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HOPE
Seven Everson
The wall shelters us, but for how long? Its angle is precarious, knocked almost halfway over. It’s only held up by the rubble of the house and my hope. At every explosion it lets loose a little more dust. I am a fool to think that huddling beneath it offers any protection at all from this war. But it protects us against the sun.
My wife lays inside, where she fell under the building. I can smell her now. I tell myself that the smell of her body is less horrid than that of my neighbours, but I lie.
Yet these are small things, today. Because today, my son bleeds to death in my lap. 
I told him we could go one more day without water. I told him not to go. But his friends said they had found a place where a pipe still flowed, and he said he was small and quick and would be back before the wrong soldiers could see him. 
Wrong soldiers? They’re all wrong, in this war. They each think they fight for right, but what they fight for is death – the death of each other. Where is the right in that? Where is the right in a nine-year-old boy who bleeds in the lap of his father?
I would take him to the hospital, but I know the hospital is gone, blasted into rubble. The nearest one is now three hours away on foot. Even if I can carry him that far across the broken city, and even if he lasts that long, the wrong soldiers will not take pity on a man carrying his dying son. They will shoot us down. Maybe a preferable death to this slow torture.
My son will not last that long. I am no doctor, but I know this. The bullet came from behind and left a hole in his side that cannot be patched. The pale blue shirt I bundled against the hole is now dark red. His friends carried him home and for that I am grateful. Young boys do not leave each other to die in the street. Young boys still have honour, and the will to do what is right. Young boys have not been twisted and shaped by the ideals of their elders, not quite yet.
He stares up at the wall above, unmoving, the only sign of life is his shallow panting. What does he see? Does he see his mother from four days ago, still alive and making his breakfast? Does he see his friends playing in the streets? Or does he see only the stones of the wall, held together by cement and prayers? One good strike and they will not have even that.
I love you, I whisper to him, over and over. It is all I can say. I cannot assure him that he will find solace in death because I do not know. Our faith teaches us that this is so, but faith is failing me, now. I see no greater purpose in this madness.
I hold my son and I am filled with love and despair. And I think: how can humans, who are equipped to love so deeply, hate so deeply? How is it that they can look at their fellow man and want him dead? How can they want whole cities, a whole country, razed? The love that young children have for one another, where does that love go, as they grow?
How can the human heart, which starts beating with such innocence, become this black thing where a person does not see life anymore, only conquest?
Once he is dead, I am supposed to be consumed by some furious madness and take up arms, even if only a stick, to go out and strike down the people who caused this.
That is what they want, the warmongers. They want us all against each other until only one stands. 
And who stands, wins.
Wins what? A city of dead people? The condemnation of the world?
Nothing is won, here. There is only loss. Loss and despair and heartache. Wounds of the flesh will heal. Wounds of the heart never will.
 
My son’s breathing grows faint. We have little time left together. At least when he is gone, I will bury him in the rubble of our yard, unlike his mother, whose remains I cannot see nor reach. She will lie in the ruin of her home.
And after he is buried? I do not know. This is my home; I don’t wish to leave it. I think I might stay here, help others. Wait for whatever end may come. Whether it’s a mortar blast or a bullet, or death takes me long after the rebuild of the city, my end will still come.
My son chokes. A bubble of blood bursts from his lips and shatters on his gray face. But yet, he breathes, just.
I look at him, this child, this innocent child. He asked for nothing more than to be born and live under the care of his parents and the shelter of his home. To grow and seek his own love and make his own family. To contribute to his world.
Why is it not this simple for everyone? Where does it go wrong, for those who come to hate? How do they turn from a child who plays with his friends into a man who will take a gun and strike down children? 
I know the answer to that. 
Because hate is taught. It has to be, for we are not born into this world with it. It is taught by brothers and fathers and grandfathers. And why not mothers? I know the answer to that, too: because mothers, more than anyone, know how precious life is, how hard won a child’s birth, and their continued life. Mothers bring life, are life, and their children are everything to them. They would never see another mother’s child die needlessly – no matter what they believe.
My uncle would have me hate, but my father was stronger. He said there is no place in our hearts for that talk, nor that ill will. He said do not listen to my uncle, for his heart is hardened: he would love his children with one hand and shoot his enemy with the other. My father told me to hold onto love and see all people as equal, or else there can be no future. “Teach your children the same,” he said. “Maybe one day, those that chose love will win against those that choose hate.”
Wise words, but they fall like dust from the leaning wall if there will be no children left.
Perhaps some of my son’s friends may survive this. They are good boys, from good men who think like me. Perhaps enough survive to make a difference, one day. To stop the madness.
It is all I can hope. Because hope is all I have left. Hope that one day, those who remember what love feels like will outnumber those who do not. For only then does the world have a chance.
Under a precariously leaning wall, I hold onto my dying son and wait for his last breath. 
Then I will bow over him and weep.
Then I will bury him.
And I will stay. 
And hope.
 
End.
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