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"The storyteller is the one who survives to tell the

story."

— from the frame narrative of One Thousand and One Nights



The Orientation of Self

Story 1

he conference room held perhaps two hundred people, and Dr. Nadia Khoury
T had lost them somewhere around minute seventeen. She could feel it
happening, the way you feel a change in weather before the clouds arrive: a
shifting in seats, a drift of attention toward phones, the particular quality of silence
that meant the audience had stopped processing and started waiting for the end.

She had twenty-three minutes remaining. She continued anyway.

"Identity-protective cognition," she said, advancing to the next slide, "is not a
failure of reasoning. This is the crucial point. The research consistently shows that
the most cognitively sophisticated individuals are the most likely to exhibit
motivated reasoning when their identity is at stake. Intelligence does not protect
against bias. Intelligence is recruited in service of bias. The smarter you are, the

better you are at defending what you already believe."

A hand went up in the third row. Nadia recognized the type: young, male, the
aggressive posture of someone preparing to score points rather than ask a

question. She called on him anyway.

"If what you're saying is true," he said, "then what's the point of your research?
You're essentially arguing that facts don't matter, that evidence can't change

minds. That seems pretty nihilistic."

"I'm not arguing that facts don't matter. I'm arguing that facts are processed
through the lens of identity. The same piece of evidence will be interpreted
differently by people with different group affiliations. A study showing vaccine
safety will be credited by those whose identity aligns with scientific consensus and
discredited by those whose identity aligns with vaccine skepticism. The study

doesn't change. The processing changes."
"So people are just irrational."

"No. People are rational in service of their social survival. Maintaining your
standing in your community is more important, evolutionarily speaking, than being
correct about any particular factual claim. If being wrong about climate change

costs you nothing personally but being right about it alienates you from your



family, your church, your political party, then the rational choice, in terms of self-

interest, is to be wrong."

The young man frowned. He was not satisfied. Nadia did not expect him to be
satisfied. She had given this talk, or versions of it, dozens of times. The response
was always the same: resistance from those who believed in the power of evidence,
despair from those who did not, and from a small minority, the uncomfortable

recognition that they themselves were not exempt.

She advanced to the next slide. Sixteen minutes remaining.

The conference was in Chicago, a gathering of social psychologists,
communications researchers, and the inevitable handful of journalists who
attended such events hoping for quotable despair. Nadia had been keynoting these
conferences for eight years, ever since her paper on identity-protective cognition
and political misinformation had been picked up by the popular press and
transformed her from an obscure academic into a minor public intellectual. She did
not enjoy the notoriety. She did not refuse it either. The speaking fees
supplemented her university salary, and the exposure helped her graduate
students find positions, and the alternative, silence, felt like a different kind of

failure.

She finished her talk to polite applause. The young man from the third row did
not applaud. She answered questions for another fifteen minutes: the usual queries
about replication, about intervention strategies, about whether there was any hope
at all for rational discourse in a polarized age. She gave the usual answers: the
research was robust, the interventions were modest, the hope was conditional. She
did not say what she sometimes thought, which was that hope was itself a form of
identity-protective cognition, a belief maintained not because the evidence

supported it but because the alternative was unbearable.

Afterward, in the reception area, she collected business cards and declined
interview requests and made small talk with colleagues she saw once a year at
conferences like this one. A woman approached her, older, gray-haired, wearing a
conference badge that identified her as a professor of communications at a

university Nadia did not recognize.

"Dr. Khoury. I enjoyed your talk."

"Thank you."



"I have a question, if you don't mind. Not an academic question. A personal

one."

Nadia waited. Personal questions were often the most interesting, and often the

most uncomfortable.

"Your research focuses on American political issues. Climate change, vaccines,

gun control. But you're Palestinian-American, yes? Your family is from the region?"

"My parents emigrated from Ramallah in 1982. I was born here."

"Have you ever applied your research to that conflict? The Israeli-Palestinian
conflict? It seems like a textbook case of identity-protective cognition on both

sides."

Nadia felt something shift in her chest, a tightening she recognized. She had

been asked this question before. She had never answered it honestly.

"The dynamics are similar," she said. "Both populations process information in
ways that confirm their existing narratives. But I haven't published on it

specifically."

"Why not?"

The honest answer was complicated. The honest answer involved her father,
who had died in 2015 still believing he would return to the house in Ramallah
where he had been born, still keeping the key on a chain around his neck, still
referring to their apartment in Michigan as temporary even after forty years. The
honest answer involved her mother, who had stopped speaking to her brother after
he married a Jewish woman, who had mourned him as though he had died, who
had taught Nadia that there were boundaries that could not be crossed without
ceasing to be who you were. The honest answer involved Nadia herself, who had
built a career studying the mechanisms by which people could not change their
minds, and who could not apply her own research to the beliefs she had inherited,

and who knew this was hypocrisy and could not stop it.

"The politics are complicated," she said. "It's hard to study something you're

personally connected to."

The woman nodded, as though this were a sufficient answer. It was not a

sufficient answer. It was barely an answer at all.



That night, Nadia had dinner with three colleagues at a restaurant near the
conference hotel. The conversation was professional: grant applications,
departmental politics, the decline of tenure-track positions. She ate without
tasting, her mind elsewhere, the woman's question sitting in her chest like

something undigested.

After dinner, one of her colleagues, a man named David whom she had known
since graduate school, walked her back to the hotel. The night was cold, Chicago in
November, the wind off the lake cutting through her coat. David was talking about
his daughter, who was applying to colleges, who wanted to study psychology, who
had read some of Nadia's papers and found them "depressing but probably true."

Nadia made the appropriate responses. She was not listening.

At the hotel entrance, David paused. "You seem distracted tonight. Everything
okay?"

"Fine. Long day."

"The talk went well. The pushback was predictable."

"It's always predictable. That's the problem. I can predict exactly how people
will respond to evidence, and knowing that doesn't help me change how they

respond. I'm like a weatherman who can forecast the storm but can't stop it."

David smiled. "That's what the research shows, right? Knowledge doesn't
protect against bias. Even knowing about identity-protective cognition doesn't

make you immune to it."

"Yes."

"So you're not immune either."

Nadia looked at him. He was not asking. He was observing. He had known her
for twenty years, had seen her through graduate school and tenure and divorce
and the slow accumulation of professional success that had not made her happy

but had given her something to do with her unhappiness.

"No," she said. "I'm not immune."

"What are you protecting?"



She did not answer. She said goodnight and went inside and took the elevator to
the fourteenth floor and let herself into her room and sat on the bed without

turning on the lights.

What was she protecting? The question was too large to answer and too small to
ignore. She was protecting the version of herself that her parents had created, the
Palestinian daughter who carried the wound of dispossession even though she had
never been dispossessed, who felt the occupation as an abstraction that was
nonetheless real, who could not imagine befriending an Israeli, marrying an Israeli,
collaborating with an Israeli, without feeling that she had betrayed something
essential. She was protecting the identity that gave her membership in her family,
her community, the diaspora that had shaped her even as she had escaped it into

the neutrality of academia.

And she knew, because her research told her, that this protection was not
rational. She knew that the Palestinians she defended had committed atrocities.
She knew that the Israelis she blamed had legitimate fears. She knew that the
narrative she had inherited was partial, selective, identity-serving. She knew all of
this, and it did not matter. The knowledge sat in her mind beside the belief, and

the belief did not move.

This was what her research predicted. This was what she told audiences at

conferences. This was the storm she could forecast but could not stop.

In her suitcase, in a folder she had not opened in three years, was a half-written
paper. She had begun it after a conference in Tel Aviv, the only time she had
visited the region, a trip her parents had opposed and her colleagues had
questioned and she herself had undertaken with a kind of grim determination, as

though going there would settle something.

It had not settled anything. She had walked through Jerusalem and felt nothing
she could name. She had seen the wall and felt rage but also, beneath the rage, a
kind of exhaustion, a sense that the rage was required of her rather than authentic
to her. She had attended panels where Israeli and Palestinian academics sat side
by side and argued in the careful language of scholarship, and she had wondered
how they did it, how they maintained the collegiality that their identities should
have prohibited.

Afterward, she had begun the paper. She had outlined the theoretical

framework: identity-protective cognition as applied to intractable conflict, the



Israeli and Palestinian narratives as case studies in motivated reasoning. She had
drafted an introduction, a literature review, the beginnings of a methodology. And

then she had stopped.

She had stopped because writing the paper required her to analyze both
narratives with equal skepticism, to treat the Palestinian story of dispossession and
the Israeli story of survival as equivalent examples of identity-serving belief. She
could do this intellectually. She could not do it emotionally. Every time she wrote a
sentence critiquing the Palestinian narrative, she felt her father's eyes on her, felt
the weight of the key he had worn around his neck, felt the betrayal that her
analysis implied. And every time she wrote a sentence critiquing the Israeli
narrative, she felt she was doing what was expected of her, performing the role of

the Palestinian academic who confirmed what her community already believed.

She could not find a position outside both narratives. She could not find the
objectivity her research required. She was inside the phenomenon she was trying

to study, and she could not get out.

The paper sat in the folder. The folder sat in the suitcase. The suitcase traveled
with her to every conference, because she kept meaning to finish it, and she never
did, and not finishing it was its own form of identity protection, a way of remaining

loyal to her family by remaining silent about her doubts.

At two in the morning, Nadia opened her laptop. She was not tired, or rather, she
was tired in a way that sleep would not address. She opened the folder. She

opened the paper. She read what she had written three years ago.

The prose was competent, the argument clear. The research she had cited was
solid, though out of date now; the field had moved on, new studies had been
published, the framework she had established needed updating. She could do the
updating. She could finish the paper. She could submit it to a journal, let it be
peer-reviewed, let it enter the literature and be cited and debated and eventually

forgotten like most academic papers were eventually forgotten.

She did not start writing. She closed the document. She opened a browser and
searched for news from the region, the way she sometimes did late at night when
she could not sleep, scrolling through headlines she already knew, reading stories
that confirmed what she already believed, performing the motivated reasoning her

research described.



There was always news. There was always violence, or the threat of violence, or
the aftermath of violence. There were always statements from officials,
condemnations and justifications, the language of diplomacy that meant nothing
and the language of outrage that meant everything. She read without absorbing,

her eyes moving over the words, her mind elsewhere.

She thought about the woman at the conference, the question about why she
had not published on the conflict. She thought about what she had not said: that
publishing would require her to be honest, and honesty would cost her something

she was not willing to pay.

Her father had died believing. Her mother still believed. Her cousins in
Ramallah, whom she had never met, believed. The diaspora believed, the
community believed, the identity she had inherited believed. And she, who studied
belief for a living, who understood its mechanisms better than almost anyone, who
could diagram the neural pathways and social pressures that sustained it, she
believed too, despite everything, because of everything, because belief was not a
choice but a condition, not a position but a place, not something you held but

something that held you.

The next morning, she gave a workshop on intervention strategies. She talked
about techniques that had shown modest success in reducing polarization: self-
affirmation exercises, perspective-taking prompts, exposure to trusted messengers
from the other side. She presented the data with appropriate caveats: effect sizes
were small, results were inconsistent, nothing worked reliably across all contexts.
The attendees took notes, asked questions, left with handouts they would probably

not read again.

At lunch, a graduate student approached her, a young woman with dark hair
and an earnest expression. She said she was writing her dissertation on identity-
protective cognition in immigrant communities, and she wanted to know if Dr.

Khoury had any advice.

"What communities are you studying?" Nadia asked.

"Muslim-Americans, primarily. I'm interested in how second-generation
immigrants negotiate between their parents' identities and American identity. The

conflicts that arise. The beliefs that get protected."

Nadia looked at the young woman. She saw herself, twenty years earlier, full of



questions she did not yet know she could not answer.

"Be careful," she said. "When you study your own community, you can't pretend
to be objective. The community won't let you, and you won't let yourself. You'll find
things that are uncomfortable, and you'll have to decide whether to publish them.

And whatever you decide, it will cost you something."

The young woman nodded, serious. "Did you study your own community?"

"No. I studied other people's communities. It was easier."

"But you're Palestinian-American. Isn't that relevant to your work?"

"It's relevant to everything. That's why I don't write about it."

The young woman looked confused. Nadia did not blame her. The answer was
confusing. The answer was the whole problem, compressed into a sentence: she
did not write about it because it was relevant to everything, because she could not
separate the scholar from the daughter, the research from the identity, the

analysis from the belief.

"I have a paper," Nadia said, surprising herself. "Half-written. About identity-
protective cognition in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. I've been carrying it around

for three years. I can't finish it."

"Why not?"

"Because finishing it would require me to be someone I'm not. Or to stop being

someone I am. I haven't figured out which."

The young woman was quiet for a moment. Then she said: "Maybe that's what

the paper should be about. The impossibility of writing it."

Nadia almost smiled. "That would be very postmodern."

"It would be honest."

That afternoon, Nadia flew home to Ann Arbor. The flight was delayed, the airport
crowded, the middle seat beside her occupied by a man who fell asleep before
takeoff and snored for three hours. She read a novel she did not care about. She

did not open her laptop. She did not think about the paper.



At home, her apartment was cold, the thermostat having failed while she was
away. She turned on the heat and made tea and stood at the window looking out at
the street where she had lived for twelve years, since the divorce, since the move
from the house they had shared, since the slow construction of a life that was

solitary but manageable, quiet but productive, empty but not unbearable.

She thought about the young woman's suggestion. A paper about the
impossibility of writing the paper. An analysis of her own identity-protective
cognition, her own motivated reasoning, her own inability to apply her research to
herself. It would be honest, as the young woman had said. It would also be
exposure, confession, a stripping away of the professional distance she had

maintained for her entire career.

She did not know if she could do it. She did not know if she wanted to do it. She
only knew that the question was there, had always been there, would continue to

be there until she answered it or stopped asking.

She opened her laptop. She opened the folder. She did not open the old paper.
She opened a new document and typed a title:

She stared at the title for a long time. Then she closed the laptop without

writing anything else.

Outside, the November darkness settled over Ann Arbor. The closed laptop sat

on her desk, the title still glowing behind the screen, waiting.

She did not turn on the lights. She sat in the cold apartment, in the dark,
holding her tea that had gone cold, thinking about the house in Ramallah she had

never seen, the wound she had inherited without being wounded.

The paper would remain in the folder. The folder would remain in the suitcase.
The suitcase would travel with her to the next conference, and the next, and the

next.

She set down the tea. She did not open the laptop.

The radiator clanked on. The apartment began, slowly, to warm.

End of Story 1






The Haplotype

Story 2

* * * The envelope arrived on a Tuesday, which Rabbi David

Kaplan would later consider appropriate. Not Shabbat, when
revelation belongs. Not Monday, when the week's weight has not yet settled.
Tuesday, the third day, the day Genesis repeats "it was good" twice, the day the
rabbis deemed auspicious for beginnings. He did not open it immediately. He set it
on his desk beside the week's sermon notes, the counseling schedule, the letter
from the Board about the HVAC system, and he let it wait while he attended to a

funeral, a hospital visit, a conversion candidate's final interview.

The candidate was a woman in her forties, a lawyer, divorced, no children. She
had studied for two years. She could discuss Talmudic reasoning, the structure of
the siddur, the kashrut of her kitchen. She wept when she spoke of standing at
Sinai, the midrash that teaches all Jewish souls were present at the revelation,
even those not yet born, even those who would later choose to join. "I was there,"
she said, and he believed her, or believed that she believed, which for conversion
purposes amounted to the same thing. He signed her certificate. He scheduled the
mikveh. He did not think about the envelope.

At four o'clock, the building quiet, the administrative assistant gone, he sat at

his desk and opened it.

The report was twelve pages, dense with terminology he had prepared himself
to understand. He had ordered the test three months earlier, a decision born of
curiosity rather than doubt. His family's Kohen status was documented: his father's
ketubah, his grandfather's, the family tree maintained by a great-uncle in
Baltimore who had died in 1987 but whose papers remained in a filing cabinet in
Rabbi Kaplan's basement. He had been duchenning since his bar mitzvah,
ascending to bless the congregation on festivals, his hands raised and spread in
the configuration that tradition attributed to Aaron himself. He had never
questioned this. He had wanted only to see it confirmed in the alphabet of

nucleotides, the grammar his ancestors could not have imagined.

The first page summarized his Y-chromosome haplogroup: J1, subclade P58, the
expected result. The Cohen Modal Haplotype, six markers matching the pattern

identified in 1997 by Skorecki and colleagues, the genetic signature carried by the



priestly lineage. He read this and felt a warmth he recognized as pride, then a
secondary warmth he recognized as embarrassment at the pride. Vanity of
vanities. His Y-chromosome was not an accomplishment. It was an inheritance he

had done nothing to earn.

He turned to the second page.

The report included population comparisons, a feature he had requested
without fully understanding what it would show. His genetic markers were
compared against reference populations from academic databases. The chart listed
similarity percentages. He read the column headers: Ashkenazi Jewish, Sephardic
Jewish, Mizrachi Jewish. He read the numbers: 67%, 71%, 74%. Expected. He read
further.

Palestinian Arab: 81%.

He read it again. He removed his glasses, cleaned them on his tie, replaced

them, read it again.

Bedouin (Negev): 79%.

Lebanese: 78%.

Syrian: 76%.

The warmth was gone. Something else occupied its place, something without

temperature, a kind of static in his chest.

He turned to the explanatory text. The report, written for a general audience,
explained that the Cohen Modal Haplotype originated in the ancient Levant, that
the populations of this region, despite subsequent religious and cultural
divergence, retained significant genetic continuity. The Y-chromosome did not
know the difference between Jew and Arab. The Y-chromosome recorded paternal
descent without reference to the covenants that paternal descent was supposed to
carry. The Y-chromosome said: these are your cousins. These are your closer
cousins than the Ashkenazi congregants who call you rabbi, who stand beneath
your raised hands on Rosh Hashanah, who believe you carry Aaron's blessing in
your blood.

Rabbi Kaplan closed the report. He placed it in the envelope. He placed the
envelope in the bottom drawer of his desk, beneath a stack of old sermons he had
never discarded. He locked the drawer. He sat for a long time in the quiet of his

study, watching the light change on the wall as the afternoon failed.



Ahmad Barakat had worked for Congregation Beth Shalom for twelve years. He
arrived at seven each morning, earlier in summer when the grass grew faster, later
in winter when the snow required plowing before the early minyan. He was fifty-
three years old, born in Ramallah, emigrated in 1994 with his wife and infant son.
His English was functional, his Hebrew nonexistent, his interactions with the
congregants limited to nods, waves, the occasional exchange about weather. He
was not invisible, exactly. He was legible only as function: the man who mowed,
who edged, who kept the memorial garden weeded, who salted the steps in

February so the elderly would not fall.

Rabbi Kaplan had hired him on the recommendation of a colleague whose shul
used the same landscaping company. He had never interviewed Ahmad, never
spoken with him beyond the practical, never learned the name of his wife, his son,
the village his family had come from. This was not hostility. It was the ordinary
distance that separated employer from employee, compounded by the less ordinary
distance that separated their peoples. Rabbi Kaplan considered himself a
moderate. He supported a two-state solution. He had signed letters, attended
vigils, spoken from the bimah about the humanity on both sides. He had never had
coffee with a Palestinian. He had never been inside a Palestinian home. His

moderation was theoretical, which is to say, it cost him nothing.

On the morning after the envelope arrived, Rabbi Kaplan stood at his study
window and watched Ahmad rake leaves in the memorial garden. The autumn had
been dry, and the leaves had fallen early, a carpet of yellow and brown obscuring
the plaques set into the earth, each plaque marking a death, a memory, a name
that someone had paid to preserve. Ahmad raked with the efficiency of long
practice, his movements neither hurried nor slow, his face unexpressive. He wore a
green jacket, work boots, a knit cap against the October chill. He did not look up at

the window. He had no reason to expect he was being watched.

Rabbi Kaplan studied Ahmad's face. The broad forehead, the prominent nose,
the dark eyes beneath heavy brows. He tried to see a cousin. He tried to feel the
recognition that the report insisted was written in their cells. He felt nothing. The
man raking leaves was the man who had always raked leaves. The chromosome
they might share had not introduced itself during twelve years of proximity. It

would not introduce itself now.

He turned from the window and prepared for the day's appointments.



The Shabbat after the envelope arrived, Rabbi Kaplan delivered a sermon on Lech
Lecha, the portion in which Abram is commanded to leave his father's house and
go to the land that God will show him. He spoke of the courage required to leave
the familiar, the faith required to trust in a destination not yet visible. He spoke of
Abram's descendants, numerous as the stars, scattered across the earth, carrying
the covenant in their wanderings. He did not mention that Abram had two sons,
that the descendants of Ishmael were also numerous as the stars, that the land
God showed to Abram was also the land claimed by Ishmael's children. He did not
mention genetics. He did not mention the report locked in his desk drawer. He
spoke of Jewish destiny as though Jewish destiny were a singular thread rather
than a braid, as though the covenant had not produced cousins who no longer

recognized each other.

After services, at the kiddush, a congregant approached him. Morty Feldman,
retired accountant, widower, reliable presence at daily minyan. Morty had taken
one of the DNA tests, the consumer kind, the ones advertised on television. He

wanted to discuss his results.

"Ninety-four percent Ashkenazi," Morty said, pride evident. "They trace it back
to the Rhineland, twelfth century. My family's been Jewish a long time, Rabbi."

"All our families have been Jewish a long time, Morty."

"Sure, sure. But it's something, to see it on paper. The science." Morty sipped

his schnapps. "You ever think about taking one of those tests, Rabbi?"

Rabbi Kaplan reached for a piece of kugel. "I'm not sure what it would tell me

that I don't already know."

"You're a Kohen, right? I read they can test for that now. The priestly genes.

You could prove you really go back to Aaron."

"I don't need to prove it, Morty. I have the tradition."

"Tradition's one thing. Science is another." Morty leaned closer, confidential.
"Between you and me, Rabbi, I think the science makes it more real. More solid.

You know what I mean?"

Rabbi Kaplan knew what Morty meant. He knew that Morty meant the opposite
of what was true. The science did not make identity more solid. The science
revealed that identity was built on sand, that the walls separating peoples were
constructed after the foundations were shared, that the house of Israel and the

house of Ishmael were the same house, divided by later tenants who no longer



remembered they had the same landlord.

"The tradition is solid enough for me," Rabbi Kaplan said. He excused himself to

greet another congregant.

In the weeks that followed, Rabbi Kaplan found himself observing Ahmad with new
attention. Not watching, exactly. Noticing. The way Ahmad held his rake, the angle
of his grip. The way he bent to pull weeds, the distribution of weight between his
legs. The way he stood when he paused to rest, one hand on his hip, his gaze
directed at nothing in particular. Rabbi Kaplan looked for himself in these

postures. He looked for the cousin the chromosome insisted was there.

He found nothing. Or rather, he found only the ordinary human resemblances
that connected any two men of similar age and build: the stiffness of middle-aged
joints, the economy of practiced motion, the patience of those who worked with
their bodies and had learned not to fight the work. These resemblances meant
nothing. They were not kinship. They were not the recognition scene he both

feared and desired.

He began to research. In his study, late at night, after his wife had gone to bed,
he read the papers he had only skimmed before ordering the test. Hammer, Nebel,
Behar, Skorecki. He read about Y-chromosome haplogroups, about the Cohen
Modal Haplotype, about the studies that had traced the priestly lineage and, in
tracing it, had revealed its embeddedness in the broader Levantine population. He
read that more than 70% of Jewish men and half of Arab men shared paternal
ancestors within the last few thousand years. He read that the genetic distance
between an Ashkenazi Jew and a Palestinian Arab was often smaller than the
genetic distance between an Ashkenazi Jew and a European gentile. He read that
the blood knew what the covenant had divided.

He did not know what to do with this knowledge. It did not change his
observance. It did not change his theology. It did not change his politics, which
remained moderate, theoretical, cost-free. It sat in his mind like a stone in a shoe,
present and irritating but not disabling. He could walk with it. He could not forget

it was there.

On a Thursday afternoon in November, Ahmad knocked on the door of Rabbi



Kaplan's study. This had never happened before. Ahmad communicated with the
administrative assistant, who communicated with the rabbi if necessary, which it
rarely was. The knock was tentative, three soft taps, easily ignored. Rabbi Kaplan

could have pretended not to hear. He said, "Come in."

Ahmad opened the door but did not enter. He stood on the threshold, cap in
hand, his posture apologetic. "Rabbi. I am sorry to bother."

"It's no bother. What can I do for you, Ahmad?"

"T must ask. A day, next week. My son, he is..." Ahmad paused, searching for the

word. "Graduated. From the college. There is ceremony. I wish to go."

"Of course. Which day?"

"Wednesday. The whole day, I am sorry. The ceremony is in the morning, but

the traffic, and my wife, she wants to take pictures..."

"Take the day, Ahmad. Congratulations to your son. What did he study?"

Ahmad's face changed. The apology receded; something else emerged,
something that might have been pride or might have been disbelief that the
question had been asked. "Engineering. The computer engineering. Four years, he
works very hard. Now he has the job, in the city. Good job." Ahmad nodded, as if
confirming this to himself. "Very good job."

"You must be proud."”

"Yes. Yes, I am proud."

Rabbi Kaplan felt the words gathering in his throat, the words he had not
spoken, had not known he wanted to speak until this moment. He felt them rising
like water behind a dam, pressing against the structure that had held them back.
He opened his mouth to say something, something about kinship, something about
the test, something that would bridge the twelve years of distance in a single

sentence.

What came out was: "What is your son's name?"

Ahmad blinked, surprised. "Tariq. His name is Tariq."

"Does it have a meaning?"



"The night visitor. The one who knocks at the door." Ahmad smiled, for the first
time in twelve years of employment. "My wife chose it. She said he kicked her all

night when she was pregnant. Always knocking."

Rabbi Kaplan smiled too. He felt the dam trembling, the pressure building, the
words that wanted to spill. He could say it now. He could say: Ahmad, I took a test.
We carry the same markers. We are cousins in a way that neither of our traditions
prepared us to acknowledge. He could say: I have been watching you for weeks,
looking for myself in your movements, looking for the kinship the chromosome

insists is there. He could say: I do not know what to do with what I know.

He said: "Tariq. I'll remember that. Enjoy the ceremony. Take pictures."

Ahmad nodded. He replaced his cap. He stood for a moment longer, as though
waiting for something more, as though he sensed that something more had been
on the verge of being said. Then he said, "Thank you, Rabbi," and withdrew.

Rabbi Kaplan sat at his desk. His hands were trembling. He pressed them flat
against the wood until they stopped.

He thought about Ahmad's son, Tariq, whose name meant the night visitor, who
was graduating from college with a degree in computer engineering. He thought
about his own children: Rebecca, the lawyer; Michael, the rabbi; Sarah, the
professor. Ahmad had raised his son too. Ahmad's son would marry, would have
children, would continue a line that the Y-chromosome said was the same line, was

always the same line.

The words he had not spoken sat in his chest like stones.

The Yamim Noraim arrived, the Days of Awe, Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, the
season of judgment and repentance. Rabbi Kaplan prepared his sermons with more
care than usual. He wrote about teshuvah, return, the turning of the soul toward
what it had abandoned. He wrote about the gates of repentance, open to all who
knock. He did not write about genetics. He did not write about Ahmad. He did not
write about the knowledge that had taken up residence in his chest and would not

leave.

On Rosh Hashanah morning, the sanctuary full, the congregation in their best
clothes, Rabbi Kaplan ascended to the bimah to deliver the priestly blessing. This

was his function, his inheritance, the role his Y-chromosome had assigned him



before he was born. He had performed it dozens of times. He knew the words
without thought. He knew the posture: tallit over the head, hands raised and
spread, fingers separated in the configuration that Kabbalistic tradition linked to
the Divine presence, that Star Trek had borrowed for the Vulcan salute, that
tourists photographed on the hands of Kohanim at the Western Wall.

He raised his hands. He began the blessing.

May the Lord bless you and keep you.

His voice was steady. His hands were steady. The congregation stood with

bowed heads, receiving the blessing they believed he was qualified to give.

May the Lord make His face shine upon you and be gracious to you.

He thought of Ahmad, somewhere in New Jersey, not in synagogue, not
receiving this blessing. He thought of Tariq, the night visitor, the engineer, whose
Y-chromosome carried the same markers, who was also a child of Aaron if Aaron
meant anything biological, who would never stand beneath these raised hands

because the covenant had divided what the chromosome had joined.

May the Lord lift up His countenance upon you and give you peace.

His hands trembled. No one saw. The tallit covered them. The tremor was small,
controllable, visible only to himself. He completed the blessing. He lowered his

hands. He returned to his seat. The service continued.

That night, at home, his wife asleep, he went to his study and unlocked the
bottom drawer. He removed the envelope. He did not open it. He held it for a long
time, feeling its weight, which was the weight of paper and nothing more. He

replaced it in the drawer. He locked the drawer. He went to bed.

Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement, the day the Book of Life is sealed. Rabbi
Kaplan fasted, as he had fasted every year since his bar mitzvah. He prayed, as he
had prayed every year. He led his congregation through the liturgy of confession:
Ashamnu, bagadnu, gazalnu. We have sinned, we have betrayed, we have stolen.
The list was long, alphabetical in Hebrew, comprehensive in its catalog of human
failure. He recited it with the congregation, beating his chest at each word, the

physical gesture of contrition.



He knew now which sin to confess.

Not lying, not stealing, not betrayal in the usual sense. But failure. Failure to
speak when speech was possible. Failure to bridge when a bridge could have been
built. He had stood in his study with Ahmad, had felt the words pressing against
his teeth, and had swallowed them back. He had learned that his landscaper was
his cousin and had chosen, deliberately, consciously, to maintain the distance

rather than close it.

That was the sin. Not the knowledge, but the refusal to let knowledge become

action. The comfortable silence that protected him from the cost of connection.

At Neilah, the closing service, the final hour before the gates of repentance
shut, Rabbi Kaplan stood before the ark. The congregation stood with him. The sun
was setting. The fast was ending. The year was being sealed.

He thought of Ahmad, who would not be inscribed in the Book of Life because
the Book of Life was a Jewish metaphor and Ahmad was not a Jew. He thought of
Tariq, the engineer, who was also not a Jew, whose accomplishments would not be
celebrated in this sanctuary, whose existence was invisible to the congregation
Rabbi Kaplan served. He thought of the Y-chromosome, patient and impartial,
carrying its record through the generations, indifferent to the Books of Life that
the generations wrote and rewrote in their efforts to distinguish themselves from
their kin.

The ark was opened. The congregation sang. The shofar sounded: tekiah

gedolah, the great blast, the call that ended the fast and began the year.

Rabbi Kaplan did not feel sealed. He felt opened, cracked along a seam he had
not known existed. The gates were closing, but something had gotten through,
something that would not leave, something that lived now in the place where

certainty had been.

The next week, Ahmad returned to work. The leaves continued to fall. The
memorial garden required tending. Rabbi Kaplan watched from his window and
thought about what he might say if he tried again, if he found another moment, if

he let the words come this time instead of swallowing them back.

He might say: Ahmad, I took a genetic test. We are cousins. Our Y-chromosomes

carry the same markers. Whatever separates us is younger than what joins us.



He might say: I almost told you, that day in my office. I felt the words in my

throat. I was afraid. I don't know what I was afraid of.

He might say: The blessing I give on Rosh Hashanah, the priestly blessing, the
words that Aaron spoke over the children of Israel, those words are yours too. The
inheritance is yours. The covenant divided it, but the blood did not divide. The

blood never divides.

He watched Ahmad rake leaves. He watched and he did not go down to the
garden. He did not open the door. He did not cross the distance he had failed to

cross when the crossing was offered.

The moment had passed. Tariq had graduated. The pictures had been taken.
The ceremony was over. Whatever door had opened when Ahmad stood on his
threshold was closed now, the opportunity absorbed back into the ordinary texture
of days, the words unsaid dissolving into the vast reservoir of words that would

never be said.

His hands trembled now when he raised them to bless. His voice caught on the
words he had spoken without thought for forty-five years. The congregation did not

notice. The tremor was small, controllable, invisible.

Only Rabbi Kaplan knew that something had changed, that the hands lifting the
blessing were not the hands they had been, that the priest who stood before the
ark was no longer certain what priesthood meant when the chromosome extended
the lineage beyond the covenant, when Aaron's children included the man raking

leaves, when the blessing he pronounced was also a blessing he withheld.

The envelope remained in the locked drawer. The knowledge remained in his
chest. The leaves fell, and Ahmad raked them, and the seasons turned, and nothing

changed that anyone could see.

But in the quiet of his study, in the hours before dawn when sleep would not
come, Rabbi Kaplan opened the drawer and held the envelope and felt the weight
of a revelation he could not integrate, a kinship he could not claim, a cousin he had

almost embraced and had let go.

The tradition said he was set apart. The chromosome said he was joined. The
contradiction did not resolve. The gates had closed, but the question remained
open, and he carried it now as he carried the blessing, as he carried the lineage, as
he carried the name he had inherited from a father who had inherited it from a
father who had inherited it from ancestors who had never imagined a science that

would trace them back to where they began, to the land, to the people, to the



cousins they had forgotten they had.

May the Lord bless you and keep you.

His hands trembled. The blessing continued. The cousin raked leaves in the

garden below.

And the story did not end, because the stories never end, because Scheherazade
knew that ending was dying and survival meant suspension, and Rabbi David
Kaplan survived another day with knowledge he could not use, another year with a
revelation he could not share, another blessing spoken with hands that shook with

the weight of a kinship the tradition had not prepared him to hold.

End of Story 2



The Gatekeeper

Story 3

he tube sat on her bathroom counter, half-filled with saliva. Layla Mansour
T had started the test two weeks ago, had spit into the plastic container until
she reached the fill line, had screwed on the cap that released the stabilizing
solution, had watched the liquid turn from clear to blue as it mixed with her DNA.
She had followed the instructions exactly, the way she instructed her patients to

follow instructions, the way she had been trained to follow protocols.
Then she had stopped.

The tube had not moved since. It sat on the counter beside her toothbrush,
beside the moisturizer she never remembered to use, collecting a fine layer of dust
that she wiped away each morning and allowed to accumulate again. The
instructions said to mail the sample within forty-eight hours. That window had
closed thirteen days ago. The DNA was probably degraded now. The test might not

work. She would have to request another kit, start over, spit again.

She looked at the tube every morning when she brushed her teeth. She looked
at it every night when she washed her face. She did not throw it away. She did not
mail it. She let it sit, evidence of a decision she could not make, a threshold she

could not cross.

Her first patient was at nine. She had twenty minutes.

The clinic occupied the fourth floor of a medical building in Dearborn, Michigan,
one of the largest concentrations of Arab-Americans in the country, a place where
her last name opened doors and her first name signaled her family's Christianity
and the combination marked her as Lebanese, specifically, from the mountain
villages where Maronites had lived for centuries. She had chosen to practice here
deliberately, after residency, after the fellowship in genetic counseling, after the
years of training that had prepared her to deliver news that would change people's
understanding of who they were. She had wanted to serve her community. She had

not anticipated how much her community would teach her about herself.



The first patient was a couple, the Haddads, referred by their obstetrician after
a screening had flagged elevated risk for Tay-Sachs. This was not unusual. Tay-
Sachs, though associated in the popular imagination with Ashkenazi Jews,
appeared at elevated rates in several populations, including French Canadians,
Cajuns, and certain Middle Eastern groups. The Lebanese were among them. Layla
had counseled dozens of couples through this particular revelation, had explained
the genetics, had walked them through the options, had watched them absorb the
news that their ancestry carried risks they had not known to fear.

The Haddads arrived five minutes early, the way anxious patients always
arrived. He was perhaps thirty-five, stocky, wearing the uniform of a man who
worked with his hands: clean jeans, a collared shirt, work boots that had been
wiped but not polished. She was younger, perhaps thirty, visibly pregnant, her
hands resting on her belly in the protective gesture Layla had seen hundreds of

times. They sat across from her desk and waited for her to speak.

"Thank you for coming in," Layla said. "I know this must be a stressful time. I

want to start by explaining what the screening found and what it means."

She walked them through it: the enzyme deficiency, the inheritance pattern, the
fact that both parents needed to carry the mutation for a child to be affected, the
statistical likelihood given their backgrounds. She explained the difference
between being a carrier and being affected. She explained the options for further
testing. She spoke slowly, clearly, watching their faces for signs that she was

losing them or moving too fast.

The husband listened with his jaw set, the expression of a man preparing to
fight something he could not see. The wife listened with her hands on her belly, as

though she could protect the child inside from the words Layla was speaking.

"So we're both carriers," the husband said. "Both of us."

"The screening suggests that, yes. Confirmatory testing would tell us for

certain."

"And if we're both carriers, there's a chance the baby..."

"A twenty-five percent chance with each pregnancy. But we can test for that

too. An amniocentesis would tell us whether this baby is affected."

The wife spoke for the first time. "How did this happen? No one in my family

has this. No one in his family either."



"Carriers are usually healthy. They don't show symptoms. The mutation can
pass through generations without anyone knowing it's there. It's only when two

carriers have a child together that there's a risk of an affected baby."

"But where did it come from?"

This was the question Layla had learned to answer carefully. The genetics were
simple; the implications were not. Tay-Sachs mutations had arisen independently
in different populations at different times in history. The Lebanese variant was not
the same as the Ashkenazi variant, though the effect was similar. But patients
rarely wanted the technical explanation. They wanted to know what this said about

them, about their families, about the blood they carried.

"These mutations are very old," Layla said. "Thousands of years old. They've
been in our populations for a long time. It doesn't mean anything is wrong with
your family. It just means you happen to both carry a recessive gene that, in

combination, can cause disease."

The wife was crying now, silently, the tears running down her face without
sound. The husband reached for her hand. Layla waited. There was nothing to say
that would make this easier. There was only the waiting, and the information, and

the choices that would follow.

The Haddads left at ten-fifteen, having scheduled the amniocentesis, having taken
the brochures Layla provided, having absorbed as much as they could absorb in a
single session. Layla made notes in their chart and closed the file and sat for a

moment with her hands on her desk, feeling the weight of the morning.

She thought about the wife's question: where did it come from? The question
beneath the question, the one patients rarely articulated but always meant: what

does this say about who I am?

She thought about the tube on her bathroom counter, the DNA suspended in

blue liquid, the answer she had started to seek and could not finish seeking.

Her phone buzzed. A text from her mother: "Dinner Sunday? Bringing your

father's favorite."

Her father's favorite was kibbeh nayyeh, raw lamb with bulgur and spices, the

dish her mother had made every Sunday for as long as Layla could remember. Her



father had been dead for six years. Her mother still made the dish, still set a place
for him at the table, still spoke of him in the present tense as though he had just
stepped out and would return any moment. Grief had its own genetics, Layla
sometimes thought. It passed from parent to child, shaped by inheritance and
environment, expressed differently in each generation but always present, always

marking those who carried it.

She texted back: "I'll be there."

Her second patient was at eleven: a man in his sixties, referred by his cardiologist
after genetic testing had revealed a variant associated with increased risk of
hypertrophic cardiomyopathy. The variant was classified as "of uncertain
significance," the category Layla found most difficult to explain. It meant the
science was incomplete. It meant they did not know enough to say whether this
particular change in this particular gene actually caused disease. It meant the

patient would leave her office with more uncertainty than he had arrived with.

His name was George Khoury. No relation to the Nadia Khoury who studied
cognition in Ann Arbor, though the name was common enough among Lebanese
Christians that the coincidence was unremarkable. He was a retired engineer,
precise in his questions, patient in his listening, the kind of man who had spent his

career solving problems and expected problems to have solutions.

"So you're telling me," he said, after Layla had explained the variant and its
classification, "that you found something in my genes, but you don't know what it

means."

"That's essentially correct. The variant exists. Whether it contributes to your

heart condition, we can't say for certain."

"Then why test for it?"

"Because sometimes the information is useful. Sometimes it helps guide
treatment decisions, or identifies risks in family members. In your case, your

cardiologist wanted to know if there was a genetic component to your condition."

"And is there?"

"Possibly. The variant you carry has been found in some people with

hypertrophic cardiomyopathy and in some people without it. We don't have enough



data to know if it's causative or incidental."

George Khoury sat back in his chair. He was not angry, Layla could see. He was
processing, the way engineers processed, looking for the logical framework that

would make sense of the information.

"Would you want to know?" he asked. "If you were in my position. Would you
want to know something that might mean nothing, that might mean everything,

that nobody can explain?"

Layla thought about the tube on her bathroom counter. She thought about the
two weeks of looking at it and not touching it, of watching the dust accumulate, of

knowing that every day that passed made the sample less viable.

"I don't know," she said. "I genuinely don't know."

The last patient of the day was a man who had discovered through a consumer
DNA test that the father who raised him was not his biological father. His name
was Michael, he was forty-seven, and he had taken the test on a whim, curious
about his ancestry, expecting nothing more than a pie chart and some distant
cousin matches. Instead, he had found a half-sister in California, the daughter of a
man his mother had known before she married. His mother was dead. His father,
the man who had raised him, was in a memory care facility with advanced
dementia. There was no one to ask, no one to explain, no one to confirm or deny
what the DNA had revealed.

"I don't know what to do with this," Michael said. He was a large man, soft-
spoken, the kind who took up space without meaning to. "My whole life, I thought I
knew who I was. My father's son. Lebanese. The name, the family, the history. And

now I find out half of that isn't true."

"Half of your DNA comes from a different biological father," Layla said. "But
that doesn't change who you are. The man who raised you is still your father in

every way that matters. The family you grew up in is still your family."

"But genetically..."

"Genetically, you have a different heritage than you thought. That's true. But
genes don't determine identity. They don't determine who you love or who raised

you or who you belong to. They're just information."



Michael looked at her with the expression of someone who wanted to believe

her and could not quite manage it.

"Have you ever taken one of these tests?" he asked. "One of the ancestry tests?"

Layla felt the question land in her chest.

"T started one," she said. The words came out before she could stop them. "Two

weeks ago. I collected the sample. I haven't mailed it."

Michael looked at her differently now, not as a patient looks at a professional,

but as one uncertain person looks at another.

"Why not?"

"I don't know. Fear, I suppose. Fear that it will tell me something I don't want to

know. That it will change the story I've been told about who I am."

"The story you've been told," Michael repeated. "Is that what we are? Stories?"

Layla thought about her mother, setting a place at the table for a dead man. She
thought about her father, speaking of the village as though he had been there, as
though the olive terraces and the stone church were not just stories passed down

from grandparents he had never met.

"I think we're stories layered on top of biology," she said. "The biology is real.
The markers are there, in the chromosomes. But what they mean, what we make of

them, that's the story. That's the part we tell ourselves."

"And what if the story is wrong? What if the biology says something different

from what we've been told?"

"Then we have to decide which matters more. The story or the biology. The

family that raised us or the genes we carry."

Michael was quiet for a long time. Then he said: "You should mail it. The test.

Whatever it tells you, at least you'll know. At least you won't be wondering."

Layla thought about the tube on her bathroom counter. She thought about the
blue liquid, the degrading DNA, the window that had closed and would have to be

reopened with a new kit, a new sample, a new decision.

"Maybe," she said. "Someday."



After Michael left, Layla sat in her office as the light faded. She had told a patient
something personal, something she should not have shared. The boundary she
maintained between professional and private had cracked. She would have to be

more careful. She would have to rebuild the wall she had let slip.

But the words were out now, spoken aloud for the first time. I started the test. I
haven't mailed it. The confession had cost her something, some piece of the
professional distance that protected her from becoming her patients. She had

crossed a line, and she could not uncross it.

She drove home through the darkening streets. She parked in her usual spot.
She climbed the stairs to her apartment. She went into the bathroom and looked at
the tube on the counter, the dust she had wiped away that morning already

beginning to resettle.

She picked it up. She held it in her hands, the way she had held it two weeks
ago when she screwed on the cap and watched the liquid turn blue. Her DNA was
in there, suspended, waiting. Degrading. Becoming less and less viable with each

passing day.

She could throw it away. She could order a new kit, start over, do it properly
this time. She could mail it now, tonight, and accept that the results might be

compromised, might come back inconclusive, might require another sample

anyway.

Or she could keep it on the counter. Keep looking at it. Keep not deciding.

She put the tube back down. She washed her face. She brushed her teeth. She

went to bed.

Sunday came. Layla drove to her mother's house in Dearborn, the house her
parents had bought in 1987, the house where she had grown up, the house that
smelled of olive oil and sumac and her mother's perfume. Her mother greeted her
at the door with the embrace she had given for forty years, the arms that had held
Layla as an infant and a child and a teenager and a woman.

"You look tired," her mother said. "You're working too hard."



"I'm fine, Mama."

"You're not fine. You're thin. Come, eat."

The table was set for three, as it had been set for three since her father's death.
His chair was empty. His plate was full. Her mother had made the kibbeh nayyeh,
the raw lamb glistening with oil, the bulgur perfectly textured, the dish he had
loved and she had learned to make and would continue to make until she herself

was gone.

They ate in the silence that was not silence but rather the comfortable quiet of
family, the communication that happened without words. Layla's mother talked
about the neighbors, about the church, about the cousin in Lebanon who had
finally sold the family property in the village. Layla listened and responded and
thought about what Michael had said, about stories layered on biology, about

deciding which mattered more.

After dinner, after the tea and the fruit and the sweets her mother insisted she
take home, Layla sat with her mother in the living room. The photographs on the
walls showed generations: her grandparents in Lebanon, formal and unsmiling; her
parents' wedding, her mother radiant, her father young; Layla as a child, as a
graduate, as a professional. The chain of generations, visible and documented,

stretching back to the mountain villages and forward to whatever came next.

"Mama," Layla said. "Did you ever wonder about our family? About where we

really came from?"

Her mother looked at her with the expression she had when Layla asked

questions she did not want to answer.

"We come from Lebanon. From the village. You know this."

"I know. But before that. Before the village. Before anyone kept records. Don't

you ever wonder?"

Her mother was quiet for a long moment. Then she said: "Your father wondered.
He read books, talked to old men in the community. He wanted to trace the family

back further than the photographs."

"T didn't know that."

"He stopped asking. He said the answers weren't there. Or the answers that

were there weren't the answers he wanted."



Layla felt something shift in her chest. "What do you mean?"

" mean that sometimes the past is better left alone. Sometimes knowing
changes things that shouldn't change. Your father, he found something, I don't
know what. A story, a rumor, something from the old days. It troubled him. He

never spoke of it again."

Layla thought about the tube on her bathroom counter. She thought about the
DNA suspended in blue liquid, carrying whatever her father had wondered about,

whatever he had found and buried.

"What did he find, Mama?"

Her mother reached across and took her hand. Her mother's hand was smaller

than Layla remembered, the skin thinner, the bones more prominent.

"I don't know," her mother said. "He wouldn't tell me. He said it didn't matter.
He said we are who we are, and what came before doesn't change that." She
paused. "But it changed him. I could see it. He carried something after that.

Something heavy."

Layla wanted to ask more. She wanted to press, to push, to demand the truth
her mother was holding back or genuinely did not know. But she saw the tiredness
in her mother's face, the weight of years and grief and secrets that were not hers

to share.

"Okay, Mama," she said. "Okay."

She drove home through the streets of Dearborn, past the mosques and the
churches and the restaurants that served the food of the old country. She thought
about her father, reading books, talking to old men, finding something that
troubled him. She thought about the something he had carried, the weight her

mother had seen and could not name.

At home, she went into the bathroom. The tube sat on the counter, waiting.

She picked it up. She looked at the blue liquid, at the DNA that was probably
degraded now, that would probably not yield results, that would force her to start

over if she wanted answers.

She thought about her father, stopping his search, carrying the weight of what



he had found.

She thought about Michael, asking why she hadn't mailed it.

She thought about all the patients she had counseled, all the lives rearranged
by information they had not expected, all the stories that had changed when the

biology refused to confirm them.

She dropped the tube in the trash.

The plastic clattered against the metal of the wastebasket. The blue liquid
sloshed but did not spill. The DNA, whatever it would have said, whatever secrets
it carried, was gone now. Discarded. Chosen ignorance rather than forced

knowledge.

She looked at the wastebasket for a long time. She could retrieve it. She could
fish it out and mail it anyway and accept whatever the results might be. She could

still know.

She turned off the bathroom light and closed the door.

The wastebasket sat in the dark, holding what she had discarded. The tube with
her DNA, the answer she had refused. She knew she would order another kit. She

did not know when.

She went to bed. The bathroom door stayed closed. The tube stayed in the
trash, for now, evidence of a decision that was not yet final, a gate that had been
shut but not locked.

End of Story 3



The Dig

Story 4

he bones emerged from the earth on a Tuesday in late September, three
T thousand years after they had been placed there. Kareem Hassan saw them
first: the curve of a skull, the socket where an eye had been, the teeth still set in
the jaw as though the person had died mid-sentence and been buried with the
words still in their mouth. He stopped brushing. He called for Dr. Ashworth. He
stood in the trench with the late afternoon sun on his back and waited for the

revelation that would change the dig and his place in it.

The site was in the Jezreel Valley, forty kilometers southeast of Haifa, on land
that had been farmed and fought over and farmed again for millennia. The
excavation was a joint project between Tel Aviv University and the University of
Chicago, funded by grants Kareem did not fully understand, administered by
protocols he followed without questioning. He was twenty-four, a doctoral student
in archaeology at Birzeit University in Ramallah, here on a fellowship that had
required letters of recommendation from Israeli academics and a security
clearance that had taken four months to obtain. He was one of three Palestinians
on a dig staffed primarily by Israelis and Americans. He was aware, every moment,

of what this meant and did not mean.

Dr. Ashworth arrived with the careful haste of someone who had been waiting
for this moment. She was sixty-two, a specialist in Bronze Age Levantine cultures,
the project director, American by birth and Israeli by marriage and academic by
vocation. She knelt beside Kareem in the trench and examined the skull with the

reverence archaeologists reserved for intact burials.

"Beautiful," she said. "Absolutely beautiful. Late Bronze Age, I'd guess. Thirteen
hundred, maybe twelve hundred BCE."

"The position suggests intentional burial," Kareem said. "Not a casualty. Not a

victim of violence."

"We'll know more when we excavate fully. But yes, this looks like a formal

interment. Someone important, perhaps. Someone worth remembering."

She looked at Kareem with an expression he could not read. He was



accustomed to not reading the expressions of Israeli and American academics. He
had learned, in three years of graduate study and two summers of fieldwork, that
legibility was a privilege extended selectively, that some people were allowed to be

opaque while others were required to be transparent.

"This will be significant," she said. "You understand that."

"YeS."

"The DNA analysis alone could be groundbreaking. We'll need to bring in the

geneticists from Tel Aviv. The ones working on ancient Levantine populations."

Kareem nodded. He understood what this meant, though Dr. Ashworth had not
said it directly. The bones would be tested. The DNA would be extracted and
sequenced and compared to modern populations. The results would be published
in journals and reported in newspapers and cited by politicians and activists on all
sides of a conflict that had been burning for a century. The person in the ground,
whoever they had been, would become evidence in an argument they had never

anticipated, their body recruited to a cause three thousand years after their death.

"I want you to lead the excavation of the burial," Dr. Ashworth said. "You found

it. You should be the one to bring it out."

"Thank you."

"It's not a favor. It's appropriate. And it will look good, a Palestinian student

excavating Bronze Age remains in Israel. It sends a message."

Kareem did not ask what message. He knew. The message was cooperation,
coexistence, the shared heritage that archaeology was supposed to reveal. The
message was that the past belonged to everyone, that the bones in the ground did
not care who dug them up, that science transcended politics. He had heard this

message many times. He had never fully believed it.

The excavation of the burial took three weeks. Kareem worked slowly,
methodically, removing the soil millimeter by millimeter, exposing the skeleton in
the position death had given it. The person had been buried on their side, knees
drawn up, hands folded beneath the chin, the fetal position that ancient peoples
had used to return the dead to the posture of birth. There were grave goods: a

bronze dagger corroded to green, three ceramic vessels that had once held



offerings, a scarab that had traveled from Egypt to this valley where it had been
placed beside the body as protection or payment for the journey to wherever the

dead were believed to go.

Kareem photographed everything. He measured and recorded and sketched, the
rituals of archaeology that transformed bodies into data. He did not think about
who the person had been, not at first. He thought about stratigraphy and
taphonomy and the careful language of the discipline. He thought about his
dissertation, which would benefit from this discovery. He thought about the career
that might follow, the positions at universities that might hire a Palestinian

archaeologist who had excavated significant Bronze Age remains.

He did not think about the politics until the politics arrived.

The article appeared in Haaretz on the second week of the excavation, a short
piece in the culture section announcing the discovery. "Bronze Age Burial Found in
Jezreel Valley; DNA Analysis Planned." The article was factual, cautious, written by
a science reporter who understood the sensitivity of the subject. It mentioned the
joint project, the international team, the significance of intact burials for
understanding ancient populations. It did not speculate about what the DNA might

show.

The comments section speculated freely. Within hours, there were hundreds of
responses, the familiar arguments rehearsed with the familiar fury. The bones
were Canaanite, proof that Jews had no historical claim to the land. The bones
were Israelite, proof that the Jewish presence predated all others. The bones were
evidence of genocide, of displacement, of the ancient violence that prefigured the
modern violence. The bones were ancestors, claimed by people who had never met

them and never would.

Kareem read the comments on his phone, sitting in his tent at the edge of the
dig site, the evening sounds of the valley around him. He felt something he could
not name, a mixture of anger and exhaustion and a strange detachment, as though
he were watching the argument from a great distance while also being consumed
by it.

His phone buzzed. A message from his father in Ramallah: "I saw the article. Be

careful."

Kareem typed back: "I'm always careful."

His father's response was a single word: "More."



The journalist arrived on the third week, a woman from a Palestinian news outlet
Kareem recognized but had never read. She had credentials from Birzeit, had
contacted his advisor, had been given his number. She wanted an interview, she
said. A Palestinian perspective on the discovery. A chance for him to speak about

what it meant to excavate Bronze Age remains in occupied territory.

He should have said no. He knew he should have said no. Dr. Ashworth had
been clear about media protocols: all inquiries went through the project office, all
statements were vetted by the communications team, no one spoke independently
about the findings. These were standard academic procedures, but they were also
political procedures, designed to control the narrative, to prevent the bones from

being recruited to arguments the project could not endorse.

But the journalist was Palestinian. Her name was Rania. She had a face that
reminded him of his sister, and she spoke Arabic with the accent of someone who
had grown up in the camps, and she asked him questions that no one on the dig
had asked him, questions about what it felt like to be Palestinian here, to excavate
in a land that was his and not his, to touch bones that might be his ancestors or

might be someone else's entirely.

"I can't speak officially," he said. They were sitting in a coffee shop in Afula,
twenty minutes from the dig site, far enough that he would not be seen. "Anything

I say has to be off the record."”

"Of course. I just want to understand. What is it like?"

Kareem looked at his coffee. He thought about his father's warning. He thought
about Dr. Ashworth's protocols. He thought about the career he was building, the
letters of recommendation he needed, the fellowship that depended on his good

standing with Israeli academics.

"It's complicated," he said. "The science is neutral, or tries to be. But nothing
here is neutral. The bones will be tested, and the results will show what they show,
and everyone will interpret them the way they want to interpret them. The DNA
doesn't care about borders or claims. But the people who read the reports care

very much."

"And what do you think they'll show? The results?"

"That this person was human. That they lived here three thousand years ago.

That they're related, genetically, to everyone who lives here now. Jewish, Arab,



Lebanese, Syrian. We're all cousins, if you go back far enough. The genetics will

prove that. And it won't matter. People will see what they want to see."

Rania was writing in her notebook. Kareem watched her pen move across the

page and felt something cold settle in his stomach.

"That's off the record," he said. "You can't print that."

"T know. I won't."

But she would. He knew she would. Not the specific words, maybe, but the
sentiment. Palestinian archaeologist says discovery proves shared heritage.
Palestinian student challenges narrative of exclusive claims. His words, twisted
just enough to be unrecognizable, used to make a point he had not intended to

make.

He should stop talking. He should pay for his coffee and leave and never see

this journalist again.

Instead, he said: "The hardest part is the silence. I found these bones. I've spent
three weeks uncovering them, millimeter by millimeter. And I can't say what I
think about them. I can't say that they were a person, that they deserve to rest,
that turning them into evidence for political arguments feels like a desecration. I
can't say any of that, because saying it would be political, and politics is what I'm

supposed to avoid."

Rania looked at him. Her pen had stopped moving.

"Can I quote that?"

Kareem thought about his career. He thought about Dr. Ashworth's face when
she read the article. He thought about the fellowship, the recommendations, the

future he had been building since he was eighteen years old.

"Yes," he said. "You can quote that."

The article appeared two days later, shared across Palestinian social media, picked
up by international outlets hungry for angles on the story. "Palestinian
Archaeologist: Turning Bones Into Political Evidence Is Desecration." The headline
was accurate, which made it worse. He had said those words. He had meant them.

And now they were being used exactly as he had known they would be used, as a



weapon in the argument he had tried to describe without joining.

Dr. Ashworth called him into her office. Her face was the expression he had
learned to read in Israeli and American academics: controlled disappointment, the

professional distance that preceded professional consequences.

"You spoke to a journalist."

"Yes."

"Without authorization. Without consulting the project. Without following any of

the protocols you agreed to when you joined this dig."

"YeS."

"Why?”

Kareem thought about the question. He could apologize, explain, promise it
wouldn't happen again. He could say he had been manipulated, that the journalist
had tricked him, that he hadn't understood his words would be used this way. He

could lie to save himself.

"Because I meant it," he said. "Because turning a person into evidence feels
wrong. Because I'm Palestinian, and these might be my ancestors, and I don't get
to say that. Because the protocols exist to control the story, and I'm part of the

story being controlled."

Dr. Ashworth was silent for a long moment.

"You're a good archaeologist," she said finally. "The excavation work you did
was excellent. But I can't have you on the project anymore. The funding agencies,
the university partners, they can't be associated with someone who's made

political statements about the findings."

"T understand."

"T'll write you a letter. It will be honest about your skills, your work ethic. It
won't mention this. But you'll need to find another fellowship for next year. And
Kareem," she paused, "Dr. Rashid at Hebrew University was going to invite you to
join his excavation at Megiddo next summer. I'll have to tell him you're no longer
affiliated with the project. That invitation will likely be withdrawn."

Kareem felt something cold settle in his stomach. Megiddo was the site he had



dreamed of since his undergraduate years. The stratigraphic complexity, the

historical significance, the chance to work alongside the best in the field.

"T understand," he said.

"Do you? Because this is what I mean by consequences. Not just this fellowship.

The network. The recommendations. The doors that were starting to open."

"I understand," he said again. And he did. He had made a choice, and the choice

was closing doors he had spent years trying to open.

"The bones," he said. "Will they be treated well? Will someone... will someone

remember that they were a person?"

Dr. Ashworth's expression shifted. Something softened, just for a moment,

before the professional distance returned.

"T'll remember," she said. "For whatever that's worth."

The geneticists came and went. Kareem was not there to see them. He had
returned to Ramallah, to his apartment near the university, to the dissertation that
would now need to proceed without the data from the Jezreel Valley. His advisor
was disappointed but not surprised. "You knew what you were risking," she said. "I

hope it was worth it."

He did not know if it was worth it. He knew only that he had said what he
believed, and that saying it had changed nothing, and that the bones would still be
tested and the results would still be published and the arguments would still

continue exactly as they would have continued if he had remained silent.

But he had not remained silent. That was something. That was the only thing he
had.

Three months later, the paper was published. Kareem read it online, in his room
in Ramallah, the winter rain streaking the window. The analysis was thorough,
careful, exactly what he had expected. The individual had lived approximately
3,200 years ago, during the Late Bronze Age collapse. Their genetic ancestry was
consistent with other Levantine populations of the period, a mixture of earlier
Neolithic farmers and Bronze Age migrants from the north and east. Their closest

modern relatives, statistically speaking, were distributed across multiple



contemporary populations: Jewish, Arab, Lebanese, Syrian. The kinship was

diffuse, shared, unclaimed by any single group.

The paper said this clearly. The paper emphasized that genetic ancestry could
not be translated into modern political identity. The paper cautioned against using

ancient DNA to adjudicate contemporary disputes.

The comments sections did not read the paper. The headlines did not quote the
cautions. "Bronze Age DNA Shows Ancient Israelite Presence," said one outlet.
"Genetic Evidence of Indigenous Canaanite Population," said another. His name
was not mentioned. His words had been forgotten. The desecration he had

protested continued without him.

In April, Kareem returned to the Jezreel Valley. He had no permission, no
credentials, no right to be there. But the site was closed for the season, the

trenches covered, and he needed to see it one more time.

He walked to the trench where he had found the burial. The covering had
shifted in the winter rains, the plastic sheeting torn, the earth exposed. He stood at
the edge and looked down at the place where the bones had been, the empty space
they had left behind.

The person was gone. Removed to a lab, to a museum, to wherever bones went
when they became data. Their resting place of three thousand years had been
disturbed, their sleep interrupted, their body given over to the arguments of the

living.

Kareem knelt at the edge of the trench. He did not know how to pray, not
properly, not the way his grandmother had prayed. But he bowed his head, and he

closed his eyes, and he said, silently, the only words that came to him:

I'm sorry. We found you, and we took you, and we made you into something you
never were. You were a person, and we made you into a symbol. You were dead,

and we would not let you rest.

I tried to say this. I tried to say you deserved better. It cost me something, and

it changed nothing, and I would do it again.

The wind moved across the valley, carrying the smell of the spring grasses, the

sound of birds he could not name. The land did not answer. The land never



answered. The land only endured, holding the bones of the dead and the footsteps
of the living and the arguments that neither the bones nor the footsteps could

settle.

Kareem stood. He walked back to his car. He drove to the checkpoint and
showed his ID and waited in the line and passed through to the other side, to
Ramallah, to the life that continued regardless of what he had found or lost or

understood.

The bones were gone. The paper was published. The arguments continued. His
career had been damaged, perhaps permanently. He would need new letters, new

connections, new paths to a future he could no longer see clearly.

But he had said what he believed. He had paid the price for saying it. And the
person in the ground, whoever they had been, three thousand years ago, with their
dagger and their scarab and their offerings, had been acknowledged, if only for a

moment, if only by him.

The story did not end. The discovery did not resolve. The past remained

present, contested, unfinished.

Another dig. Another burial. Another set of bones that would prove what

changed nothing.

But somewhere, in an interview that had been forgotten, a Palestinian

archaeologist had said: they were a person, and they deserve to rest.

That was what he had. That was what remained.

The earth held its dead. The living held their arguments. And Kareem Hassan
held the memory of having spoken, even when speaking changed nothing, even

when the cost was more than the gain.

Neither let go.

End of Story 4



The Restaurant

Story 5

he fish arrived at five-thirty, before the sun had cleared the rooftops of
T Nachlaot. Miriam Azoulay signed the delivery manifest without checking the
boxes. She had been buying from Shlomo for twenty-three years. He knew what
she needed: sea bass, red mullet, the small sardines she fried whole and served
with preserved lemon. If something was wrong, she would discover it in the
kitchen, and Shlomo would hear about it, and the next delivery would be correct.

This was how things worked. This was how they had always worked.

She carried the boxes inside, moving slowly. Her knees complained. Her lower
back announced itself. Sixty-seven years had accumulated in her joints, in the
places where bone met bone and cartilage had worn thin. She did not complain
aloud. Complaining required an audience, and the restaurant was empty, and

complaining to oneself was just thinking with extra steps.

The kitchen was small, older than she was, arranged in a manner that
maximized movement and minimized wasted space. Two burners, a grill, a prep
counter, a refrigerator that hummed in a key only she could hear. The walls were
tile, white with blue geometric patterns, Moroccan style, installed by her husband
in 1987 when they had first leased the space. Her husband had been dead for
fourteen years. The tiles remained. The hum remained. The fish arrived every
morning, and Miriam cooked it, and the restaurant opened at noon, and the days

proceeded in their sequence until they stopped.

She unpacked the fish and examined it: the eyes clear, the gills red, the flesh
firm when pressed. Shlomo had not disappointed her. She placed the sea bass in
the refrigerator and the sardines in a bowl of salted water and the red mullet on a

bed of ice, and she began the prep work that the day required.

By seven, the bread dough had risen and been punched down and was rising again.
The harissa was made, the preserved lemons sliced, the chickpeas soaked
overnight now simmering on the back burner. The couscous was steamed once and
resting; it would be steamed twice more before service. The salads were prepped

and covered: carrots with cumin and orange, beets with tahini and dill, the



cucumber-tomato that every table ordered regardless of what else they chose.

Miriam worked without music, without radio, without the noise that other
kitchens seemed to require. She had grown up in a house full of sound, in
Casablanca, where her mother and aunts talked over each other and the radio
played Arabic pop and the neighbors shouted from balcony to balcony. She had
carried that sound with her to Israel in 1964, to the absorption camp in the desert,
to the apartment in Beersheba, to the room she had shared with three other
women until she met Yosef at a dance and married him six months later. But
somewhere in the years since, the sound had drained away. Yosef had been quiet.
Their son had been quiet. The restaurant, when she had opened it after Yosef's
death, had become a place where she could control the silence, could break it only
when she chose, could exist in the space between noises without being required to
fill it.

At nine, she unlocked the front door but did not turn the sign. The restaurant
would not open until noon, but people sometimes knocked, regulars who wanted
coffee, neighbors who needed a word. She left the door unlocked as an offering. If
someone needed her, they could enter. If no one entered, she would continue her

work in peace.

The morning passed in increments of preparation. She gutted the sea bass and
scored its sides. She scaled the sardines and removed their spines with a motion so
practiced her hands performed it without her attention. She rolled couscous
between her palms, breaking the clumps that the steaming had created. She tasted
the harissa and added more caraway. She tasted the chickpeas and added more

salt. She tasted the cucumber salad and added nothing; it was correct.

At eleven-thirty, she wiped down the tables in the dining room, six of them, each
seating four, the maximum the space could hold. She filled the water pitchers and
set out the bread baskets and checked the wine supply and the beer supply and the
small refrigerator behind the counter where she kept the soft drinks the tourists
preferred. She moved through these tasks as she had moved through them six days
a week for thirteen years, her body knowing the sequence even when her mind was

elsewhere.

Her mind was often elsewhere. This was not a problem. The work did not
require her mind. The work required her hands, her tongue, her sense of smell, the
accumulated knowledge that lived in her muscles. Her mind could wander where it

wished. It usually wished to wander backward.



The first customer arrived at twelve-fifteen: Avram, eighty-one, a survivor of the
camps, a regular since the restaurant opened. He sat at the table by the window,
the table that received the afternoon light, the table Miriam kept unofficially
reserved for him though she had never said so and neither had he. He ordered
what he always ordered: the small mezze plate, the fish of the day, mint tea after.
He ate slowly, methodically, cleaning each dish before moving to the next. He did
not speak except to greet her when he arrived and thank her when he left. He
came three times a week, on no particular schedule, and she cooked for him as she

had cooked for Yosef, with attention and without fuss.

At one o'clock, a tour group entered: eight Americans, loud, cheerful, baffled by
the menu. She explained each dish. She recommended the lamb tagine, which she
had not planned to make today but would make for them because they seemed
overwhelmed by choices and needed direction. She excused herself to the kitchen
and began the tagine, browning the meat in batches, building the sauce of onion
and honey and saffron that would simmer until the lamb fell apart. The Americans
talked among themselves while she cooked. She caught fragments: amazing,
authentic, Trip Advisor, bucket list. She did not mind. They were paying customers.
They would eat and enjoy and leave and she would not see them again. This was
the nature of tourists. They passed through. They took photographs. They moved

on.

At two o'clock, the tour group left. Avram had already gone, his payment exact,
his dishes stacked neatly at the edge of the table. She cleared and wiped and reset.
She ate standing in the kitchen: leftover couscous, a piece of fish she had
overcooked and could not serve, a handful of olives. She did not sit. Sitting in the
middle of the day felt like defeat.

At two-thirty, the door opened and a woman entered, alone, perhaps forty,
dressed in the loose clothing of the Orthodox though without a head covering. She
looked around the restaurant with the expression of someone who had expected
something else, something larger or smaller or differently arranged. Miriam

waited.

"Are you open?" the woman asked.

"Yes."

"I'm looking for Miriam Azoulay."

"You found her."

The woman's face rearranged itself, surprise and relief and something else,



something Miriam could not read. "My mother knew you. Years ago. She said if I
was ever in Jerusalem, I should find your restaurant. She said you would remember

her.

"What was her name?"

"Fatima. Fatima al-Rashid."

Miriam's hands, which had been wiping a glass, stopped moving. The name
entered her and found the place where it had been stored for nine years,

untouched, waiting.

"Your mother is Fatima from the Circle."

"YeS."

"Sit down. I will bring tea."

The Circle had no official name. It was called, by those who participated, simply
the Circle, or sometimes the Families, or sometimes nothing at all, because naming
it felt like claiming it, and none of them wanted to claim what had brought them

together.

It had begun in 2003, two years after Miriam's son was killed. A social worker,
well-meaning, persistent, had contacted her about a group, bereaved families,
Israelis and Palestinians, meeting to talk. Miriam had refused. She had refused
three times. The fourth time, the social worker had brought another woman to her
restaurant, unannounced, a Palestinian woman from East Jerusalem whose son had
been killed by Israeli soldiers two weeks after Miriam's son had been killed by a

Palestinian bomber. The social worker had introduced them and left.

The two women had sat across from each other at the table by the window,
Avram's table, and had said nothing for a long time. Then Fatima had said, in
Arabic that Miriam understood because Moroccan Arabic was not so different: "I
did not want to come." And Miriam had said, in Hebrew that Fatima understood
because she had worked for Israelis for thirty years: "I did not want you to come."
And Fatima had laughed, a short, terrible laugh, and Miriam had laughed too, and
they had sat in the wreckage of their laughter until Miriam rose and made tea and

brought bread and they ate together without speaking further.



That was the beginning. The Circle met monthly after that, sometimes at
Miriam's restaurant, sometimes in Fatima's apartment, sometimes in a community
center in the no-man's-land between their territories. There were never more than
twelve of them, never fewer than six. They did not talk about politics. They did not
talk about justice. They talked about their children: who they had been, what they
had loved, how they had died. They showed photographs. They spoke names. They
wept, sometimes, and sometimes they did not weep, and the weeping and the not-

weeping were equally valid, equally honored, equally part of what the Circle was.

Miriam had attended for three years. Then she had stopped. She had not
stopped because the grief had healed; the grief had not healed and would not heal
and she no longer expected it to. She had stopped because the Circle had become
its own kind of wound, a place where the wound was tended but never closed,
where she went to bleed in company. She needed to bleed alone for a while. She
needed to return to the restaurant, to the fish, to the couscous, to the work that

did not require her to remember.

She had not seen Fatima since 2006. She had heard, through the network that
persisted even after she left, that Fatima had continued in the Circle, had become
one of its anchors, had spoken at conferences and appeared in documentaries and
carried the message of shared grief to audiences who wanted to believe that
shared grief could become shared peace. Miriam did not believe this. She did not
disbelieve it either. She simply did not think about it. She thought about fish. She
thought about harissa. She thought about the hum of the refrigerator and the tiles
her husband had installed and the light that came through the window in the

afternoon.

Now Fatima's daughter was sitting in her restaurant, and the years she had not

thought about were returning.

"My mother died in April," the daughter said. Her name was Hana. She drank the
tea Miriam brought but did not touch the bread. "She had been sick for a long

time. Her heart."

"T did not know."

"There was no way for you to know. She stopped attending the Circle years ago.

Her health would not allow it."

Miriam nodded. The tea was too hot. She drank it anyway.



"Before she died, she asked me to do something. She asked me to find you. To

give you something."

Hana reached into her bag and withdrew a small object wrapped in cloth. She

placed it on the table between them. Miriam did not touch it.

"She said you would understand."

Miriam unwrapped the cloth. Inside was a photograph, old, faded, the colors
shifted toward orange as photographs from that era shifted. It showed two women
sitting at a table, a table Miriam recognized as the table by the window, Avram's
table, the table where they sat now. One woman was Miriam, younger, her hair
still dark, her face still soft with the weight she had carried in those years and had
since lost. The other woman was Fatima, heavier than Miriam remembered, her

headscarf bright blue, her smile wide and unguarded.

Miriam did not remember the photograph being taken. She did not remember
smiling. But there she was, smiling, and there was Fatima, smiling, and between
them on the table was bread and tea, the same bread and tea that sat on the table
now, and the window behind them showed the same light that came through the

window now, and nothing had changed except everything.

"She kept this," Miriam said.

"She kept many things. Letters from her son. Photographs. Recipes. Small
objects that meant nothing to anyone except her." Hana paused. "She said you

were the only one who never asked her to forgive."

Miriam looked at the photograph. She looked at Hana. She looked at the light

through the window.

"I did not ask because I could not offer it. I could not forgive. I cannot forgive.

Forgiveness is not something I have to give."

"She knew that. She said that was why she trusted you. Everyone else wanted
something from her. Healing. Reconciliation. A story they could tell. You wanted

nothing. You only cooked."

Miriam almost smiled. It was not quite a smile. It was the space where a smile

would have been if smiling were something she still did easily.

"Will you eat?" she asked. "Your mother would be angry if I let you leave
hungry."



Hana looked at the bread. She looked at the tea. She looked at Miriam with an
expression that was not her own expression, that was her mother's expression

transmitted through genes and habit and grief.

"Yes," Hana said. "I will eat."

Miriam brought food: the mezze plate she made for Avram, the lamb tagine left
from the tour group, bread warm from the second baking, a dish of olives, a dish of
pickled vegetables, the cucumber salad that was always correct. She set the dishes

on the table and sat across from Hana and watched her eat.

Hana ate as her mother had eaten, slowly, attentively, tasting each dish before
committing to it. She made small sounds of appreciation that were not words. She
tore bread in pieces and used the pieces to scoop the tagine. She ate with her
hands when utensils were inadequate. She ate as Miriam's mother had eaten, as
Miriam's aunts had eaten, as the women of Casablanca had eaten when Miriam
was a child and the table was full and the radio played and the neighbors shouted

from balcony to balcony.

"This is how my mother cooked," Hana said. "The same spices. The same
method."

"We learned from the same teachers. Different kitchens, same teachers. The

mothers and grandmothers who came before."

"She said Moroccan food and Palestinian food were cousins. She said the

recipes crossed the borders that the people could not cross."

Miriam nodded. She did not say what she was thinking, which was that the
recipes were not cousins but siblings, that the kitchens of North Africa and the
Levant had been stirring the same pots for centuries, that the cumin and the
coriander and the preserved lemons did not know the difference between Jew and

Arab, just as the Y-chromosome did not know, just as the grief did not know.

She did not say this because saying it would require explaining, and explaining
would require arguing, and arguing would disturb the meal. The meal was sacred.

The meal was what she could offer. She would not disturb it with words.

Hana finished eating. She sat back. She looked at the photograph on the table.



"May I ask you something?"
"Yes."
"Did it help? The Circle. The meetings. Did it help you?"

Miriam considered the question. She considered the years since she had left,
the thousands of meals she had cooked, the customers she had fed, the silence she
had cultivated. She considered the grief that had not healed and would not heal
and had simply become part of her, like the ache in her knees, like the hum of the

refrigerator, like the tiles her husband had installed.
"No," she said. "It did not help."
Hana's face shifted. Not disappointment, exactly. Recognition.
"But you went for three years."
"Yes."
"Why? If it did not help?"

Miriam looked at the photograph. She looked at her younger self, smiling. She

looked at Fatima, smiling. She looked at the bread between them.

"Because your mother was there. Because she did not ask me to heal. Because
we could sit together and eat and say the names of our sons and then stop talking
about them. Because there was nowhere else I could do that. Because the world
wanted me to be better, and she did not want me to be better. She only wanted me
to be there."

Hana's eyes were wet. She did not wipe them. She let the tears sit.

"She said the same thing about you."

At five o'clock, Hana left. She took the photograph with her; Miriam had refused to
keep it. She embraced Miriam at the door, a long embrace, longer than strangers
should share, shorter than family. She said she would return. Miriam said she

would be here. Neither of them knew if this was true.

The evening service began at six. A young couple arrived, tourists,



honeymooners by the look of them, absorbed in each other, ordering without
attention, eating without tasting. A family of four, locals, the children bored and
fidgeting, the parents tired and negotiating. A man alone, a professor type, reading
a book while he ate, lifting his fork without looking at his plate. The restaurant
filled and emptied and filled again in the rhythm that Miriam knew as well as her

own breathing.

At eight-thirty, the door opened and a young couple entered, different from the
honeymooners, different from anyone Miriam had seen in the restaurant before.
The man was young, perhaps twenty-five, dark-haired, wearing a kippah. The
woman was younger, perhaps twenty-two, also dark-haired, not wearing a kippah,
not wearing a headscarf, wearing the secular uniform of jeans and a blouse. They
held hands. They looked around the restaurant with the expression of people who

did not want to be noticed.

Miriam seated them at the table in the corner, the table farthest from the
window, the table where couples who did not want to be noticed preferred to sit.

She brought menus. She brought water. She did not ask questions.

She watched them from the kitchen. They spoke Hebrew, but the woman's
Hebrew had an accent, a softness in the consonants that marked her as Arab,
probably Christian, probably from one of the villages in the Galilee where Christian
Arabs still lived and still spoke Arabic at home and learned Hebrew in school. The
man was Israeli, obviously, his Hebrew the Hebrew of the city, quick and clipped.
They held hands across the table. They leaned toward each other when they spoke.
They did not look at the other tables. They did not look at Miriam. They looked only

at each other.

Miriam knew what she was seeing. She had seen it before, not often, but
enough. The mixed couples who came to her restaurant came because it was small
and out of the way and because the food was neither fully Israeli nor fully Arab but
something in between, something that belonged to both and neither, something

that would not force them to choose.

She cooked for them as she cooked for everyone: with attention, without fuss.
She brought the mezze plate and the fish and the bread, and she left them alone,
and she did not watch them eat, and when they were finished she brought tea and
the check and she accepted their payment and their thanks and she did not ask
their names or their story or what they would face when they left the restaurant
and returned to the world that would not let them hold hands in public, that would

not let them be what they clearly were.



The man left a large tip. The woman left a note, written on a napkin: "Thank you

for not asking."

Miriam put the napkin in her pocket. She cleared the table. She wiped and

reset. The evening continued.

At ten o'clock, the restaurant closed. Miriam locked the door and turned off the
lights and began the cleaning that could not be done while customers were
present. She scrubbed the grill and emptied the grease trap and wiped down the
prep surfaces and mopped the floor. She worked slowly, methodically, as she had

worked all day, her body knowing the sequence, her mind elsewhere.

Her mind was with Fatima. Her mind was with the photograph, the two women
smiling, the bread and tea between them. Her mind was with the Circle, the names
spoken, the grief witnessed, the years she had sat with women and men who had
lost what she had lost and who could not be healed any more than she could be
healed.

She thought of her son. She did not think of him often; she had trained herself
not to, had built the restaurant and the routine and the silence as a fortress
against the thinking. But tonight he was present, his name in her mouth though
she did not speak it, his face behind her eyes though she did not summon it. He
had been twenty-three when he died. He would be forty-five now if he had lived.
He would have children, perhaps. Grandchildren for her to spoil. A life she would

have witnessed, participated in, been part of.

She did not have that life. She had the restaurant. She had the fish and the
couscous and the harissa. She had the silence and the work and the customers who
came and ate and left. She had Avram at the table by the window. She had the
young couples in the corner. She had Fatima's daughter bringing a photograph and
asking if it had helped.

It had not helped. Nothing had helped. But she was still here, still cooking, still
feeding whoever walked through the door. That was not healing. That was not
peace. That was only persistence, the animal determination to continue that had
kept her alive through the absorption camp and the apartment in Beersheba and
the marriage and the motherhood and the grief. Persistence was not a virtue.

Persistence was just what remained when everything else was gone.

She finished mopping. She turned off the kitchen lights. She walked through the



dark restaurant to the front door, checking the lock, checking the windows, the
routine of closing she had performed thousands of times. She paused at the table
by the window, Avram's table, the table where she and Fatima had sat, the table

where she and Hana had sat today.

The light from the street came through the window and fell across the table in
the pattern she knew, the pattern that changed with the seasons as the sun moved
through the sky. In the morning, the light would return. In the afternoon, it would
warm the table where Avram would sit. In the evening, it would fade, and she
would close, and the restaurant would be dark, and she would go home to the

apartment where Yosef had died and where she now lived alone.

She did not think about tomorrow. Tomorrow would bring fish and bread and
customers and silence. Tomorrow would bring the work, which was enough, which

had to be enough, which was all she had left to offer.

She locked the door behind her. She walked home through the streets of
Nachlaot, the narrow streets, the old stones, the buildings that had seen the
Ottoman and the British and the Israelis and the tourists and the couples who held
hands in corners. The streets did not care who walked them. The stones did not
remember. Only the people remembered, and the people did not remember for
long, and soon enough the people who remembered would be gone and new people

would walk the streets and not know what had been lost.

Miriam walked home. The night was cool. The stars were hidden by the city's
light. Somewhere, in East Jerusalem or Ramallah or one of the camps, Fatima's
grandchildren were sleeping, children Miriam would never meet, children whose

grandmother had kept a photograph of two women smiling over bread and tea.

She did not know if she would see Hana again. She did not know if she wanted
to. She knew only that she would open the restaurant tomorrow, and the fish
would arrive, and she would cook it, and the day would proceed in its sequence,
and the grief would be there, and the work would be there, and she would persist

because persistence was what remained.

The story did not end. The story was not the kind that ended. The story was the
kind that continued, day after day, meal after meal, until the one who told it could
not tell it anymore, and then the story became silence, and the silence became
forgetting, and the forgetting became history, and history became the stones that

did not remember.

But not yet. Not tonight. Tonight Miriam Azoulay walked home through the



streets her husband had walked, and the restaurant waited in the dark, and the
fish would arrive in the morning, and the bread would rise, and the work would

begin again.

That was not hope. That was not healing. That was only the next day, arriving as

the next day always arrived, whether you wanted it or not.

End of Story 5



The Checkpoint

Story 6

I I 1 he line was not moving.

Sumaya Bishara had been standing for two hours in the corridor of
vehicles and bodies that fed toward the checkpoint, and in that time she had
advanced perhaps thirty meters. The sun was directly overhead now, which meant
noon, which meant she would miss the appointment in Jerusalem that had required
her to leave Ramallah at six in the morning. She had known this was possible. She
had known it was likely. She had come anyway, because the appointment was with
a specialist her doctor had spent four months arranging, and because her body had
begun to betray her in ways she could not ignore, and because the alternative to
standing in this line was to stand in no line at all, to remain in place, to let the

betrayal proceed without witness.

She was fifty-seven years old. She had been crossing checkpoints for forty
years, since before the wall, since before the permits, since the occupation was
young and she was younger. She remembered when crossing meant only soldiers,
only questions, only the particular humiliation of being asked to justify her
presence in a place her grandparents had never had to justify. Now crossing meant
the wall, the terminal, the turnstiles, the cameras, the biometric scanners, the
architecture of processing that made the humiliation efficient, scalable, modern.

Progress, she supposed. The progress of control.

The line shuffled forward. She shuffled with it. Her feet ached. Her back ached.
Her chest ached in a way that was not muscular, that was the reason for the
appointment she would now miss. She had not told her children about the chest.
She had not told her husband, who was dead, who had been dead for six years,
who had died of his own chest, his own betrayal, in a hospital in Ramallah because
the permit to reach the hospital in Jerusalem had not come in time. She thought of
him now, as she often thought of him in lines, in waiting, in the in-between spaces

where life was suspended and only memory moved freely.

The line stopped. Ahead, some commotion at the booth. A voice raised, then
lowered. The soldiers' postures shifted from boredom to attention and back to
boredom. The line did not move. Sumaya waited. She was good at waiting. Forty

years had made her good at it.



The soldier who processed her was perhaps twenty years old. His face was unlined,
his uniform crisp, his Hebrew rapid and indifferent. He did not look at her. He
looked at her permit, her ID, the screen of his computer. He typed. He waited. The

screen displayed something she could not see.

"The permit is for medical appointment," he said. Not a question.

"YeS."

"The appointment is at what time?"

"Eleven-thirty."

He looked at a clock on the wall. It was twelve-forty. "The appointment is
finished."

"YeS."

"Then the permit is not valid. The permit is for the appointment. The

appointment is finished. You cannot enter."

Sumaya had prepared for this. She had carried the preparation in her chest
alongside the other ache, the one that had brought her here. She said, "The
appointment was rescheduled. For two o'clock. The doctor's office called this

morning."

This was a lie. The appointment had not been rescheduled. The doctor's office
had not called. But the soldier could not know this without calling the doctor's
office himself, and he would not call, because calling would require effort, and the
line behind her was long, and his shift would end at three, and he wanted to

process her and be done.

He looked at her for the first time. She saw him seeing her: a woman of a
certain age, headscarf, tired face, nothing threatening, nothing interesting. She
saw him calculate the effort required to verify her claim against the effort required

to wave her through. She saw the calculation resolve.

"Wait," he said. He picked up a phone. He dialed.

The calculation had resolved incorrectly. She had not expected him to call. She

stood very still while he spoke Hebrew into the receiver, too rapid for her to follow,



though she knew enough Hebrew to catch fragments: permit, medical, two o'clock,
verification. She waited for the lie to unravel. She waited for him to hang up and
call for his supervisor, for the secondary screening room, for the process that
would consume the afternoon and end with her return to Ramallah, unexamined,

untreated, the chest continuing its betrayal in silence.

He hung up. He looked at her again. His face had changed, though she could

not read the change.

"There is a problem," he said.

The room was small, beige, windowless. A table, two chairs, a camera mounted in
the corner where the walls met the ceiling. Sumaya sat in one chair. The other
chair was empty. She had been sitting for twenty minutes. No one had told her
what the problem was. No one had told her how long she would wait. She was
good at waiting, but this waiting was different, this waiting had a weight the
ordinary waiting lacked. In the line, she had been one body among many,
anonymous, interchangeable. Here she was singular, observed, the subject of

attention she had not sought.

The door opened. A different soldier entered, older than the first, a woman, her
rank insignia indicating some authority. She carried a folder. She sat in the empty
chair and opened the folder and studied its contents without acknowledging

Sumaya's presence.

Finally, she looked up. Her Hebrew was slower than the young soldier's, more
deliberate, as if she were accustomed to being understood by those who did not

speak the language well.

"Your permit is for a medical appointment at eleven-thirty. It is now one-fifteen.

The appointment has passed. Why are you still trying to enter?"

Sumaya repeated the lie about the rescheduled appointment. The woman

listened without expression.

"We called the doctor's office. There is no appointment at two o'clock. There is

no rescheduled appointment. You lied to the soldier at the booth."

Sumaya said nothing. There was nothing to say. The lie had unraveled. The

process would proceed.



"Lying to a soldier at a checkpoint is a serious matter. It can result in revocation
of your permit. It can result in denial of future permits. It can result in
administrative detention, if the lie is determined to be part of a security threat."

The woman paused. "Is there a security threat, Mrs. Bishara?"

"NO."

"Then why did you lie?"

Sumaya considered the question. She could answer with the truth: because I am
sick, because I have been waiting four months for this appointment, because I
stood in line for six hours and could not bear to be turned away, because my
husband died waiting for a permit and I did not want to die the same way. She
could answer with these truths and they would mean nothing to this woman, who
had a folder, who had authority, who had the power to send her home or send her
to detention or send her wherever the folder and the authority determined she

should go.

Instead, she said, "May I tell you a story?"

The woman's face changed. Surprise, perhaps. Confusion. The question was not

in the script. The process had not accounted for stories.

"A story," the woman repeated.

"Yes. A story my grandmother used to tell me. About a woman who survived by

telling stories. May I?"

The woman looked at the folder. She looked at the camera in the corner. She
looked at Sumaya. Whatever she was deciding, it took longer than the young

soldier's calculation. Finally, she closed the folder.

"You have five minutes," she said.

"There was once a king," Sumaya began, "who discovered that his wife had
betrayed him. His grief was so great that it became rage, and his rage was so great
that it became law. He decreed that he would marry a new wife each night and
execute her in the morning, so that no woman would ever have the chance to

betray him again."

The soldier listened. Her posture did not change. Her face did not change. But



she listened, which was more than Sumaya had expected.

"The kingdom grew quiet with mourning. Every family with a daughter lived in
fear. The king's vizier, whose duty it was to find each night's bride, despaired. He
had two daughters of his own, and he knew that eventually the king would demand

them too.

"But the vizier's elder daughter, whose name was Shahrazad, had a plan. She
was not beautiful in the way the king's first wife had been beautiful, but she was
clever, and she had read every book in her father's library, and she understood
something about stories that others did not understand: that a story unfinished is a

life owed. A listener who needs to know what happens next cannot kill the teller.

"She went to her father and demanded that he offer her to the king. He refused,
wept, threatened. She insisted. At last, because he had no other choice, he brought

her to the palace."

Sumaya paused. The soldier had not moved. The camera in the corner recorded

everything. The five minutes were passing.

"On her wedding night, Shahrazad asked the king for a favor. She asked to have
her sister present, to say goodbye before the morning. The king granted this. When
the sister arrived, she asked Shahrazad to tell her a story, one last story before

dawn. Shahrazad agreed.

"She began a tale about a merchant and a djinn. The merchant, traveling in the
desert, stopped to rest beneath a tree. He ate some dates and threw the pits aside.
Immediately, a djinn appeared, terrible and vast, and accused the merchant of
murder: the pits had struck and killed the djinn's invisible son. The djinn

demanded the merchant's life in payment.

"The merchant pleaded for time. He had debts to settle, children to provide for,
affairs to arrange. The djinn granted him one year. At the end of the year, the
merchant returned to the tree, prepared to die. But as he waited, three old men
passed by, each leading a strange animal. They asked why he was weeping. He told
them. And each old man said: if I tell you my story, and you find it wondrous, will

you grant me a third of this man's blood?"

Sumaya stopped. The five minutes had passed. The soldier had not interrupted.

"What happened next?" the soldier asked.

Sumaya allowed herself a small breath. "The first old man told his story. He had



been married to his cousin, who was barren. He took a second wife, who bore him
a son. But the first wife was jealous, and while the man was away on business, she
used magic to transform the son into a calf and the second wife into a cow. When
the man returned, his first wife told him the second wife had died and the son had
run away. He believed her. He mourned. And when the holy festival came, and a
calf was needed for sacrifice, his first wife pointed to the transformed son and said:
that one. Kill that one."

The soldier's face had changed again. Something had entered it that had not
been there before. Sumaya could not name what it was. Interest, perhaps. Or

recognition.

"Did he kill the son?"

"He raised the knife. But the calf wept. Calves do not weep. The butcher, who
had magic of his own, saw the truth and stopped the sacrifice. He transformed the
son back into a boy. He transformed the first wife into the animal you see before
you." Sumaya gestured, as though an animal were present. "A gazelle. The old man
had been traveling with a gazelle. His wicked first wife, bound to him forever in
animal form. The djinn heard this story and was so moved that he granted the old

man his third of the merchant's blood."

"And the other two old men?"

"They had their own stories. But dawn was approaching, and Shahrazad had not
yet finished the tale of the merchant and the djinn. She stopped speaking. She told

the king she was tired. She would finish tomorrow night, if she lived.

"The king needed to know what happened next. He did not kill her that
morning. He waited for the next night, and the next story, and the next dawn. He
waited for a thousand nights and one night more. And by the end, he had forgotten
why he had been killing. The stories had changed him. The stories had saved her."

Sumaya stopped speaking. The room was silent. The camera recorded.

The soldier opened her folder. She looked at the papers inside. She closed the
folder.

"Your grandmother told you this story," she said.

"Yes."

IIWhy?ll



"To teach me how to survive."

The soldier stood. She walked to the door. She opened it. She turned back to

Sumaya.

"The appointment is finished," she said. "You cannot see the doctor today. But I
am not going to revoke your permit. I am not going to detain you. You will go back
through the checkpoint. You will return to Ramallah. You will apply for a new

appointment. The next time, do not lie."

Sumaya stood. Her legs were unsteady. Her chest ached. "Thank you."

"Don't thank me." The soldier's voice was flat, but something moved beneath it,
something Sumaya could not name. "I am not doing you a kindness. I am doing my

job. The story was..." She stopped. "Go."

Sumaya went.

The bus back to Ramallah was crowded. Sumaya found a seat near the back, by the
window, and watched the landscape pass: the wall, the settlements, the hills that
looked the same on both sides but were not the same, were never the same, were
divided by lines that the land did not recognize but the people could not forget.

She thought of Shahrazad. She thought of her grandmother, who had died in
1992, who had never seen the wall, who had told her the stories of the Nights in
the long evenings when the electricity failed and there was nothing to do but sit in
the dark and listen. Her grandmother had been born in Jaffa, had fled in 1948, had
spent her life in camps and rented rooms and finally in the house in Ramallah
where Sumaya now lived alone. Her grandmother had survived by telling stories.
Not to kings, not to soldiers, but to children, to grandchildren, to anyone who

would listen. The stories were her inheritance. The stories were what she left.

Sumaya had told the soldier the story of the first old man. She had not told the
stories of the second and third. She had not finished the tale of the merchant and
the djinn. She had stopped at dawn, like Shahrazad, leaving the ending suspended,
the resolution deferred. The soldier had not demanded the rest. The soldier had let

her go with the story unfinished.

Perhaps this was what her grandmother had meant. Perhaps survival was not in

the ending but in the suspense. Perhaps the unfinished story was worth more than



the finished one, because the unfinished story required another night, another

listener, another chance to speak before the silence came.

The bus crossed into Ramallah. The checkpoint receded. Sumaya's chest ached,
and she did not know if she would get another appointment, and she did not know
how much time she had left, and she did not know what the soldier had thought or
felt or whether the story had changed anything at all.

But she was through. The story had bought her passage, as stories had always
bought passage, as Shahrazad had known and her grandmother had known and

now Sumaya knew too.

She would tell the story again. She would tell it to her children, her
grandchildren, whoever would listen. She would tell them about the woman at the
checkpoint who had given her five minutes and had taken more, who had listened
longer than required, who had let her go when the rules said otherwise. She would
tell them that stories save, even when they do not heal. She would tell them that
the djinn can be moved. She would tell them that the unfinished tale is the only

protection against the morning.

The bus stopped. She gathered her bag. She stepped down into the street where
she had lived for thirty years, where her husband had died, where her children had
grown and gone, where she would wait for the next permit, the next appointment,

the next chance to cross.

The story was not finished. The story was never finished. That was the point.
That was the survival. That was what Shahrazad had understood and the king had
finally learned and the soldier at the checkpoint had glimpsed, perhaps, in the five
minutes that became more than five minutes, in the room where the camera

recorded everything but could not record what mattered.

Sumaya walked home. The afternoon was warm. The streets were crowded with
people who had their own stories, their own checkpoints, their own unfinished
tales. She did not know their stories. They did not know hers. But they were all
Shahrazad, all of them, every one who had ever waited in a line and hoped to be

allowed to pass.

The story continued. The night continued. Another day was bought.

The soldier's name was Yael. She was thirty-four years old, a staff sergeant in the



Border Police, divorced, no children. She had been working checkpoints for eight
years. She had heard many things from the people she processed: pleas, lies,

curses, silence. She had never heard a story.

After the Palestinian woman left, Yael sat in the room for a long time. She did
not open the folder again. She did not write a report. She stared at the wall and
thought about the merchant and the djinn, about the son transformed into a calf,
about the wife who became a gazelle and was led forever by the husband she had

wronged.

She thought about her own husband, who had left her for a woman in Haifa,
who had said she was too hard, too closed, too much the soldier even when she
was not in uniform. She thought about the hardness and wondered when it had

become her, or she had become it, or whether there had ever been a difference.

She thought about the Palestinian woman's grandmother, who had told stories
in the dark. Her own grandmother had told stories too, in the apartment in
Netanya where Yael had spent summers as a child. Different stories, or perhaps
the same stories in different forms. Her grandmother had come from Iraq in 1951,
had spoken Arabic at home until Yael's mother forbade it, had died speaking
Arabic in her final delirium, words Yael could not understand because no one had

taught her, because the language had been erased along with the stories it carried.

She thought: we have the same grandmothers. She thought: our grandmothers
told the same stories in the same language and we have forgotten that we

understand each other.

She did not write this in the report. There was no field in the report for such
thoughts. There was only: permit status, incident description, action taken. She
wrote: permit valid, no violation, subject released. She filed the report. She
returned to the booth. She processed the next person in line, and the next, and the

next.

But that night, in her apartment in Jerusalem, she searched for the story online.
She found it in English translation, the tale of the merchant and the djinn, the
three old men, the wondrous stories that bought thirds of a life. She read the
stories she had not heard. She read to the end, where the merchant is freed and
returns to his family, where Shahrazad is spared and made queen, where the king

who had killed a thousand women learns to love one.

She did not know why she read it. She did not know what it meant that she read

it. She only knew that the Palestinian woman had given her something, there in the



beige room with the camera recording, something that did not fit in the folder or

the report or the process.

A story. An unfinished story. A night that continued.

Yael closed her laptop. She went to bed. She dreamed of gazelles.

End of Story 6



The Paper

Story 7

he email arrived at 2:47 in the morning, which meant it had been sent at
T 3:47 in Ramallah, which meant the sender was also awake in the hours when
sensible people slept. Yonatan Levy saw the notification on his phone, glowing in
the dark of his bedroom, and he knew before he opened it that this would be a

message he could not ignore.
Dr. Levy,

I have read your paper on the Jezreel Valley burial with great interest. Your
findings regarding the genetic continuity of Levantine populations across the
Bronze Age transition are consistent with our own unpublished data from sites in
the West Bank. I believe a collaboration might be mutually beneficial, though I

understand the political complexities involved.

I am writing from a personal email account. I hope you will understand the

necessity.
Dr. Marwan al-Husseini
Department of Archaeology
Birzeit University

Yonatan read the message twice. He did not reply immediately. He lay in the
dark, his wife asleep beside him, and thought about what it would mean to

respond.

Marwan al-Husseini was not unknown to him. They had met once, at a
conference in Amman four years ago, a carefully orchestrated gathering of Israeli
and Palestinian academics designed to demonstrate that scholarly cooperation was
possible despite the conflict. They had spoken for perhaps fifteen minutes,
exchanged cards, promised to stay in touch. Neither had followed through. The
conference had produced a joint statement that no one read and a photograph that

appeared in newspapers and a feeling, afterward, that nothing had changed.

Now al-Husseini was reaching out again, in the middle of the night, from a



personal email account. The necessity he mentioned was real. Official
communication between Israeli and Palestinian academics was not forbidden, but
it was watched, scrutinized, liable to be used as evidence of collaboration or
normalization or betrayal, depending on who was doing the watching. A personal
email, sent at 3:47 in the morning, was a hand extended in the dark, asking to be

grasped without being seen.

Yonatan put down his phone. He did not sleep.

The correspondence continued for months. The data from both sides of the Green
Line told the same story: genetic continuity, shared ancestry, the kinship that
could not be claimed because claiming it would require acknowledging what

neither side was prepared to acknowledge.

Yonatan kept the correspondence in a hidden folder on his personal laptop,
password-protected, encrypted. He did not use his university email. He did not
access it from his office computer. He was careful, as careful as he had ever been

about anything, because he understood what discovery would mean.

In August, the carefulness almost failed.

The graduate student's name was Amit, twenty-six years old, brilliant, one of the
best Yonatan had supervised. He was working on a project related to Yonatan's
Bronze Age research, and he needed access to the raw data files. Yonatan had
agreed to share them, had told Amit to come to his office, had pulled up the folder

on his desktop where the official data lived.

What he had not remembered was that he had accessed his personal email
earlier that morning, before Amit arrived, to check for a message from al-Husseini
about the Jericho samples. The email client was still open, minimized but running,

the correspondence visible to anyone who clicked on the wrong window.

Amit sat beside him, looking at the screen, as Yonatan navigated to the data
folder. The file structure was complex. Yonatan moved through directories,

searching for the specific dataset Amit needed.

"There's a notification," Amit said. "Looks like you have new email."



Yonatan's hands stopped on the keyboard. The notification was visible in the
corner of the screen, a small popup that had appeared while they were talking. He

could see the sender line: Marwan al-Husseini.

"Just spam," he said. He felt the lie land wrong in his throat, too quick, too

casual. His neck was suddenly warm. "Where were we?"

"The Bronze Age migration data. You were going to show me the STR results."

Yonatan clicked away from the notification, but not before he saw Amit's eyes
track the movement. The student was observant. He noticed things. It was what

made him a good researcher. It was what made this moment dangerous.

"Here," Yonatan said, opening the correct folder. "This is the data you need. I'll

email you access to the shared drive."

Amit was quiet for a moment, looking at the files. Then he said: "Dr. Levy? That

name in the email notification. Al-Husseini. Is that the archaeologist from Birzeit?"

Yonatan felt something cold move through his chest. "You know him?"

"I read his paper on the Jericho excavations. The preliminary findings he
published last year. It's good work. Similar methodology to yours." Amit paused.

"Are you in contact with him?"

The question hung in the air. Yonatan could deny it. He could say the email was
unsolicited, unexpected, a stranger reaching out. He could close the conversation

and hope Amit would forget what he had seen.

But Amit was looking at him with an expression that was not quite suspicion,
not quite curiosity. It was something else. Recognition, perhaps. The recognition of

one careful person seeing another careful person caught in a moment of exposure.

"Yes," Yonatan said. "We correspond."

"About the genetics research?"

"About the science, yes. Comparing our findings. Looking for patterns across
the data sets."

Amit nodded slowly. "That would be valuable. The combined data, I mean. Has

anyone published on the comparative genetics across the Green Line?"



"No. The political situation makes it difficult."

"But you're working on it? You and al-Husseini?"

Yonatan looked at his student, at this young man who could, with a single
comment to the wrong person, expose a correspondence that Yonatan had kept
secret for months. The academic community was small. Word traveled. A mention
at a conference, a casual remark to a colleague, and the careful privacy Yonatan

had maintained would collapse.

"Amit," he said. "What I'm about to tell you needs to stay between us."

"Of course."

"We've been exchanging data for months. The findings are significant. The
Bronze Age populations on both sides of what is now the Green Line were
genetically continuous. The kinship is real, measurable. But we can't publish. Not

yet. Perhaps not ever. The politics are too complicated."

Amit was quiet for a long time. Then he said: "I understand."

"Do you?"

Amit looked at the screen, at the place where the notification had been. "My
grandmother was born in Iraq. She came to Israel in 1951. She spoke Arabic at
home until my mother forbade it. I grew up knowing that the lines we draw are
younger than the families they divide." He paused, and something shifted in his
expression, something that was not quite doubt but was not quite certainty either.
"I won't say anything, Dr. Levy. But are you sure this is wise? The risk, I mean. For

both of you."

"No," Yonatan said. "I'm not sure. I'm not sure of anything except that the work

matters and stopping would be worse than continuing."

Amit nodded slowly. "Then your work is safe with me."

Yonatan felt something release in his chest, a tension he had not known he was

holding. "Thank you."

"But for what it's worth, I think you should publish eventually. The science

matters. The kinship matters. Even if no one is ready to hear it."

Amit took the data files and left. Yonatan sat alone in his office, the email



notification still visible in the corner of his screen, the correspondence still
exposed, the secret still kept by a margin thinner than he had realized was

possible.

He closed the email client. He added another layer of password protection. He

wrote to al-Husseini that night:

Marwan,

A graduate student almost saw our correspondence today. He noticed your
name in an email notification. I told him the truth, because lying would have been

worse, and because I trust him. He has promised to say nothing.

But the near-discovery has unsettled me. We are conducting this collaboration
on borrowed time, in borrowed space. Sooner or later, someone less trustworthy

will see what Amit saw. Sooner or later, the secret will stop being a secret.

I do not know what to do with this realization. I am not ready to go public, and I
suspect you are not either. But I am also not sure how much longer we can

continue in the dark.

What do you want to do?

Yonatan

The reply came two days later:

Yonatan,

I have thought about your question. What do I want to do?

I want to publish. I want to present the combined data. I want to show that the
science can transcend the politics. I want to stand beside you and say: look what

we found, look what we did, look what is possible when we work together.

But I also know what it would cost. On my side, the cost would be professional
and personal. Colleagues who would not speak to me. Students who would not take
my classes. Family members who would see me as a traitor to our cause. I have
seen what happens to Palestinians who collaborate too visibly with Israelis. I do

not want to become an example.



Your student saw my name and said nothing. But the next person might not be

so discreet. The next exposure might not be contained.

So here is what I think we should do: continue, but more carefully. Delete the
correspondence when we are done reading it. Use different email accounts,
rotated every few weeks. Meet in person, when we can, in places where no one will

recognize us.

This is not the work we wanted to do. This is not the science we imagined
practicing. But it is the science the world allows, and I would rather continue in

secret than stop entirely.

You asked what I want to do. I want to keep you as my colleague, my

collaborator, my friend across a divide that our genes do not recognize.

Can we do that? Can we continue, knowing the risk?

Marwan

Yonatan read the message. He read it again. He thought about Amit, about the
notification in the corner of the screen, about the thin margin between secret and

exposure.

He thought about "someday," the word al-Husseini had used months earlier, the

word that meant never but could not say it.

He began to type:

Marwan,

Yes. We continue. More carefully, as you say, with more layers between us and

discovery. But we continue.

The genes say we are family. The genes are not wrong. And family does not stop

speaking to family because the speaking is difficult or dangerous.

I will delete this email after you confirm receipt. I will set up a new account

tomorrow. We will continue in the dark, waiting for a dawn that may never come.

But we will continue.

Yonatan

He sent the message. He deleted it from his sent folder. He closed the email



client and shut down his computer and sat in the gathering darkness of his office,
thinking about the work that could not be shown, the collaboration that could not

be named, the kinship that existed in secret and might never emerge into light.

That was the cost. That was the shape of the possible.

He would take it. He would continue. He would keep the thread alive even when
the thread was all they had.

The conference in Berlin came in October. Yonatan presented on the second day,
to an audience of perhaps two hundred geneticists, archaeologists, and historians.
He showed his slides, explained his methodology, presented his conclusions. He
did not mention Marwan al-Husseini. He did not mention the data from the West
Bank. He did not mention the correspondence that would have made his

presentation more honest and more dangerous.

Afterward, at the reception, a colleague from Cambridge asked why his data

stopped at the Green Line.

"Access is difficult," he said. "Collaboration is complicated. The data exists, but

getting it is not straightforward."

The lie of omission was familiar now. He had told it many times. He would tell it

many more times.

But he knew the truth. The data did not stop at the Green Line. The data
continued, in emails and attachments, in the correspondence he maintained with a
Palestinian archaeologist he could not acknowledge, in the secret collaboration
that might never become public but would not stop, would not end, would continue

as long as they both were willing to continue it.

He returned to his hotel room at midnight. He opened his new email account,
the one al-Husseini did not yet know, the one he would share tomorrow. He began
to compose a message, the latest in a chain that stretched back months and would

stretch forward into whatever future they could manage.

The work continued. The science continued. The secret continued.

Someday, perhaps, would come. Or perhaps it would not.

Either way, he would keep writing. Either way, he would keep the connection



alive, the thin thread of kinship that the genes had revealed and the world could

not accommodate.

The genes remembered. The people continued.

Neither let go.

End of Story 7



The Convert

Story 8

he call came on a Tuesday, while Sarah Rosen was reviewing the haftarah
T portion her daughter would chant in six weeks. Her phone buzzed against
the dining room table, her brother's name on the screen, and she knew before she
answered that the news would be bad. Good news did not come from Daniel. Good
news came from her mother, who called on Sundays, who reported on the garden
and the weather and the small events of life in suburban Ohio. Daniel called only

when something was wrong.

"Dad's in the hospital," he said. "Mom found him on the kitchen floor this

morning. They think it was a stroke."

Sarah closed the binder containing Hannah's Torah portion. She closed her
eyes. She breathed. Her left hand had begun to tremble, a fine vibration she could
not control, the way it always trembled when her body understood something

before her mind could follow.
"How bad?"
"Bad. They're not sure he'll make it through the night. Mom's asking for you."
"I'll be there as soon as I can."

She hung up. She sat at the dining room table in the house she shared with her
husband and her daughter in a suburb of Philadelphia, the house where she had
built her life as a Jew, the life she had chosen eighteen years ago when she had
stood before a beit din and immersed in the mikveh and emerged as someone new.
She sat and she breathed and she did not cry, not yet, because crying would
require acknowledging what she was not ready to acknowledge: that her father
was dying in Ohio, in the house where she had grown up Methodist, in the

tradition she had left and he had never forgiven her for leaving.

Her hand continued to tremble. She pressed it flat against the table, against the
binder, against Hannah's Torah portion, until the trembling stopped or until she

could no longer feel it.



The drive took six hours. She went alone. Michael, her husband, offered to come,
but someone needed to stay with Hannah, and Hannah needed to keep practicing,
and Sarah needed the solitude of the highway, the thinking space that driving

provided. She needed to prepare herself for what she would find.

Somewhere past the Pennsylvania border, her shoulders began to ache, a deep
tension that radiated up her neck and into the base of her skull. She had not
noticed she was gripping the steering wheel until her hands cramped. She forced
herself to loosen her grip, to breathe, to feel the car moving through space,

carrying her toward a reckoning she had been avoiding for eighteen years.

Her father, Richard Brennan, was seventy-three. He had been a deacon at First
Methodist Church of Westerville for forty years. He had taught Sunday school,
organized mission trips, served on the board that oversaw the church's charitable
works. His faith was not the fervent kind, not the speaking-in-tongues or hellfire-
preaching variety, but the steady, institutional kind, the faith of committee
meetings and potluck dinners and the quiet assumption that this was how decent
people lived. He had raised Sarah in this faith. He had expected her to continue in

it. He had never understood why she had not.

The conversion had happened in her late twenties, after college, after a failed
engagement to a man her parents approved of, after a period of searching she
could not have articulated at the time. She had wandered into a synagogue one
Friday night, not knowing what she was looking for, and had found something she
had not expected: a sense of homecoming, of recognition, of having arrived at a
place she had not known she was seeking. The liturgy was unfamiliar, the language
foreign, the customs strange. But something in it spoke to her, something she
could not name, something that felt more true than the faith she had been raised

in.

The conversion process took two years. She studied Hebrew, learned the
prayers, read the texts, argued with rabbis who questioned her motives and her
commitment. She answered their questions honestly: she did not know why she
wanted this, only that she did. She could not explain the pull, the sense of
rightness, the feeling that she was becoming who she had always been rather than
becoming someone new. The rabbis accepted her eventually. The mikveh accepted

her. The community accepted her.

Her father did not accept her.



He had not rejected her outright. He was too decent for that, too committed to
the appearance of family harmony. He came to her wedding, stood stiffly in the
synagogue where she married Michael, shook hands with her in-laws, made small
talk at the reception. He visited when Hannah was born, held his granddaughter,
said the appropriate things. But something had closed between them, a door that
would not reopen, a warmth that would not return. He looked at her, after the
conversion, with an expression she could not read, an expression that might have
been disappointment or confusion or grief. He did not ask about her Jewish life. He
did not acknowledge the holidays she observed or the traditions she kept. He
treated her Jewishness as a phase, an aberration, something that would eventually

pass if he refused to validate it.

It had not passed. Eighteen years later, she was more Jewish than she had ever
been, her life structured by Shabbat and festivals and the daily rhythms of
practice. Her daughter was preparing for bat mitzvah, would stand before the
congregation and chant from the Torah, would take her place in a tradition Sarah
had chosen and Hannah had inherited. The faith that was not in Sarah's DNA was
in Hannah's life, as real and present as the faith Sarah had been born into and left
behind.

And now her father was dying, in Ohio, in the house where she had grown up

Methodist, and she was driving to say goodbye.

Her shoulders ached. Her hands gripped the wheel. The highway stretched

ahead, six hours of thinking she could not avoid.

The hospital was in Columbus, a sprawling complex of buildings connected by
covered walkways and color-coded signs. Sarah parked in the visitor lot and
walked through corridors that smelled of disinfectant and anxiety, following the
directions Daniel had texted her. She found the ICU on the fourth floor, found her
mother and brother in a waiting room with beige walls and uncomfortable chairs,
found herself folded into her mother's arms without having prepared what she

would say.

"Thank you for coming," her mother said. "He's been asking for you."

"How is he?"

"The same. They say the next twenty-four hours are critical. If he stabilizes,

there might be a chance. If not..."



Her mother did not finish the sentence. She did not need to.

Sarah sat with them, her mother and her brother, in the waiting room that was
like every hospital waiting room she had ever seen. They talked about
practicalities: who would stay overnight, who would go home and rest, what they
would tell the relatives who were already calling. They did not talk about the thing
Sarah was thinking about, the thing she could not stop thinking about: that her
father had been asking for her, that he wanted to see her, that this might be the
moment when something that had been closed for eighteen years might finally

open.

Or it might not. It might be a final confrontation, a last chance for him to
express the disappointment he had carried silently. It might be worse than the

silence.

She did not know. She would not know until she saw him.

Her left hand had begun to tremble again. She tucked it beneath her thigh and

pressed down until she felt the chair's edge cutting into her palm.

The room was dim, the blinds drawn against the afternoon sun. Her father lay in
the bed, smaller than she remembered, diminished by the tubes and monitors that
surrounded him. His eyes were closed. His breathing was shallow, audible, the

mechanical rhythm of someone whose body was fighting to continue.

Sarah stood at the threshold. She did not enter immediately. She watched him
breathe, this man who had raised her and baptized her and watched her leave, this
man who had loved her in the only way he knew how and could not love the person

she had become.

"Dad," she said.

His eyes opened. He looked at her. For a moment, she saw confusion, the
disorientation of someone pulled back from wherever he had been drifting. Then
recognition, and something else, something she had not seen in his face for

eighteen years.

"Sarah." His voice was weak, a whisper that the monitors nearly drowned out.

"You came."



"Of course I came."

She moved to the bed. She took his hand. It was cool, dry, the skin papery in the
way of the very old or the very sick. She held it and looked at him and did not know
what to say.

"I'm sorry," he said.

She waited. She did not know what he was apologizing for.

"T should have... I should have tried harder. To understand."

llDad_ll

"No. Let me say this. I don't have much time, and I need to say it." He paused,
gathering strength. "When you converted, I felt like I'd lost you. Like you'd
rejected everything I'd given you, everything I believed in. I didn't know how to be

your father anymore, if you weren't... if you weren't the person I'd raised."

"T was still me."

"I know. I know that now. But I didn't know it then. I couldn't see it. I could only

see what you'd left behind, not what you'd found."

Sarah felt the tears she had been holding back begin to fall. She did not wipe
them away. Her hand, the one not holding her father's, was trembling again, and

she let it tremble.

"I watched you, these past years. I didn't say anything, but I watched. I saw how
seriously you took it. How you lived it. The holidays, the traditions, the way you
were raising Hannah. And I realized... it wasn't a phase. It wasn't rebellion. It was

real. It was who you were."

"Tt is who I am."

"T know." He squeezed her hand, weakly. "I'm proud of you. I should have said it
years ago. I should have said it when you were married, when Hannah was born,
when you built your life. I was too proud. Too hurt. Too stubborn to admit I was

wrong."

"You weren't wrong to feel what you felt."

"Maybe not. But I was wrong not to say what I'm saying now. I was wrong to let



the silence grow. I was wrong to make you feel like you had to choose between

your faith and your family."

Sarah looked at her father, at the man who had taught her to ride a bicycle and
helped her with homework and walked her down the aisle of a synagogue he did
not understand. She saw the effort it was taking him to speak, the cost of each
word. She saw something she had not seen before: not disappointment, not

rejection, but love, struggling to express itself before the time ran out.

"I didn't choose," she said. "I never chose. I just... found something I needed.

Something that was missing. I didn't leave you. I just found myself."

"I know." His eyes were wet now, tears tracking down the lines of his face. "I

know."

They sat in silence for a while, her hand in his, the monitors beeping their
steady rhythm. The afternoon light shifted behind the blinds. The room held them,

father and daughter, in the space they had not shared for eighteen years.

"Hannah's bat mitzvah is in six weeks," Sarah said finally. "She's been

practicing every day. She's going to be wonderful."

Her father smiled, a ghost of the smile she remembered from childhood. "I wish
I could be there."

"Sodo I."

"Will you tell her... will you tell her I'm proud of her too? That her grandfather

loves her, even if I didn't always know how to show it?"

“I'll tell her."

"And will you..." He paused, the effort catching up with him. "Will you say a

prayer for me? One of yours?"

Sarah looked at him. She did not know if he understood what he was asking, if
he knew what Jewish prayers were or how they worked. She did not know if it
would comfort him or if he was offering her something, a final acknowledgment, a

blessing on the path she had chosen.

"Yes," she said. "I will."

She closed her eyes. She held her father's hand. And she recited, softly, the



words that came to her:

"Mi shebeirach avoteinu v'imoteinu, Avraham, Yitzchak, v'Yaakov, Sarah,
Rivkah, Rachel v'Leah, hu yevareich et avi, Richard ben..." She stumbled. Richard
her father, because she did not know his Hebrew name, because he did not have a
Hebrew name, because he was not part of the covenant she had entered and yet he
was her father, and she was praying for him anyway, in the language of her chosen

faith, for the man who had given her life in a faith she had left.

She did not finish the prayer properly. She did not know how to finish it, for
someone who was not Jewish, who had never been Jewish, who would die as he had
lived, in the tradition she had abandoned. But she said the words she knew, and

she held his hand, and she hoped it was enough.

When she opened her eyes, he was asleep, or unconscious, or something in
between. His face was peaceful. His breathing was unchanged. The monitors

beeped their steady rhythm.

She stayed with him through the night. Her back ached from the chair. Her
hand, when she finally released his, was stiff and cold. She did not move. She

waited for whatever would come.

Richard Brennan died three days later, on a Friday afternoon, as the sun was
beginning to set. Sarah was with him, as she had been for most of the three days,
taking shifts with her mother and Daniel, sleeping in the waiting room, eating
cafeteria food she did not taste. She was holding his hand when his breathing
changed, when the monitors shifted their rhythm, when the nurses came and did

what they could and then stepped back and let the family say goodbye.

She did not let go of his hand until they made her.

The funeral was on Monday, at First Methodist Church of Westerville, in the
sanctuary where Sarah had been baptized and confirmed, where she had sung in
the choir and attended youth group and slowly, without knowing it, begun the
journey that would take her away. She sat in the front pew with her mother and
Daniel, Michael and Hannah beside her, and listened to the pastor speak about her

father's life, his service, his faith.

The service was foreign to her now, the hymns she had once known by heart

strange in her mouth, the prayers addressed to a God she still believed in but



addressed differently. She did not sing. She did not pray along. She sat and
listened and held her daughter's hand and thought about her father, about what he
had said in the hospital, about the apology and the acknowledgment and the
request for a Jewish prayer that she had stumbled through, not knowing if she was
doing it right, only knowing she had to try.

Her body felt wrong in the pew, her posture uncertain. She did not know
whether to bow her head when others bowed theirs, whether to say amen when
the congregation said amen, whether her silence was respectful or conspicuous.
She had sat in this sanctuary hundreds of times as a child. Now she sat as a visitor,

a foreigner, a stranger in the house where she had been raised.

After the service, people came to the house, the Methodist women with their
casseroles and their condolences, the neighbors who had known her father for
decades, the relatives who looked at Sarah with curiosity, wondering, perhaps, if
she would say something inappropriate, do something Jewish, remind them of the

daughter who had strayed.

She did not do anything inappropriate. She accepted the condolences, thanked
the women who had brought food in Pyrex dishes she remembered from church
potlucks. She made small talk with relatives she barely remembered. She played
the role of grieving daughter, which she was, and did not play the role of Jew,

which she also was, because this was not her space, not her tradition, not her time.

Her feet hurt. She had worn the wrong shoes, black pumps that pinched her
toes, shoes she had chosen because they looked appropriate rather than because
they fit. She stood in the living room of her childhood home and felt the wrongness

in her feet, in her posture, in the space between who she was and where she was.

That night, after the visitors had left, after her mother had gone to bed, Sarah
sat in the living room and looked at the photographs on the wall. Her parents'
wedding, in this church, fifty years ago. Her own baptism, a baby in white, her
father beaming. Her confirmation, a teenager in a white robe, her father beside
her. And then nothing, a gap in the visual record, the years after her conversion
unrepresented, as though she had ceased to exist when she ceased to be
Methodist.

Hannah came and sat beside her. Fifteen years old, on the verge of bat mitzvah,
a child of the faith Sarah had chosen rather than the faith Sarah had been given.

"Are you okay, Mom?"

"I will be."



"Grandpa... did he say anything? Before he died?"

Sarah thought about the hospital room, the apology, the acknowledgment, the
request for a prayer. She thought about what to tell her daughter, how much to

share, how to translate what had happened into words Hannah could understand.
"He said he was proud of you. He said he loved you."
"Even though...?"
"Even though what?"
Hannah hesitated. "Even though I'm Jewish. Even though he didn't understand."

Sarah put her arm around her daughter. She felt the warmth of her, the
realness of her, this child who was the continuation of everything Sarah had

chosen, the inheritance she had created rather than received.

"He loved you because you're his granddaughter. He loved me because I'm his
daughter. He didn't always understand, and he didn't always know how to show it.

But he loved us. That was never the question."

Hannah leaned into her. They sat in silence, in the house that had been Sarah's
and was not Sarah's anymore, in the space between the faith she had left and the
faith she had found.

"Mom?"

IIYeS?II

"Will you still come to my bat mitzvah? Even though Grandpa won't be there?"

Sarah almost laughed, though nothing was funny. "Of course I'll come. I'll be in

the front row. I'll be the one crying through the whole thing."

"Good." Hannah was quiet for a moment. Then: "I'm going to dedicate a prayer
to him. To Grandpa. Is that okay? Even though he wasn't Jewish?"

Sarah felt something shift in her chest, a loosening she had not expected.

"That's more than okay. That's exactly right."



Six weeks later, Hannah stood before the congregation and chanted her Torah
portion. Her voice was clear and strong, the Hebrew words flowing with the
fluency of months of practice. Sarah sat in the front row, between Michael and her
mother, who had flown in from Ohio, who sat in a synagogue for the first time
since Sarah's wedding, who watched her granddaughter with an expression Sarah

could not read.

When the Torah service was over, Hannah stepped to the microphone for her
d'var Torah, her speech about the portion and what it meant to her. Sarah's throat

tightened. Her hands, folded in her lap, began to tremble.

Hannah spoke about strangers. About the commandment to love them, to
welcome them, to remember that we were strangers once ourselves. She spoke
about her grandfather, about the distance between his tradition and hers, about
love that persisted across the gap of understanding. She did not say anything
Sarah had not heard before, had not thought herself in the long weeks since the
funeral. But hearing it from her daughter, in this space, in this moment, Sarah felt
something she had not felt in eighteen years of being Jewish: the sense that she
belonged here, fully, without reservation, that she was not a convert but a
member, not an outsider who had come in but a person who had found her way

home.

The feeling lasted perhaps thirty seconds. Then she saw her mother's face, the
expression that was not quite comfort, not quite confusion, the slight stiffness in
the way she held herself in this unfamiliar space. And Sarah understood that
belonging was not a state she could arrive at and remain in. It was a door that
opened and closed, a feeling that came and went, a home she would have to keep

choosing, every day, for the rest of her life.

The tears came anyway. She did not try to stop them. Her mother, beside her,
reached over and took her hand, and they sat together, Methodist mother and
Jewish daughter, while Hannah finished her speech with words Sarah would not
remember afterward, words that mattered less than the fact of their being spoken,

the fact of this girl standing in this place and claiming this tradition as her own.

The service continued. The prayers were said. The kiddush was blessed, the

challah broken, the community gathered to celebrate.

And Sarah stood in the synagogue that had become her home, in the faith she
had chosen, mourning the father who had given her life in a different tradition,
loving the daughter who would carry this tradition forward. She felt her mother's

hand still in hers, cool and dry like her father's hand had been, and she did not let



go.

Both griefs. Both joys. Both families. Both faiths.

The photographs on her mother's wall stopped at her confirmation, but the
story had continued, was continuing still, would continue after she was gone and
Hannah was grown and Hannah's children, perhaps, would stand in synagogues of

their own and speak of strangers and love.

The chosen and the inherited. The found and the given. The stranger and the

family.

Sarah stood in the space between them, belonging fully to neither, belonging

somehow to both.

The story continued.

End of Story 8



The Priest

Story 9

ather Elias Haddad woke at four-thirty, as he had woken at four-thirty for
F fifty-one years, since the day he entered the seminary in Beit Jala and
surrendered his mornings to God. The room was cold. The radiator had failed
again, the third time this winter, and the repairman would not come until Thursday
because the repairman was in Bethlehem and the checkpoint between Bethlehem
and Jerusalem opened unpredictably, on schedules that shifted according to logics
no one could explain. Father Elias pulled the blanket tighter around his shoulders
and said the prayers that began his day, the ancient words in the ancient language,
the liturgy that had been spoken in these hills since the faith was young.

He was seventy-one years old. He had been a priest of the Melkite Greek
Catholic Church for forty-seven of those years, serving parishes in Nazareth and
Haifa and Ramallah before coming to Jerusalem, to the small church near the Old
City where he had ministered for the past eighteen years. His congregation was
shrinking. The Christian population of Jerusalem was shrinking, had been
shrinking for decades, the young people leaving for Amman and Beirut and Sydney
and Detroit, for places where they would not have to explain themselves, where
they would not be the forgotten middle, the complication in a story that preferred

only two sides.

He rose from his bed. He washed his face in cold water from the basin. He
dressed in the black cassock he had worn for nearly half a century, the fabric thin
at the elbows, the buttons replaced more than once. He descended the stairs to the
church, unlocked the heavy wooden door, and began the preparations for morning

liturgy.

The church was empty, as it usually was at this hour. The icons watched him
from the walls, the saints and martyrs of his tradition, the Virgin holding her son,
Christ Pantocrator with his hand raised in blessing. He lit the candles, prepared
the altar, set out the bread and wine that would become, in the mystery of the
liturgy, something more than bread and wine. He moved through these tasks as he
had moved through them thousands of times, his body knowing the sequence, his

mind free to wander where it wished.

His mind usually wished to wander into memory. This was the privilege and the



burden of age: the past became more present as the future grew shorter. He
remembered his childhood in Nazareth, the house where he had grown up with
four siblings, the father who had worked as a carpenter, the mother who had
raised them in the faith that he would eventually make his life. He remembered the
seminary, the years of study, the moment of ordination when the bishop's hands
had rested on his head and he had felt something shift inside him, something that
had never shifted back. He remembered the parishes, the weddings and funerals
and baptisms, the generations he had watched grow and age and die, the

community he had served and that had served him in return.

And he remembered the war. The wars, plural, because there had been more
than one, because there was always another war in this land, always another round
of violence that swept through and receded and swept through again. He had been
a young priest in 1967, had watched the Old City change hands, had seen the flags
come down and other flags go up and the people who had lived there for
generations become something else, minorities in a place that had been theirs. He
had been a middle-aged priest during the intifadas, had buried children who
should not have died, had spoken words of comfort to mothers who could not be
comforted. He had been an old priest during the recent escalations, had watched
the news on the small television in his room and felt the same helplessness he had

felt for fifty years, the same inability to stop what could not be stopped.

Through all of it, he had remained. This was what he could offer: presence. He
could not broker peace or change policies or move the hearts of those who held
power. He could only be here, in this church, in this city, holding the space that the

conflict wanted to close.

Morning liturgy began at six, to a congregation of seven: three elderly women who
came every day, a young man who came when his work schedule allowed, a tourist
couple who had wandered in by accident and stayed out of politeness, and Mrs.
Khoury, who was ninety-three and who had attended this church since before
Father Elias was born. He chanted the prayers, elevated the bread, offered the
cup. The liturgy proceeded as it had proceeded for centuries, the same words, the

same gestures, the same mystery enacted in the same space.

After the service, Mrs. Khoury approached him. She moved slowly, her cane

tapping against the stone floor, her face a map of the decades she had lived.

"Father," she said. "My grandson is leaving."



"Leaving?"

"For Canada. He has a job there. An engineering job. Good money, good future."

She paused. "He says there's nothing for him here."

Father Elias took her hand. It was small, fragile, the bones visible beneath the

skin.

"And what do you say?"

"I say he's right. There's nothing for him here. Nothing but checkpoints and
uncertainty and the feeling that he doesn't belong in his own home." Her eyes were
wet, but she did not cry. She was too old for crying, or perhaps too practiced. "My
family has been here for six hundred years, Father. Six hundred years in this city.

And now my grandson is leaving because he cannot see a future."

"Will you go with him?"

She almost smiled. "I'm ninety-three. I'm not going anywhere. I'll die here, in
this city, in this church. I'll be buried in the cemetery where my parents are buried
and their parents before them. But my grandson will be in Canada, and his
children will be Canadian, and in two generations no one will remember that we

were ever here."

Father Elias did not say what he was thinking, which was that she was probably
right, that the Christian presence in Jerusalem was fading, that within a few
generations the churches would be museums and the liturgy would be performed
for tourists rather than for the faithful. He did not say this because saying it would
not help, because Mrs. Khoury knew it already, because the knowledge was part of

her grief and did not need to be confirmed.

"The Church endures," he said instead. "The faith endures. Even if the buildings
empty and the people scatter, the faith will find new homes. Your grandson will
carry it with him. His children will carry it. The tradition continues, even when the

geography changes."

"You believe that?"

"T have to believe it. Otherwise, what am I doing here?"

Mrs. Khoury looked at him with an expression he could not read. Then she
squeezed his hand, turned, and walked slowly out of the church, her cane tapping

against the stone floor, her back bent beneath the weight of six hundred years.



The morning passed in the small tasks that filled a priest's day. He visited a
parishioner in the hospital, an old man dying of cancer, who wanted to make
confession and receive the anointing of the sick. He met with a young couple who
wanted to be married, who needed to discuss the arrangements, who looked at
each other with the hopeless hope of people in love in a place where love was not
enough to guarantee a future. He answered emails from the diocese, filed
paperwork with the municipality, made phone calls about the radiator that would

not be fixed until Thursday.

At noon, he ate lunch in the small kitchen adjacent to his room: bread, cheese,
olives, the simple food he had eaten for decades. He ate alone, as he usually ate,
the solitude a form of prayer or at least a form of preparation for prayer. He
thought about Mrs. Khoury's grandson, about the engineering job in Canada, about

the six hundred years of presence that would end when she died.

He thought about his own presence, the fifty-one years he had given to this
place, the church and the city and the congregation that was shrinking, always
shrinking, the faithful departing one by one until only the old remained. He
wondered if he had made a difference. He wondered if presence was enough, if
simply being here mattered, if the space he held would close when he was gone or

if someone would come after him to hold it open.

He did not know. He had never known. He had only the faith that what he did
mattered, that the liturgy and the prayers and the pastoral care added up to
something, even if he could not see what it was. This was the nature of faith:
believing without seeing, trusting without proof, continuing without assurance that

the continuation meant anything.

After lunch, he took his customary walk through the Old City. He walked slowly,
his knees complaining, his back stiff from the cold night and the hard bed. He
walked through the Christian Quarter, past the shops selling rosaries and crosses
and icons, past the churches of denominations he did not belong to but recognized
as siblings in a family that was older than the divisions. He walked through the
Muslim Quarter, past the vendors selling spices and sweets and the bright fabrics
that tourists photographed, past the mosques where the call to prayer would soon
sound, the familiar words in the familiar language. He walked to the edge of the
Jewish Quarter, as far as he usually walked, and stood at the boundary looking at
the people who passed, the black hats and the prayer shawls and the soldiers with
their guns and their youth.



He did not cross into the Jewish Quarter. He was not forbidden, not exactly, but
he was also not comfortable, not welcome in the way that he was welcome in the
other quarters, where people knew him, where they called him Abu Elias or simply
Father, where his presence was part of the landscape. In the Jewish Quarter, he
was a stranger, a black cassock among the black coats, a priest among the rabbis,
a reminder of a history that had not always been kind, that had left wounds not yet

healed, that made his presence a question rather than an answer.

He stood at the boundary and watched. He saw a man in a prayer shawl
hurrying toward the Western Wall, his lips moving in words Father Elias could not
hear but could imagine. He saw a woman pushing a stroller, her head covered, her
children walking beside her, the ordinary act of motherhood performed in a place
that was not ordinary. He saw soldiers, young men and women barely out of
childhood, carrying weapons that could end lives, guarding a holiness that they
had been taught to protect and that others had been taught to resent.

He thought about the rabbi's prayer, the woman's motherhood, the soldiers'
duty. He thought about the liturgy he had performed that morning, the bread and
wine that became something more than bread and wine, the mystery that his
tradition called theosis, the participation in the divine life that was the goal of all
Christian practice. He thought about the prayers being said at the Western Wall,
the prayers being said in the mosques, the prayers being said in the churches, all
of them rising toward a God who, if he existed, must hear them all, must love them

all, must grieve that his children could not love each other.

If he existed. Father Elias caught the thought and examined it, the doubt that
flickered at the edge of his faith like a candle in a draft. He had doubted before. He
had doubted many times, in the fifty-one years since he had entered the seminary,
in the forty-seven years since he had been ordained. Doubt was not the opposite of
faith; doubt was the shadow that faith cast, the evidence that faith was real rather
than merely assumed. He had learned to live with doubt, to carry it alongside

belief, to let them coexist in the same heart.

But lately, the doubt had grown heavier. Lately, standing at boundaries,
watching people who could not cross them, he wondered if the God he served was
present or absent, active or indifferent, loving or merely distant. He wondered if
the liturgy he performed was anything more than ritual, if the prayers he said
reached anywhere beyond the walls of the church, if the mystery he enacted was

mystery or merely habit.

He did not know. He had never known. He had only the faith, and the doubt,

and the practice that continued regardless of either.



At three o'clock, Father Elias returned to the church for afternoon prayers. The
church was empty. The tourists had moved on, the faithful had returned to their
lives, the saints on the walls watched him with their painted eyes. He knelt before
the altar and said the prayers that the hour required, the ancient words in the

ancient language, the liturgy that did not depend on his belief to be true.

Afterward, he sat in the pew and rested. The cold was less oppressive now, the
afternoon sun warming the stone through the high windows. He thought about the
day, about Mrs. Khoury and her grandson, about the dying man in the hospital,
about the young couple who wanted to be married. He thought about the boundary
he had stood at, the quarters he had walked through, the city that was holy to

three faiths and at peace with none of them.

He thought about what it meant to be a Christian in this city, in this land, at this
time. He was Arab, which meant he was suspected by Israelis of being an enemy,
of harboring loyalties that would surface if tested. He was Christian, which meant
he was misunderstood by Muslims who saw him as a relic of colonialism, a vestige
of the Crusades, a presence that did not belong. He was a priest, which meant he
was dismissed by secularists as irrelevant, a remnant of an age that had passed, a

voice that spoke into a void.

And yet. He was also part of the oldest Christian community in the world, the
descendants of the first believers, the people who had received the faith when it
was new and had held it through centuries of conquest and conversion and
persecution. He was the inheritor of a tradition that had survived the Romans and
the Byzantines and the Arabs and the Crusaders and the Ottomans and the British
and now, perhaps, would survive the Israelis and the Palestinians too. His presence
was not a complication in the story; his presence was a reminder that the story

was always more complicated than any telling could contain.

This was what he held. This was what he offered. The reminder that there were
more than two sides, that the binary the conflict demanded was a simplification,
that the land held peoples and faiths and histories that could not be reduced to
Israeli and Palestinian, Jew and Muslim, occupier and occupied. He was the third
thing, the presence that disrupted the either/or, the evidence that the categories

were not as clean as the politicians and the preachers wanted them to be.

He did not know if this mattered. He did not know if his presence changed
anything, if anyone saw him as a reminder or merely as an anachronism. He knew

only that he was here, that he had been here for eighteen years and would be here



until he died, that the space he held would not close while he held it.

Perhaps that was enough. Perhaps presence was all he could offer, all anyone
could offer, the simple act of remaining when remaining was not easy or

comfortable or safe.

He rose from the pew. His knees complained. His back ached. He walked to the
door of the church and opened it and looked out at the city, the stone and the sky
and the people moving through the streets.

The call to prayer sounded from the mosque nearby, the muezzin's voice rising
above the noise of the city, calling the faithful to worship. Father Elias listened. He
did not understand Arabic well enough to follow the words, but he knew what they
meant, the same thing his prayers meant, the same thing the rabbi's prayers
meant: submission to the divine, acknowledgment of something greater, hope for

mercy in a world that did not always provide it.

He closed his eyes. He added his own prayer to the muezzin's call, silently, in

the language of his tradition:

Lord, have mercy. Christ, have mercy. Lord, have mercy.

The prayer rose. The call continued. The city went on with its business,
indifferent to both.

Father Elias opened his eyes. He returned to the church. He closed the door

behind him and began the preparations for evening vespers.

The evening service drew a larger congregation: twelve people, almost twice the
morning's attendance. Father Elias noted the faces, the regulars and the
newcomers, the faithful and the curious. He performed the liturgy with the same
care he had given it that morning, the same words, the same gestures, the same

mystery.

After the service, a man approached him. He was perhaps fifty, well-dressed,

not someone Father Elias recognized.

"Father Haddad?"

"YeS."



"My name is George Bishara. I'm visiting from Chicago. My grandmother was

from this parish, many years ago. Before she emigrated."

"What was her name?"

"Maryam Bishara. She would have left in the 1950s."

Father Elias searched his memory. The name was familiar, but he could not
place it. So many had left, so many names, so many families scattered across the

world.

"I'm sorry," he said. "I don't remember her specifically. But I'm glad you've

come. Are you looking for something? Records, perhaps?"

"No." George Bishara hesitated. "I just wanted to see it. The church where my
grandmother was baptized. The place she came from. She talked about it until she
died, the Old City, the church, the life she had here. But she never came back. She

couldn't come back. Too painful, she said. Too much had changed."

Father Elias nodded. He had heard this story many times, from visitors who
came looking for roots, for connection, for something that would make sense of

who they were.

"Your grandmother's faith traveled with her," he said. "She carried it to
Chicago. She passed it to your parents, and they passed it to you. The church is not
just this building. The church is wherever the faithful gather. Your grandmother

never left the church, even when she left this place."

George Bishara looked at him. His eyes were wet.

"She would have liked to hear that."

"She knew it. That's why she raised your parents in the faith. That's why you're
here now, visiting a church you've never seen, looking for a grandmother you only
knew as an old woman. The thread continues. The tradition continues. Even when

the geography changes."

George Bishara took Father Elias's hand and held it for a moment. Then he
turned and walked out of the church, into the evening streets, into the city his

grandmother had left and never returned to.

Father Elias watched him go. He thought about Mrs. Khoury's grandson, leaving
for Canada. He thought about the diaspora, the scattered community, the faithful



who had gone and the faithful who remained. He thought about the thread that
connected them, the tradition that traveled with them, the church that was not a

building but a people, not a place but a practice.

The church would empty. The building might become a museum. But the faith
would continue, somewhere, in hands he could not see, in languages he did not

speak, in places he would never visit.

This was the hope he held. This was the faith he practiced. Not that Jerusalem
would remain Christian, but that Christianity would remain, somewhere, somehow,

carrying the memory of Jerusalem with it.

He closed the church for the night. He climbed the stairs to his room. He ate his

simple dinner, said his evening prayers, and lay down in his cold bed to sleep.

Tomorrow would bring another day, another liturgy, another set of small tasks
and pastoral duties. Tomorrow Mrs. Khoury's grandson would be one day closer to
leaving. Tomorrow George Bishara would return to Chicago, carrying the memory

of the church his grandmother had loved.

And Father Elias would be here, in the morning, at four-thirty, waking to the
cold and the prayers and the city that needed him, or did not need him, or needed

him in ways neither he nor the city could fully understand.

The story did not end. The presence did not resolve. The forgotten middle held
its place, small and stubborn, refusing to disappear.

Another day. Another liturgy. Another act of remaining.

That was the vocation. That was the faith. That was the life he had chosen and

would continue choosing until he could choose no longer.

The night settled over Jerusalem. The priest slept. The city dreamed its

fractured dreams.

And the church stood, as it had stood for centuries, waiting for morning.

End of Story 9



The Test

Story 10

he conference was held in Amman, in a hotel that catered to such
T gatherings, with meeting rooms named after ancient cities and a lobby
designed to suggest neutrality. The organizers had chosen Jordan deliberately:
close enough to the conflict to be relevant, far enough to be safe, a country that
had made its peace with Israel while hosting millions of Palestinian refugees, a
place where contradictions were managed rather than resolved. The title of the
conference was "Shared Heritage, Divided Present: New Perspectives on Levantine
Identity," which meant nothing and everything, which promised dialogue without
specifying what would be dialogued about, which allowed funders to feel hopeful
and participants to feel skeptical and everyone to feel that something was being

done.

Dr. Nadia Khoury arrived on the first morning, her suitcase containing the
paper she had finally written, the paper about the paper she could not write, the
meta-analysis of her own identity-protective cognition that she had completed in a
fever of insomnia three weeks earlier and was not sure she should present. She
checked into her room on the seventh floor, unpacked her toiletries, and stood at
the window looking out at a city she did not know, thinking about the cities she did
know, the Ann Arbor where she lived and the Ramallah where her parents had
been born and the Jerusalem she had visited once and could not stop thinking

about.

Dr. Yonatan Levy arrived an hour later, on a flight from Tel Aviv that had been
delayed by security protocols he no longer questioned. He carried a laptop
containing the data he had shared with Marwan al-Husseini and the data he had
not shared with anyone else, the combined analysis that would never be published,
the collaboration that existed only in encrypted emails sent in the small hours of
the morning. He did not know if al-Husseini would be at the conference. He had
not asked. Asking would have required acknowledging the hope, and hope was a

vulnerability he could not afford.

Layla Mansour arrived from Detroit, where she had finally completed the DNA
test she had started and abandoned and started again, where she had spit into the
tube and mailed it back and received results that had told her what she already

knew and something she had not known, a percentage of ancestry that did not fit



the story her family had told, a connection to a population she had not expected to
be connected to. She carried the results in her bag, printed out, folded, not yet
shared with anyone. She did not know why she had brought them. She did not
know what she would do with them. She knew only that they were part of her now,

part of the question she had been asking and could not stop asking.

Kareem Hassan arrived from Ramallah, having crossed the bridge from the
West Bank to Jordan, having submitted to the searches and the questions and the
waiting that such crossings required. He was presenting a paper on the ethics of
archaeological interpretation, on the ways that ancient remains were recruited to
modern arguments, on the burial he had excavated and the person he had
apologized to in the empty trench. He did not know if his paper would change
anything. He suspected it would not. But he had written it anyway, because writing
was what he could do, because articulating the problem was a form of resistance

even if it was not a form of solution.

And Marwan al-Husseini arrived from Birzeit, on the same route Kareem had
taken, carrying the same weight of crossing, the same exhaustion of being
Palestinian in a world that required Palestinians to prove themselves at every
border. He had not told Yonatan he was coming. He had registered under his
institutional affiliation, had submitted an abstract on Bronze Age population
genetics, had done everything through official channels so that his presence would
be unremarkable, so that no one would know that the Israeli geneticist and the
Palestinian archaeologist had been corresponding for months, had shared data that

could not be published, had built a collaboration that could not be named.

The conference began.

The first panel was on cognitive approaches to identity formation, and Nadia was
the third speaker. She sat in the audience through the first two presentations,
taking notes she would not read again, feeling the familiar distance of academic
conferences, the sense of being simultaneously present and absent, engaged and
detached. When her turn came, she walked to the podium, opened her laptop, and
looked out at the audience: perhaps sixty people, scholars and journalists and NGO

workers and the inevitable observers whose affiliations were unclear.

"My paper is called 'The Orientation of Self,'"" she said. "It's about identity-
protective cognition, which is my field of research. But it's also about me. About
my own identity-protective cognition. About the ways I have failed to apply my own

research to my own beliefs."



She saw the shift in the audience, the sharpening of attention that came when a

speaker violated the norms of academic distance. She continued.

"I am Palestinian-American. My parents emigrated from Ramallah in 1982. I
was born in Michigan, raised in Michigan, educated in American universities. I
have spent my career studying how people protect their identities by processing
information in biased ways. And I have never applied that research to the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict, because I could not be objective, because my identity was at

stake, because I was inside the phenomenon I was trying to study."

She clicked to her first slide, a diagram of identity-protective cognition she had

shown hundreds of times.

"This is what I teach. This is what the research shows. And this is what I do,
every day, without being able to stop it. I read news about the conflict and I
process it through the lens of my Palestinian identity. I interpret ambiguous
evidence in ways that confirm what I already believe. I dismiss sources that
challenge my narrative and credit sources that support it. I am a textbook case of

the phenomenon I study."

She looked at the audience. Some were nodding. Some were frowning. Some
were taking notes with the intensity of people who sensed they were witnessing

something unusual.

"I don't have a solution. I don't have a method for overcoming identity-
protective cognition, not for myself, not for anyone else. The research suggests
that such methods don't exist, or if they exist, they don't work reliably. We are
trapped in our identities, and our identities are trapped in our cognition, and the

cycle continues regardless of what we know about it."

She paused. She had rehearsed this next part, had written it and rewritten it

and was still not sure she should say it.

"But I think there's value in acknowledging the trap. I think there's value in
saying, publicly, in a room full of people who study these issues: I am not objective.
I cannot be objective. My research is shaped by who I am, and who I am is shaped
by a conflict I did not choose and cannot escape. This is not a confession of failure.
This is a description of reality. And I think we would all be better served by more

descriptions of reality and fewer pretenses of objectivity."

She finished her presentation. The applause was uncertain, scattered. During
the question period, a man in the third row asked if she was suggesting that

scholarship on the conflict was inherently biased and therefore worthless. She said



no, she was suggesting that scholarship on the conflict was inherently biased and
therefore should be read with that bias in mind. The man did not seem satisfied.

She had not expected him to be satisfied.

Afterward, in the coffee break, a woman approached her. She was perhaps
forty, dark-haired, wearing a conference badge that identified her as a genetic

counselor from Detroit.

"Dr. Khoury," she said. "I'm Layla Mansour. I wanted to tell you: that was the

most honest thing I've heard at a conference in years."

"Thank you."

"I work in genetics. I counsel people through DNA test results. I tell them that
genes are just information, that ancestry doesn't determine identity. And then I
couldn't take my own test. I started it and threw it away. Ordered another one. It

took me weeks to mail it back."

Nadia looked at her. She recognized something in the woman's face, a kinship
that was not genetic, a shared experience of knowing something and not being

able to act on it.

"Did you take it eventually?"

"I threw the first one away. Couldn't do it. Couldn't sleep either. I ordered

another kit three days later." Layla paused. "The results came back last week."

"And?"

Layla hesitated. Then she reached into her bag and pulled out a folded piece of
paper.

"I'm three percent Ashkenazi Jewish. My family has been in Lebanon for as long
as anyone can remember. We're Maronite Christian. And somewhere, generations

back, there's a Jewish ancestor no one told me about."

Nadia did not know what to say. She looked at the paper in Layla's hand, the
percentages that had disrupted a family story, the information that was just

information and also something more.

"What are you going to do with it?"

"I don't know. I haven't told my mother. I don't know if I will." Layla folded the



paper and put it back in her bag. "But I wanted to tell someone. I wanted to tell
someone who would understand what it means to know something you can't

unknow."

They stood in the conference lobby, two women who had never met, who shared
a recognition they could not name, who would return to their separate cities and

their separate lives carrying what they carried.

"Thank you for telling me," Nadia said.

"Thank you for your talk."

They exchanged cards. They promised to stay in touch. Neither of them knew if

they would.

The second day of the conference was devoted to genetics and archaeology, and
Yonatan Levy was on a panel with two other population geneticists and an
archaeologist from the University of Jordan. He presented his findings from the
Jezreel Valley burial, the same findings he had presented in Berlin, the same
careful conclusions about Bronze Age population continuity and the impossibility of

translating genetic ancestry into modern political identity.

He did not mention Marwan al-Husseini. He did not mention the data from the
West Bank. He gave the same incomplete presentation he had given before, and he

felt the same weight of omission, the same sense of failing to tell the whole truth.

After the panel, he walked out of the conference room and into the hallway,
intending to get coffee, intending to clear his head. He turned a corner and almost

collided with a man coming the other way.

"Yonatan."

"Marwan."

They stood in the hallway, two men who had corresponded for months without
meeting, who had shared data and doubts and late-night confessions, who had

built something they could not name and could not acknowledge.

"I didn't know you were here," Yonatan said.

"I didn't tell you. I wasn't sure I should come."



"I'm glad you came."

They stood in silence for a moment, the awkwardness of meeting in person after
knowing each other only through screens. In emails, Yonatan knew exactly who
Marwan was: his voice, his concerns, his dry humor that emerged in asides, the
exhaustion and hope that alternated in his messages. But here, in person, in a
hotel hallway in Amman, he did not know where to look, how to stand, what to do
with his hands. The man in front of him was familiar and strange at once, known

and unknown, a correspondent who had become a stranger by becoming real.

"I heard your panel," Marwan said. "You didn't mention our work."

"T couldn't. You know I couldn't."

"I know." Marwan looked around, checking who might be watching, the instinct
of someone accustomed to surveillance. "I'm presenting tomorrow. On the Jericho

samples. The same data I shared with you."

"T know. I saw it in the program."

"Will you come?"

"Of course."

Another silence. Marwan was shorter than Yonatan had imagined, though he
did not know why he had imagined him taller. His beard was grayer than his
profile photo suggested. His hands, when he gestured, moved differently than
Yonatan expected, though he could not have said what he had expected.
Everything about him was slightly wrong, slightly unfamiliar, the gap between the

person Yonatan had constructed from text and the person standing in front of him.

Then Marwan said: "There's a coffee shop across the street. Would you... would

you like to get coffee? Not here. Somewhere more private."

Yonatan thought about what it would mean to be seen with Marwan al-Husseini,
to walk out of the conference with a Palestinian colleague, to sit in a coffee shop
and talk about the work they had done together. He thought about the risks, the

interpretations, the headlines that might be written if anyone noticed.

"Yes," he said. "I would like that."



The coffee shop was half-empty, a modern space with too much chrome and music
that was slightly too loud. They ordered at the counter, small rituals that gave
them something to do with their hands, and carried their cups to a table near the

back, away from the windows, the positioning instinctive for both of them.

They sat across from each other. Yonatan held his coffee cup without drinking.

Marwan held his without drinking. The silence stretched.

"This is strange," Marwan said finally. "I feel like I know you. From the emails.
And I don't know you at all."

"I know what you mean."

"In writing, you're... you're someone I can talk to. Someone who understands.

But here, now, I don't know what we're supposed to say."

Yonatan looked at him, at this man who had become, in some sense, his closest
colleague, the only person with whom he could discuss the research that mattered
most to him. They had shared drafts and data, frustrations and small victories, the
loneliness of working on questions that could not be asked in public. They had
become something like friends, in the dark, in the spaces between official

communication, in the hours when no one was watching.

And now they were sitting in a coffee shop in Amman, and they did not know
how to talk.

"I read your email," Yonatan said. "The one you sent last month. About your

daughter's wedding."

"You didn't respond.”

"I didn't know what to say. I was... I was moved. That you told me. That you

trusted me with that."

Marwan's daughter had married a man from Nablus, a small wedding because
large weddings required permits and travel and coordination that the occupation
made impossible. Marwan had described the ceremony, the dancing, the moment
when his daughter had looked at him and he had understood that she was not his
anymore, that she belonged to someone else now, to a future he could not see. He
had written it to Yonatan at two in the morning, the kind of thing you write when

you cannot sleep and need someone to know.

"I tell you things I don't tell anyone else," Marwan said. "I don't know why.



You're the last person I should trust."

"Maybe that's why. Maybe it's easier to say things to someone who isn't there.

Someone who exists only in text."

"But now you're here."

"Now I'm here."

Marwan finally drank his coffee. Yonatan drank his. The music was still too
loud. The chrome was still too bright. But something had shifted, some barrier that
had existed between them even through all the emails. They were not text
anymore. They were bodies in a room, drinking coffee, trying to find a way to be

real to each other.

"I have something to show you," Yonatan said. He reached into his bag and took
out a folder. Inside was a printout, a draft of an abstract, two names at the top:

Levy, Y. and al-Husseini, M.

"I wrote this last week," he said. "I haven't sent it anywhere. I don't know if I

ever will. But I wanted to write it. I wanted to see our names together on a page."

Marwan took the folder. He read the abstract slowly, his lips moving slightly,
the habit of someone accustomed to reading in multiple languages. The abstract
described a hypothetical study, a combination of their data sets, the joint analysis

they had discussed in emails but never formalized.

"You can't publish this," Marwan said.

"T know."

"Your university would ask questions. Mine would ask questions. Everyone
would want to know how we got the data, how we communicated, what channels

we used."

"T know."

"It would end your career. It might end mine."

"T know."

Marwan looked at the abstract for a long time. Then he took a pen from his

pocket and signed his name at the bottom, below where Yonatan had already



signed.

"There," he said. "Now it exists. Even if no one ever sees it. Even if we destroy it

tomorrow. For one moment, we were co-authors."

Yonatan felt something in his chest, a tightness that was not pain, that was
something else, something he did not have a word for. He took the folder back and
looked at their signatures, the two names side by side, the collaboration that could

not be named now named, if only for them, if only for this moment.

"We should destroy it," he said.

"YeS."

"We should tear it up and throw it away and pretend this never happened."

"YeS. n

Neither of them moved. The abstract lay on the table between them, their

signatures still wet, the evidence of something that could not exist.

"Or," Marwan said, "we could keep it. Each of us. A copy. Hidden. Something to

remember that this was real."

Yonatan thought about the risk. He thought about the drawer in his office where
he kept the emails, the hidden folder on his computer where the correspondence
lived. He thought about adding this to the archive of the collaboration that could

not be, the record of the work that would never be published.

"Yes," he said. "Let's keep it."

He took out his phone. He photographed the abstract, both pages, both
signatures. Marwan did the same. Then Yonatan tore the paper into small pieces

and put the pieces in his pocket.

"I'll dispose of them properly," he said. "Separately. So no one can reconstruct
it."

"Good."

They finished their coffee. They did not talk about the abstract anymore. They
talked about other things: Marwan's students, Yonatan's sister who still refused to

speak to him, the conference presentations they had both heard, the impossibility



of the work they were trying to do. They talked for an hour, longer than either of

them had intended, longer than was probably safe.

When they stood to leave, Marwan extended his hand. Yonatan took it. The
handshake lasted a beat longer than a professional handshake would, a beat that

acknowledged everything they could not say.

"Until next time," Marwan said.

"Until next time."

They walked back to the hotel separately, five minutes apart, entering through
different doors. The coffee cups they had left behind were cleared by a waiter who
did not notice what had been signed or said at the corner table. The photographs
existed on two phones, encrypted, hidden, evidence of a collaboration that would
continue in secret, that would persist in the dark, that would matter to no one

except the two men who carried it.

On the third day, the conference held a plenary session on "Paths Forward," a
panel of experts who were supposed to synthesize the discussions and propose
directions for future research. Nadia was on the panel, and Yonatan was on the
panel, and a historian from Hebrew University and a sociologist from Birzeit and a
mediator who had worked on peace processes for thirty years and had watched
them all fail.

The moderator asked the first question: "Given everything we've heard over the
past three days, what do you see as the most promising avenue for bridging the

divides we've discussed?"

The historian spoke first, about the importance of shared historical narratives,
about projects that brought Israeli and Palestinian historians together to write
joint textbooks. The sociologist spoke about grassroots initiatives, about dialogue
groups and encounter programs and the slow work of building trust at the
individual level. The mediator spoke about political processes, about the necessity
of leadership and the absence of leadership and the ways that leaders were
constrained by the populations they led.

Yonatan spoke about genetics, about the data that showed shared ancestry,
about the possibility that scientific evidence might shift how people understood

their connections to each other. He spoke carefully, with the caveats he always



included, the acknowledgments that data alone could not change hearts. He did
not mention the coffee shop, the abstract, the signatures on the page he had

destroyed and preserved.

Then it was Nadia's turn.

"I'm supposed to be hopeful," she said. "That's what this panel is for. We're
supposed to leave the audience with something to hold onto, some reason to
believe that the conflict can be resolved, that the divides can be bridged. But I'm

not sure I can do that."

The moderator shifted uncomfortably. The audience was silent.

"My research shows that identity-protective cognition is extremely difficult to
overcome. People don't change their minds when presented with evidence. They
interpret evidence in ways that confirm what they already believe. And the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict is a textbook case of this dynamic, on both sides, reinforced by

decades of trauma and mistrust."

She looked at Yonatan, sitting two seats down from her.

"Dr. Levy's research shows that Israelis and Palestinians are genetically related,
that they share ancestors, that the boundaries between them are recent inventions
compared to the depth of their connection. This is true. This is scientifically robust.
And it doesn't matter. Knowing that you're related to someone doesn't make you
feel related to them. Knowing that your enemy is your cousin doesn't make you

stop seeing them as your enemy."

She paused. The room was very quiet.

"So what is the path forward? I don't know. I genuinely don't know. I know that
the work we do, the conferences we hold, the papers we write, the dialogue groups
we facilitate, all of it is better than nothing. All of it maintains a space for
connection that would otherwise close. But I don't believe it will resolve the
conflict. I don't believe anything will resolve the conflict, not in my lifetime, not in

my daughter's lifetime if I had a daughter."

The moderator tried to interject, to steer the discussion toward something more
hopeful. Nadia held up her hand.

"But that's not a reason to stop. That's not a reason to despair. The resolution is
not the point. The point is the continuation. The point is that we keep talking, keep

researching, keep reaching across the divides even when the reaching doesn't



close them. The point is presence, persistence, the refusal to let the space close

entirely."

She thought of Miriam Azoulay in her restaurant, feeding whoever walked
through the door. She thought of Father Elias in his church, holding a space that
would close when he stopped holding it. She thought of Yonatan and Marwan in a
coffee shop in Amman, signing an abstract that could never be published, creating

evidence of a collaboration that could not exist.

"That's what I have to offer. Not hope for resolution. Hope for continuation. The

belief that continuing to try matters, even when the trying doesn't succeed."

The panel ended. The applause was muted, uncertain. The audience dispersed
into the lobby, into the coffee breaks and the side conversations and the exchanges

of cards and promises to stay in touch.

The conference ended on the fourth day, with a closing ceremony and a group
photograph and the rituals of conclusion that such gatherings required. The
participants scattered: to airports and border crossings and the lives they had
briefly left.

Nadia flew back to Detroit, then drove to Ann Arbor. She returned to her office,
to her teaching, to the paper she had presented and was not sure she should
publish. She thought about Layla Mansour and the three percent Ashkenazi
ancestry, about the knowledge that could not be unknowed, about the families that

kept secrets and the tests that revealed them.

Yonatan flew back to Tel Aviv. He returned to his lab, to his students, to the
data that told one story and the world that told another. On his phone, encrypted
in a hidden folder, was a photograph of an abstract with two signatures. He looked
at it sometimes, late at night, when the emails from Marwan arrived, when the
correspondence continued in the dark. He did not know when they would meet
again. He did not know if they would meet again. He knew only that they had made
something together, something that existed even though it could not be shown,

something that mattered even though it changed nothing.

Marwan returned to Ramallah, crossing the bridge, submitting to the searches,
arriving home exhausted and uncertain. On his phone was the same photograph,
the same evidence, the same reminder of what was possible in a coffee shop in

Amman. He had presented his paper, had shared his findings, had spent an hour



with his Israeli colleague creating something that could not be published and
would not be destroyed. He returned to his university, to his students, to the
ongoing work of scholarship in a place where scholarship was never only
scholarship, where everything was political, where the questions he asked about

the past were always also questions about the present and the future.

Layla returned to Detroit, to her clinic, to the patients who came seeking
answers she could provide. She did not tell her mother about the three percent.
She put the results in a drawer, a drawer for things she was not ready to deal with
but could not throw away. She continued counseling patients through their own
revelations, knowing now what she had not known before: what it felt like to

receive news that rearranged how you understood yourself.

Kareem returned to Ramallah, to his doctoral work, to the dissertation he was
writing about ethics and archaeology. He thought about the conference, about the
papers he had heard, about the persistence Nadia Khoury had spoken of in the
closing panel. He thought about the burial in the Jezreel Valley, the person he had
apologized to, the bones that were in a museum now, that would never return to
the ground where they had rested for three thousand years. He did not know if his
apology had mattered. He did not know if anything he did mattered. He knew only

that he would continue, because continuing was what remained.

And in Jerusalem, in a small church near the Old City, Father Elias Haddad
woke at four-thirty, as he had woken for fifty-one years. He said his morning
prayers, prepared the altar, waited for the congregation that would come or would
not come. He did not know about the conference in Amman. He did not know about
the geneticists and the cognitive scientists and the papers that were presented. He
knew only what he had always known: that presence mattered, that holding space
mattered, that the work continued regardless of whether anyone noticed or

understood.

The stories did not end. The conference did not resolve. The participants
returned to their territories carrying what they had carried before, knowing what

they had known before, changed and not changed, connected and not connected.

The abstract existed on two phones, evidence of a collaboration that could not
be named. The three percent existed in a drawer, evidence of an ancestry that
could not be claimed. The papers existed in journals and conference proceedings,

evidence of knowledge that could not change hearts.

And the kinship of strangers remained what it had always been: real, and

unprovable, and insufficient.



The genes said they were family.
The world said they were not.
Both were true. Neither was enough.

The story continued.

End of Story 10
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