamal laughed and ducked out of the way. Karim rushed back to look at the computer screen, but Jamal had turned the machine off. Now he couldnt prove a thing.


  Desperate to be alone, to get away from his whole unbearable family, he went to the front door, opened it, stepped outside and closed it after him. The landing and stairs werent much, but
  at least hed be on his own for a bit.


  Almost at once the door behind him opened again.


  Karim, his father said, his voice tense with anxiety, what do you think youre doing? Get back in here at once.


  Im not going outside, Baba, Karim said. Ill stay on the landing. I just  I need to be on my own for a bit.


  His fathers face softened.


  All right, but only for a little while. Dont go near the window. Dont let them see you. Keep yourself out of sight. Come back in after ten minutes or your mother will start
  going crazy on me.


  The sound of the TV news followed Karim out through the open door of the flat.


  
    
      Israeli troops shelled a refugee camp in Gaza this morning, killing nine Palestinians, including a three-year-old child. Five Israeli woman died and three children were
      badly injured when a Palestinian gunman opened fire in a crowded shopping street in Jerusalem this morning. A spokesman ...

    

  


  He pulled the door to behind him, shutting the voice out, then balled his fist and punched at the wall, painfully grazing his knuckles.





End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   
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