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    To those who have lived through silence, fear, and exileand still chose love.

To the mothers who disappeared to protect their children,and the children who grew up learning how to stay.

To the ones who helped quietly who showed up, who stayed,who became family without asking for blood.

To Nadine and Marc, and every real-life Nanna and Nonnowho step into the gaps and fill them with grace.

To Leila and Eli fictional, yes, but forged from truth who remind us that healing is not a straight line,and freedom is not just safety, but the right to build a life.

To the readers who carry this story in their hearts,who see themselves in its pages,and who believe that love, when chosen again and again,can rewrite even the most impossible beginnings.

This story is for you.You are not a secret.You are a story.

      

    



  	
        
            
            Countries divide. People connect.History may draw lines, but love redraws them.
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To those who have lived through silence, fear, and exile—

and still chose love.

To the mothers who disappeared to protect their children,

and the children who grew up learning how to stay.

To the ones who helped quietly who showed up, who stayed,

who became family without asking for blood.

To Nadine and Marc, and every real-life Nanna and Nonno

who step into the gaps and fill them with grace.

To Leila and Eli fictional, yes, but forged from truth 

who remind us that healing is not a straight line,

and freedom is not just safety, but the right to build a life.

To the readers who carry this story in their hearts,

who see themselves in its pages,

and who believe that love, when chosen again and again,

can rewrite even the most impossible beginnings.

This story is for you.

You are not a secret.

You are a story.
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This is not a story about perfect people.

It’s a story about two individuals Leila and Eli who grew up in cities where silence was survival, where freedom was rationed, and where love had to be hidden to stay alive. It’s about what happens when two people disappear from the world they knew and choose to build something new not out of certainty, but out of courage.

They didn’t plan to fall in love. They didn’t plan to become parents. They didn’t plan to raise five children in a house with no curtains and no exit plan. But they did.

This book follows their journey from the moment Leila vanished from a political summit to the birth of Max, to the quiet miracle of reunion, and the unexpected arrival of twin daughters. It’s a story of sickness, resilience, chosen family, and the kind of help that doesn’t ask for credit. It’s about Marc and Nadine, two people who stepped in when the world said don’t and became Nonno and Nanna to children who would never know the borders their parents crossed.

It’s a story about what happens when fear doesn’t win. When love is chosen again and again, even when it’s inconvenient, even when it’s terrifying. It’s about parenting in exile, healing through ritual, and building a legacy not from wealth or status but from presence, truth, and tenderness.

Leila and Eli’s story is fictional. But every page is stitched with real emotion, real stakes, and the quiet hope that maybe, just maybe, we can build lives that defy the scripts we were handed.

This is not a story about escape.

It’s a story about home.
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Chapter 1: The Summit That Wasn’t Meant to Heal
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The hotel was older than the conflict. Its walls carried the salt of a thousand summers, and its carpets smelled faintly of Mold and lemon polish. Leila stepped into the lobby with the kind of caution reserved for places that promise peace but deliver performance. She adjusted the strap of her leather satchel, the one she’d carried through refugee camps and therapy rooms and scanned the crowd. Mostly men. Mostly tired. Mostly here to say things they’d already said in a dozen languages.

She didn’t come to make friends. She came because her supervisor insisted. They need a trauma lens, he’d said. They need someone who’s seen the inside of grief. She didn’t tell him that she’d stopped believing in lenses. That sometimes, trauma wasn’t something you could frame it was something that swallowed you whole.

The conference badge around her neck read Dr. Leila H. Darwish, Ramallah. No title, no credentials, could soften the way people looked at that last word. Ramallah. It hung in the air like a challenge. She walked past the registration desk, past the bowl of stale mints, and into the main hall where the first panel was already underway.

Eli was scribbling in a notebook. Not typing scribbling. His pen moved like it was chasing something. He sat in the second row, legs crossed, jaw clenched, eyes scanning the speaker but not really listening. Leila noticed him because he didn’t look like the others. He looked like he’d been in the field too long. Like he’d stopped pretending neutrality was noble.

She took a seat three chairs away. Close enough to observe. Far enough to avoid conversation.

The speaker a diplomat from Geneva was talking about shared narratives. Leila felt her stomach tighten. She hated that phrase. It was the kind of language that erased the asymmetry of suffering. She opened her notebook and wrote: There is no shared narrative when one side buries children and the other debates policy.

Eli glanced over. He didn’t smile. But his eyes lingered on the page. She closed the notebook.

During the break, she stood by the window, watching the sea. It was restless. The kind of blue that held secrets. Eli approached, holding two coffees. He offered one without speaking. She hesitated, then took it.

You’re not here for the mints and metaphors, he said.

She raised an eyebrow. Neither are you.

They stood in silence.

I read your paper, he said finally. The one about inherited trauma and second-generation grief.

She didn’t respond.

It made me uncomfortable, he added.

Good, she said. It was meant to.

He smiled, barely. You write like someone who’s seen too much.

I write like someone who’s tired of pretending pain is poetic.

He nodded. I report on war. I know what you mean.

She looked at him then really looked. His face was weathered, but not broken. His eyes carried stories he hadn’t told. She wondered what he’d seen. What he’d chosen not to write.

Why are you here? she asked.

He shrugged. To listen. To argue. To remember that I’m not the only one who’s angry.

She sipped the coffee. It was bitter. She liked it that way.

Later, in the afternoon session, they sat beside each other. The speaker asked the room to share moments of hope. Leila didn’t speak. Eli did.

I once saw a boy in Gaza build a kite out of plastic bags and broken sticks, he said. He flew it over the rubble. It stayed in the air for twenty minutes.

The room was quiet.

Leila turned to him. Did you write about it

No, he said. Some things are too sacred for print.

That night, she walked the beach alone. The wind was sharp, the stars indifferent. She thought about the boy with the kite. About Eli’s silence. About her own.

She didn’t know yet that this man would change her life. That their conversations would become confessions. That their love would be both a refuge and a rebellion.

She only knew that something had begun. And that beginnings, in her world, were never safe.
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Chapter 2: The Coffee That Burned Too Long
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The café inside the hotel was dim and half forgotten, tucked between the stairwell and a shuttered gift shop that hadn’t sold anything since the last ceasefire. The chairs were mismatched, the tables chipped, and the espresso machine wheezed like it had survived a war of its own. Leila sat at the far end, her back to the wall, her notebook open but untouched. She wasn’t writing. She was watching. The sea outside was calm today, but inside her chest, everything was restless.

Eli arrived late. Not fashionably, not apologetically just late. He carried two coffees again, one in each hand, and set them down without asking. She didn’t thank him. He didn’t expect her to. They had already passed the threshold of politeness. What remained between them now was something else. Something quieter. Something that didn’t need permission.

He sat across from her, elbows on the table, eyes scanning the room like a man who’d learned to read danger in body language. She recognized it. That hypervigilance. That subtle tilt of the head when someone entered. That instinct to locate exits. Trauma had its own choreography, and they both knew the steps.

You always sit with your back to the wall, he said.

So do you, she replied.

They sipped their coffee. It was bitter, over extracted, and slightly burnt. Neither of them complained. It felt right somehow. Like the coffee had absorbed the mood of the summit. Like it had been brewed with the same tension that hung in the air.

He pulled out his notebook again. Not the leather bound one from the panel, but a smaller, battered journal with frayed edges and a sticker peeling off the cover. She leaned forward slightly, curious.

What’s in that one? she asked.

Things I don’t publish, he said.

She nodded. She understood. There were stories that didn’t belong to the world. Only to the soul.

He flipped to a page and read aloud, not looking up. March 14th. Gaza. A boy named Sami asked me if bullets could be recycled. I told him no. He said, Then why do they keep coming back?

Leila closed her eyes for a moment. The question hung between them like smoke.

I met a girl once, she said. In Jenin. She was seven. She drew pictures of houses with no doors. I asked her why. She said, So no one can come in and take my brother again.

They didn’t speak for a while after that. The silence wasn’t awkward. It was sacred.

Outside, the sun shifted. The light through the window fell across Eli’s face, softening the lines around his mouth. Leila noticed the scar near his temple, barely visible beneath the stubble. She wondered how he got it. She didn’t ask.

Instead, she said, Do you believe in reconciliation?

He didn’t answer right away. He traced the rim of his coffee cup with one finger, thinking.

I believe in truth, he said finally. Reconciliation without truth is just performance.

She nodded. And truth without accountability is just storytelling.

They looked at each other then. Really looked. Not as journalist and therapist. Not as Israeli and Palestinian. Just two people who had spent too long in rooms where pain was translated into policy.

He leaned back in his chair. You know what I hate most about these summits?

She raised an eyebrow.

The way they serve hope like hors d’oeuvres. Small, bite sized, and never enough.

She laughed. Not loudly. But genuinely.

That’s good, she said. You should write that.

I did, he said. But I crossed it out.

Why?

Because it made me sound bitter.

You are bitter.

So are you.

They smiled. It was the first time they both did.

The waiter came by and cleared their cups. Eli ordered another round. Leila hesitated, then nodded. She wasn’t ready to leave. Not yet.

They talked about childhood. About mothers who taught them how to fold laundry during air raids. About fathers who drank too much and said too little. About cousins who disappeared and cousins who came back changed. They talked about the smell of tear gas, the sound of sirens, the way grief could become a second skin.

At one point, Eli said, I used to think journalism could change the world.

Leila looked at him. And now?

Now I think it can witness it. And sometimes, that’s enough.

She reached for her notebook. This time, she wrote. Not for publication. Not for her supervisor. Just for herself.

Some conversations are kites. Fragile, fleeting, and worth chasing.

Eli watched her write. He didn’t interrupt.

When the second round of coffee arrived, it was just as bitter. But they drank it anyway.

The café began to empty. The summit sessions resumed. But they stayed. Two people in a forgotten corner of a forgotten hotel, sharing stories that didn’t fit into panels or papers.

Before they parted, Eli said, I’m glad you’re here.

Leila didn’t respond. She didn’t need to.

She walked back to her room with the taste of burnt coffee on her tongue and the weight of something new in her chest.

She didn’t know yet that this man would become her mirror. That their love would be forged not in passion, but in presence.

She only knew that the coffee had burned too long. And that sometimes, bitterness was the beginning of truth.

Leila didn’t return to the afternoon panel. Instead, she walked the shoreline alone, her sandals in one hand, the sea licking at her ankles like a question. The wind carried voices from the hotel terrace laughter, clinking glasses, the hollow sound of diplomatic optimism. She didn’t want to hear it. She wanted silence that didn’t pretend to be peace.

She thought about Eli. About the way he said her name without hesitation. About the way he didn’t flinch when she spoke of grief. Most men she met in these spaces either romanticized her pain or tried to fix it. Eli did neither. He simply stayed.

She sat on a flat rock and watched the horizon blur. Her phone buzzed. A message from her mother. Just a photo of her niece drawing on the balcony, a caption that read, She asked if you’re still helping sad people. Leila smiled, then cried. Quietly. The kind of crying that doesn’t ask for comfort.

Back at the hotel, Eli was in the library, flipping through a book on post conflict journalism. He wasn’t reading. He was waiting. When Leila entered, he looked up but didn’t stand. She sat beside him, close enough to feel the warmth of his shoulder, far enough to keep the boundary intact.

I didn’t go, she said.

I figured.

They were talking about frameworks again.

He closed the book. Frameworks don’t hold grief.

She nodded. Or guilt.

They sat in silence, surrounded by books that had never been opened. The librarian didn’t bother them. She seemed to understand that some silences were sacred.

Eli reached into his bag and pulled out a folded piece of paper. I wrote something else, he said. But it’s not finished.

She took it without hesitation. It was a poem. Not polished. Not perfect. But honest.

There are borders between us

Not just lines on maps

But words we don’t say

And wounds we don’t name.

She read it twice. Then folded it carefully and handed it back.

Keep it he said.

She did.

That night, they didn’t meet in the café. They didn’t text. They didn’t plan. But they both walked the beach at the same time, from opposite ends, until they met in the middle. No words. Just presence.

The moon was high. The sea was quiet. And for the first time in years, Leila felt like she wasn’t carrying everything alone.
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Chapter 3: The Room With No Curtains
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The room smelled like salt and old wood. The curtains had been removed, not by design but by neglect. The hotel staff had promised replacements, but none came. Leila didn’t mind. She preferred the honesty of bare windows. No filters. No softening. Just the truth of the sea, the sky, and the occasional gull that hovered like a question.

She sat on the edge of the bed, legs tucked beneath her, staring at the horizon. Her notebook lay open beside her, but she hadn’t written since the café. Eli’s poem was folded inside, tucked between pages of clinical notes and half-finished reflections. She hadn’t read it again. She didn’t need to. It had already settled into her.

A knock at the door. Not loud. Not urgent. Just present.

She opened it without asking who it was.
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