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    PROLOGUE




    THE MARTYRS




    GAZING AT THE white-capped aqua waters of the Mayan Riviera, Ibrahim Jefar struggled to imagine the act that would end his life: the righteous murder, far from home, of the man who led the enemy of his people, the hawk-faced architect of his sister’s shame and grief.




    Ibrahim and Iyad Hassan, who directed their actions and would join him in death, were living in suspension, awaiting the directives that would transform their anonymity to honor. Their temporary refuge was the village of Akumal, sequestered in a strip of beaches on the east coast of Mexico. Once the area had been peopled by Mayans, whose disappearance had left behind the ruins of pyramids and temples; now it was the playground of rich foreigners, sport fishermen and snorkelers, drawn by a reef system that offered coral of rich and varied hues and a plethora of vividly colored tropical fish. Their white stucco villa was one of a string of such places, sheltered by coconut palms, built into black rock ledges at the edge of the Caribbean. To Ibrahim, used to the desolation of his homeland, it was beautiful and alien, as disorienting as the aftershock of a dream.




    They had existed here for a week. Each morning, as now, stiff breezes drove away the early clouds and exposed a rich blue sky, which met the deeper blue of the ocean. Sunlight summoned forth the slender women in string bikinis who snorkeled and swam and walked on the beach nearby, filling him with desire and shame. He turned from them as he did from the pitiless sun.




    To Ibrahim, in their heedlessness and privilege, these tourists symbolized those who had shamed his people, the Zionists who used Americas weaponry to occupy their remaining lands and strangle them in a web of settlements and roadblocks, cementing their exile with the glue of poverty. He thought of his sister, sweet and scared, who once had trembled when the bombs fell, before the soldiers drove all reason from her brain; of his father, whose profitable accounting practice had shriveled to bare subsistence; of their ancestral home in Haifa, now possessed by Jews, its beauty known to Ibrahim only through photographs; of another image, this one of bombed-out wreckage in the refugee camp in Jenin, beneath which lay a corpse whose sole marker was a shattered pair of gold-rimmed glasses. “Terrorist” the Zionists had called him.




    No, Ibrahim thought—a martyr, and my friend. But it was Salwa, his sister, who fueled his wavering resolve in this place too far from home.




    Their journey here had begun in Ramallah, on the West Bank. Using their own passports, they drove to Amman, then flew to Paris, Mexico City, and Cancún. There they had rented a car in Iyad’s true name, driving to the villa selected by the unknown authors of their mission. Ibrahim was unused to this freedom of travel—a clear highway without checkpoints or soldiers, running for miles in a straight line.




    They were free here, Ibrahim thought now, a bitter irony. Neither had a criminal record; both spoke fluent English. They were in Akumal for the diving, they said on the few occasions in which they needed to say anything, and then proceeded to do nothing but await their fate in luxury. The conceit of this refuge was that no one with their actual mission would choose such a place: they were rendered inconspicuous by the sheer incongruity of their presence, and the indifference of vacationers bent on their own pleasure and distraction.




    And so they kept to themselves, unnoticed save by a housekeeper who spoke rudimentary English and did what little cooking and cleaning they required. Their plans, Ibrahim felt certain, were beyond anything that life had led this simple woman to contemplate. The only Jews she had ever known were no doubt rich Americans—like, by the evidence Ibrahim had sifted from photographs and books, the absentee owners of the villa—and probably she did not even know what they were. For now, at least, he and Iyad seemed safe.




    Yet Ibrahim was both frightened and sad. The dream state of this respite made him feel small, the puppet of unseen forces. He tried to imagine once more the pride of his friends, the admiration of strangers for whom, in death, he would enter into history. But here, in Akumal, this vision lacked the vividness it had had in Ramallah. Instead it seemed somehow juvenile, the fantasy of a boy who had placed himself in an action movie with which he had killed some idle afternoon.




    Their only contact with reality was Iyad’s cell phone. Ibrahim was not allowed to answer it: Iyad would retreat to a corner of the villa, speaking Arabic in a low voice. His terse comments afterward made Ibrahim feel patronized, a child fed by his parents some rehearsed and edited version of a grown-up conversation held behind closed doors. It was this, he supposed, that made it even harder to imagine Iyad Hassan taking orders from a woman.




    But this woman, too, was surely only a conduit, the instrument of other men who shared their vision. In the end, they and their faceless masters were all servants of their people, and of God.




    Ibrahim checked his watch. Inside, he knew, Iyad was finishing his extended prayers—head bowed, eyes squinting tight, deepening the premature lines of a face too careworn for a man who, at twenty-four, was only two years older than Ibrahim himself. Sometimes Ibrahim believed that Iyad had known everything but doubt.




    Sometimes he wished that Iyad had not chosen him.




    He could not envision paradise. He could experience what martyrdom would bring him only in earthly imaginings of the Ramallah that would persist after his death, peopled by ordinary citizens whose pleasure it was to recall Ibrahim’s sacrifice while living out their ordinary lives—in a land, he could only pray, transformed by his act. He would never know the unborn children who, Iyad had assured him, would feel pride in the mention of his name, study his photograph for the markers of bravery. The pieces of his ruined body would find no grave at home.




    This place was his oasis, and his prison: he was a hostage to time that dragged with agonizing slowness, waiting for the phone call that would propel them into action. So yet again, he sat on a stone bench atop a rocky ledge where waves struck with a low thud and shot spumes of white into the air, dampening his face and bare chest with a cool mist. The sandy space between the rocks and the villa was thick with palms; the pounding surf filled the air with a ceaseless watery static. The villa itself was bright and airy, and in the sheltered front garden was a swimming pool. Ibrahim could not imagine that anyone lived like this—except the Zionist settlers, the red tile roofs of whose houses resembled the roof of this villa, or, he thought with fleeting disdain, the eminences of the Palestinian Authority, once his nominal leaders. But from the evidence of the photographs, this was the home of a bearded American Jew and his skinny wife, grinning maniacally at the camera in a parody of the vacationers escapist glee. On their coffee table was a picture book entitled A Day in the Life of Israel, a catalog of Zionist achievement, schools and cities and deserts bursting with green orchards and bright fruits and vegetables. Still, what Ibrahim saw as he leafed through the pages was his grandfather dying in a refugee camp, a small wizened man with a gaze at once nearsighted and faraway, the look of decades of wretchedness and dispossession. There was no book with a picture of his grandfather, he thought now; the old man had died as he had lived, seen only by his family.




    Remembering, Ibrahim felt his eyes mist with grief and anger. The world weeps, he thought, at the death of a Jewish child. But there is no press coverage of dead Palestinians, unless they die killing Jews; there was no notice of his sister, or the daughter she would never hold, by a media obsessed with Jews blown up in cafés and restaurants by those brave few who chose to emerge from the faceless squalor of their camps, seeking to make their enemy suffer as deeply as did their people. And yet, though Ibrahim respected their courage and understood its purpose, he could not easily conceive of taking women and children with him to their doom. He must be grateful that he had been sent to kill a man.




    This man, the face of Israel.




    Ibrahim had known that face since childhood, as long as he had known Israeli soldiers and overcrowding and humiliation; that even dogs, but not Palestinians, were allowed to bark; that the real terrorists were not only the Jews but the Americans; that when a Jew dies, the president of the United States weeps in sorrow. He had known all this, and done nothing. Until the day when he looked into the eyes of his sister, now as dull in life as they would someday be in death, and knew that he must redeem his honor . . .




    Something heavy struck his back. Flinching, he heard the bomb’s percussive pop, stiffened against the explosion that would tear his limbs apart. Then he saw, rolling to a stop, a half-ruined coconut that had dropped from the tree behind him.




    Wanly, Ibrahim laughed at himself—a displaced Palestinian on a verdant patch of Mexico, with imaginary bombs falling on him from a palm tree.




    Before the trauma of Salwa, he had laughed more often, even in the worst of times. He wondered if what he saw on Iyad’s face had entered his soul without touching his own unmarked face—this sense of having felt too much, of a despair deeper and older than his years. On television, at home, he could see beautiful people from all over the world, as free and happy as the half-naked women on the beach at Akumal. But that television set, all he possessed besides a few books and clothes and a college degree from Birzeit without a future he could see, filled him with a sense of his own nothingness. He would sit in his international relations class, furtively admiring Fatin of the light brown eyes and seductive smile, and know that nothing was all he had to offer her.




    Even this sojourn was a tribute to their facelessness. That they were in Akumal instead of western Mexico, Iyad informed him, was a change of plans, a fluke of racism and oppression. Self-appointed American vigilantes had begun spending their idle hours patrolling the borders of Arizona and New Mexico, hoping to snare Mexican illegals scurrying across. Those who had planned their mission did not want them caught by some white people’s hunt for brown invaders they could not tell from Arabs.




    Americans, and Jews. When Iyad had first approached him, he had recited a sermon he had heard from a radical imam. Wherever you are, the holy man had said, kill Jews and Americans. He who straps a suicide belt on his children will be blessed. No Jews believe in peace; all are liars. Even if some piece of paper is signed by Jews and Palestinian traitors, we cannot forget Haifa, or Jericho, or Galilee, all the land and lives the Zionists have stolen from us, the day-by-day degradation into which the occupiers grind our faces. “ ‘Have no mercy on the Jews,’ ” Iyad repeated. “ ‘No matter what country they are in. And never forget that Jews are the sword of the United States of America, the enemy who arms our enemy.’ ”




    This recitation left Ibrahim unmoved. He had heard it all before, countless times; hearing it again gave him the dull sensation of being rhythmically pounded on the head with a bag of sand. Then he thought of Salwa . . .




    Once more, Ibrahim flinched.




    Tensing, he heard the second discordant ring of Iyad’s cell phone, carrying through the screen door of the villa. The ringing stopped abruptly, followed by the sound of Iyad’s voice.




    Ibrahim closed his eyes.




    For minutes he was still. Then, with a sense of foreboding, he heard Iyad’s footfalls in the sand, felt his shadow block the sun.




    Raising his head, Ibrahim looked into his companion’s gaunt face. Then, as before, he thought that God had given Iyad too little skin to cover his bones.




    “She called,” Iyad said. His monotone had the trace of disdain that Ibrahim found so discordant, given the exactitude with which he carried out her directives. “This is our last night in paradise on earth. The next will be far better.”




    Two afternoons later, driven by a lean, cold-eyed man they knew only as Pablo, they rode in a van headed toward the border. Crossing would be no problem, Pablo assured them in surprisingly good English—thousands did it every day. Although not, Ibrahim thought, for such a reason.




    Pablo left them a mile from the border. Stepping onto the parched earth, they began to walk in the sweltering heat. Turning, Iyad watched Pablo’s van disappear, then ordered, “We leave the cell phone here. And our passports. Everything that names us.”




    These few words, Ibrahim found, sealed his sense of foreboding.




    He emptied his pockets. With the care of a man tending a garden, Iyad buried their passports under a makeshift pile of rocks.




    An hour later, sweat from their trek coating his face, Ibrahim saw the metallic glint of a silver van driving toward them across the featureless terrain. Ibrahim froze in fear. With preternatural calm, Iyad said, “We’re in America. The home of the brave, the liberators of Iraq.”




    The van stopped beside them. Silently, its dark-haired young driver opened the door, motioning them into the back. In English as fluent as Pablo’s, he said, “Lie down. I’m not getting paid to lose you.” To Ibrahim, he looked more Arabic than Hispanic. But then, he realized, so had Pablo.




    When the man told them to sit up, they were in Brownsville, Texas. He dropped them near a bus terminal with nothing but what he had given them, the key to a locker inside.




    The terminal was nearly empty. Glancing over his shoulder, Iyad opened the locker. The brown bag they found held a credit card, three thousand dollars in cash, car keys, a binder, two American passports in false names, and California driver’s licenses. With mild astonishment, Ibrahim gazed at his photograph, encased in plastic, and discovered that his new name was Yusuf Akel.




    “Let’s go,” Iyad murmured in Arabic.




    Expressionless, he led Ibrahim to a nondescript Ford sedan with California license plates, parked two blocks away. Iyad unlocked the passenger door for Ibrahim.




    “We have seven days,” Iyad said. “We’ll drive until it’s dark.”




    It was June, late spring, and the days were long. Tasting the last saliva in his dry mouth, Ibrahim got in, knowing he would not sleep for hours, if at all.




    Iyad drove in silence. Ibrahim riffled through the binder. It contained a sheaf of maps, detailing a route from Brownsville to San Francisco. On the final map of San Francisco were two stars scrawled with a Magic Marker: one labeled “bus station,” the other beside a place called Fort Point.




    Closing his eyes against the harsh sunlight, Ibrahim tried to summon an image of San Francisco, the end of his life’s journey.




  








    PART ONE




    THE HOPE










    ONE




    UNTIL HANA ARIF called him after thirteen years of silence, and he knew whose voice it was so quickly that he felt time stop, David Wolfe’s life was proceeding as he had long intended.




    Except for the spring of Hana, as he still thought of it, David had always had a plan. He had planned to excel in prep school as a student and at sports, and did. After college, he had planned to go to Harvard Law, and he had. He had planned to become a prosecutor and then enter politics, and now he was.




    That this last was proceeding even more smoothly than he could have hoped was due to his fiancée, Carole Shorr, who, though not planned on, had entered his life at least in part because her plans meshed so well with his. Now their plan was the same: marriage, two children, and a run for Congress, which continued the more or less straight line of Davids life since his early teens, when he had realized that his dark good looks, wry humor, and quickness of mind were matched by a self-discipline that wrung every last particle out of the talents he possessed. Only once—with Hana—had nothing mattered but another person, an experience so frightening, exhilarating, and, in the end, scarifying that he had endured it only by clinging to his plans until they became who he was. It was a sin, David had come to believe, to be surprised by your own life.




    This conclusion did not make him callous, or disdainful of others. The experience of Hana had taught him too much about his own humanness. And he knew that his self-discipline and gift for detachment were part of the mixed blessings, perhaps intensified by Hana, passed down by his parents—a psychiatrist and an English professor who shared a certain intellectual severity, both of them descendants of German Jews and so thoroughly assimilated that their banked emotions reminded him of the privileged WASPs he had encountered when his parents had dispatched him from San Francisco to prep school in Connecticut, with little more sentiment than he had come to expect.




    All this made him value and even envy the deep emotionality of Carole and her father, Harold—the Holocaust survivor and his daughter, for whom their very existence was to be celebrated. So that this morning, when he and Carole had selected a wedding date after making love, and her eyes had filled with tears, he understood at once that her joy was not only for herself but for Harold, who would celebrate their wedding day on behalf of all the ghosts whose deaths in Hitler’s camps—as unfathomable to Harold as his own survival—required him to invest his heart and soul in each gift life gave him, of which his only child was the greatest.




    So David and Carole had made love again. Afterward, she lay against him, smiling, her breasts touching his chest, the tendrils of her brunette curls grazing his shoulder. And he had forgotten, for a blissful time, the other woman, smaller and darker, in his memory always twenty-three, with whom making love had been to lose himself.




    Thus the David Wolfe who answered his telephone was firmly rooted in the present and, blessedly, his future. He was, he had told himself once more, a fortunate man, gifted with genetics that, with no effort on his part, had given him intelligence, a level disposition, and a face on which every feature was pronounced—strong cheekbones, ridged nose, cleft chin—plus cool blue eyes to make it one that people remembered and television flattered. To his natural height and athleticism he added fitness, enforced by a daily regime of weights and aerobic exercise.




    His current life was a similar fusion of luck, self-discipline, and careful planning. That morning, upon reaching his clean and sparely decorated law office, David had flipped his desk calendar, looking past the orderly notations of the lawyer and would-be politician—the hearings, depositions, and trial dates of a practice that commingled civil law with criminal defense; the lunches, evening speeches, and meetings of civic groups that marked the progress of a Democratic congressman-in-waiting—and lit on the wedding date he and Carole had selected. It would be an occasion. Harold Shorr would spare no expense, and this served Carole’s interest in a day that combined deep celebration with an opportunity for David’s further advancement in the Jewish community that would become his financial base in politics.




    This was fine with David: Carole’s penthouse was a focal point for Democratic and Jewish causes, and he had become accustomed to Carole filling dates with social opportunities both onerous and interesting, the latter represented by the dinner Carole was hosting that evening for the Israeli prime minister, Amos Ben-Aron. This one of Carole’s many dinners promised to be particularly intriguing. Formerly an obdurate hard-liner, Ben-Aron was now barnstorming America to rally support for his controversial last-ditch plan to achieve peace between Israel and the Palestinians, with whom it had too long been locked in a violent and corrosive struggle—about which, as it happened, David knew a little more than he could have admitted to Carole without inflicting needless wounds, or reopening his own.




    Dismissing the thought, David gazed down at his wedding date. Perhaps the prime minister, David mused with a smile, would agree to serve as their best man. No doubt Carole had considered this; in her reckoning, David’s only flaw was a shortfall of Jewishness. Not that this was obvious: a gentile former girlfriend, studying David’s face after lovemaking, had remarked, “You look like an Israeli film star, if there is such a thing.” Then, as now, David had no idea; he had never been to Israel. No doubt Carole would change this, as well.




    Still light of spirit, he had just looked up from the calendar to his view of the San Francisco skyline when the telephone rang.




    He glanced at the caller ID panel. But the number it displayed was a jumble that made no sense to him—a cell phone number, he supposed, perhaps foreign. Intrigued, he answered it.




    “David?”




    Her voice, precise and soft at once, caused the briefest delay in his response.




    “Yes?”




    “David.” The repetition of his name was quieter yet. “It’s Hana.”




    “Hana,” he blurted. He stood up, half out of reflex, half from shock. “What on earth . . .”




    “I know.” She hesitated. “I know. I mean, it’s been long.”




    “Thirteen years.”




    “Thirteen years. And now I’m visiting here. San Francisco.”




    David managed to laugh. “Just like that.”




    “Not exactly. Saeb is relentlessly tracking Amos Ben-Aron, pointing out the manifest defects and incongruities of this new plan of his—perhaps more sharply than our American hosts are happy with.”




    She said this as if it were logical, expected. “So you two are married.”




    “Yes. And we—or I—decided it was time for Munira to see the United States.” This time it was Hana who laughed. “I’m a mother, David.”




    There was something in the timbre of her laugh that David could not define—perhaps simply the acknowledgment that she was not the young woman he had known, the lover he might still remember.




    “It happens,” he answered. “Or so I’m told.”




    “Not you?”




    “Not yet. But I’m getting married in seven months. According to the conventions, children follow.” Temporarily, he lost his place in the conversation. “So how is it, being a parent?”




    This time it was Hana who seemed, for a moment, distracted. “Munira,” she answered dryly, “is my own parents’ revenge. She’s bright, willful, and filled with the passion of her own ideas. Sometimes I think she will never imagine that I was such a person. Or experience the kind of amusement, pride, and chagrin a mother feels when she looks at her daughter and sees herself.”




    Though he had begun to pace, David smiled a little. “So she’s beautiful, as well.”




    “Beautiful?” The word seemed to take Hana by surprise. David recalled that she had often seemed unaware of her own impact—at least until she looked at him and saw it in his eyes. “Oh,” she added lightly, “of course.”




    With this, neither seemed to know what to say. “This is all right?” she asked.




    “What?”




    “To call you.”




    “Of course. I’m glad you did.”




    She hesitated. “Because I thought we might have lunch.”




    David stood still. “The three of us?” he asked at length.




    Another pause. “Or four of us, counting your wife-to-be.”




    She tried to infuse this with a tone of generosity, including in her proposal a woman she did not seem to have expected.




    “How is Saeb?” David parried.




    “Much as you would recall him. We are both professors at Birzeit University, near Ramallah—it’s been some time, you may recall, since the Israeli army last shut us down. Saeb is still brilliant, and still angry. Perhaps angrier than me now. He’s just as committed to Palestine, but more radical. And very much more Islamic.” She stopped there. Is it such a good idea, David wanted to ask, to put Saeb and me at the same table once again? But to question this would be to intimate that to Saeb, and perhaps to Hana, David occupied the lingering psychic space that Hana did for him. Then she spoke again.




    “Perhaps you’re right,” she said simply, answering the question he had not asked. “You are well, David?”




    “I’m well. Very.” He felt a brief twinge, his last memory of Hana. “And you?”




    “Yes. Enough.” Once more she sounded hesitant, perhaps rueful that she had called. “And you’ve become a trial lawyer as you wished?”




    “Yes.”




    “And a good one, I am sure.”




    “Good enough. I’ve yet to lose a case—mainly because I spent all my career until last year as a prosecutor, and prosecutors try the cases they can win. Now I’m a defense lawyer with my own practice—me and one associate—working as tribune for the mostly guilty. So I’m overdue for a loss.”




    “I hope not, if only for the sake of your next client.” Her voice softened again. “Your fiancee, does she have a name?”




    “Carole. Carole Shorr.”




    “What does she do?”




    “Good works, mainly. She has a master’s degree in social work. But her father’s quite wealthy, so she’s found her way into causes she cares deeply about—raising money for the Democratic Party, chairing the board of a group that combats violence against women and children. A lot of time put into Jewish charities and promoting ties between Israel and the United States.” He paused briefly. “Without, I might add, despising Palestinians. All she wants for Israel is a stable peace, and an end to killing.”




    Hana was briefly silent. “So,” she said gently. “A nice Jewish girl, and a rich one at that. Things often end up the way they’re supposed to, I think.”




    There was a moment in time for me, David thought, when “supposed to” did not count. Had it ever been like that, he wondered now, for Hana? Then he heard his own silence.




    “So here we are,” he said. “I’m happy about Munira. If there was ever a graduate of Harvard Law School who should downstream her DNA, it’s you.”




    After an instant, Hana laughed briefly. “Then congratulations to us both, David.” Her voice abruptly sobered. “Though I worry she has seen too much on the West Bank, too much oppression, too much death. I can feel her growing too old, and too scarred, too quickly. The Zionist occupation has been criminal—generation after generation, they are always with us. Ben-Aron most of all.”




    David did not respond.




    Hana paused, seemingly uncertain of what to say next, then retrieved a note of warmth. “I’m glad to know you’re well. Take care, David.”




    “And you.”




    “Oh, I will.” A last moment of hesitation. “Good-bye, David.”




    “Good-bye, Hana.”




    Slowly, David put down the telephone, his morning utterly transformed.










    TWO




    FROM THE MOMENT David Wolfe first saw Hana Arif—igniting that incandescent spark that, for him, never died despite all his efforts—she was bound to Saeb Khalid in ways more profound than David could then conceive.




    It was February, and he was marking time. In three months, he would graduate from Harvard and begin the law career he had been planning for so long. Grades no longer worried him; a job in the District Attorney’s Office for the City and County of San Francisco awaited, and David was allowing himself the rare luxury of indifference. And so, on a bleak winter evening in Cambridge, David found himself hurrying to the law school with his friend Noah Klein, late for a discussion among a moderator and four students—two Jews and two Arabs—about the Israeli-Palestinian dilemma.




    Ordinarily, this subject would not have diverted David from watching the Celtics game on television. But Noah wanted company and, over dinner, David had allowed that it might be amusing to watch their classmate Marcus Goodman—a devout Orthodox Jew from Brooklyn of almost comical sincerity—take up the cudgel for the Jewish homeland. When they entered the lecture room, David spotted Marcus at one end of a table with their Israeli classmate Ruth Harr, separated from two young Palestinians by the moderator, a bearded professor of constitutional law. But what drew Davids attention was the Palestinian woman scornfully interrupting Marcus’s assertion that what she no doubt considered part of her homeland, the West Bank of the Jordan River, was, in fact, a “biblical and immutable grant of land from God to the Jewish people—”




    “Since when,” she inquired, “did God become a real estate agent?”




    There was scattered laughter from the audience packing the room. Still standing, David struggled to suppress a smile at Marcus’s discomfiture. And then he realized that the woman was now contemplating David himself, the conspicuously late arrival, with an appraisal at once leisurely and disdainful. Himself no stranger to pride, David coolly returned her gaze, allowing his amused expression to linger. How long, he silently asked her, do you want to keep this up?




    “Let’s sit,” Noah murmured. “There are two places over there.”




    They sat, comfortably distant from the panel, and David began to study the woman in earnest.




    It was worth his time. She was slim and startlingly pretty—a full mouth, sculpted face, black hair pulled back at the nape of her neck, intense dark eyes—the type of olive-skinned beauty, accented by gold earrings and red lipstick, to which David had always felt a chemical attraction he both savored and distrusted. But as the discussion continued, what engaged him even more was her vividness in debate, an arresting quickness of thought and speech accented by a vibrant animation. Nothing about her was inscrutable. Not the swift, sardonic smile that showcased white, perfect teeth, nor the look of displeasure with which she regarded her antagonists—head tilted, eyes narrowing in skepticism, and the full line of her mouth depressing slightly, as though to restrain some biting interjection. For David, it was as though the others faded to black and white, and this woman emerged in Technicolor.




    She was a first-year law student, David discovered from the program, and her name was Hana Arif.




    “In 1947,” Hana was saying to Marcus Goodman, “the United Nations recommended the partition of my homeland, Palestine—then controlled by the British—into a Jewish state and a Palestinian state.




    “My grandparents were farmers in the Galilee.” Her tone became muted with sorrow. “That was all they knew. They did not understand that they must pay for a Holocaust perpetrated by Europeans by giving up their home, based on a Zionist program of colonizing our lands that began before Hitler was even born. They failed to see why it was unfair for Jews to live as a minority in a Palestinian state, but fair for half the Palestinian people—like those in their own village—to be converted overnight into an Arab minority in a Jewish state of the outside world’s creation—”




    “What would have changed for them, really?” Ruth Harr interrupted. “They should have stayed and learned to live with Jews in peace. By leaving they created their own tragedy.”




    At this, the slight young man sitting beside Hana—Saeb Khalid, a graduate student in international relations, the program told David—placed his hand lightly on her arm, a signal that he wished to intervene, to which she, somewhat to Davids surprise, assented. Turning to Ruth, Saeb’s fine poet’s face became a mask of anger, and his first words were choked with emotion. “My grandparents’ lives were your grandparents’ creation. Your soldiers drove us out, destroyed our villages. At Deir Yassin, the terrorist organization Irgun—founded by your prime minister, the great peacemaker Menachem Begin—slaughtered over two hundred and fifty Palestinian men, women, and children, who were stripped, mutilated, thrown into a well, or simply murdered.




    “As Hana said, our grandparents were simple people. But they understood death well enough—”




    “And so do we.” Ruth straightened in her chair, her own dark intensity mirroring Hana’s. “Don’t equate your history with ours. And don’t pass off anti-Semitism as a quaint eccentricity of Europeans—although the Spanish Inquisition, the many bloody pograms carried out by the Russians and the Poles, and Hitler’s Teutonic efficiency make for a truly impressive list. Three times in the 1930s, your people slaughtered Jews in Hebron. Your grand mufti of Jerusalem was Hitlers Arab friend, a partner in their common passion for exterminating Jews.”




    Good, David thought.




    “And the grand mufti,” Ruth concluded, “was nothing if not the authentic voice of Islam. Why else did the Arab nations invade Israel in 1948?”




    “How,” Saeb inquired with fearful politeness, “do you invade something that does not exist? Who made Israel a country? Your ‘invasion’ was, in truth, a failed war of liberation—the liberation of Palestinians from a Zionist program of expulsion. You could not have your ‘Jewish democracy’ with more Palestinians than Jews. You needed to be rid of us, by whatever means at hand.” The young man paused, biting off his final words. “But you will never be rid of us for good. Not all of us.”




    His deep-set eyes flashed with warning. There was about him, David thought, a molten anger deeper than Hana’s. Though this smell of the visceral was galvanizing, it left David disheartened. When, he wondered, could these two peoples leave their histories behind?




    As if to answer him, Hana spoke in more level tones: “It is generations since my grandparents fled what you call the State of Israel. They died in the squalid refugee camp in Lebanon where their children—my parents—still live. Saeb’s parents died there as well, murdered by Christian militia in a slaughter condoned by Menachem Begin and Ariel Sharon. Now the rest of our land, including the West Bank, is occupied by the Israeli army.”




    At this, Marcus Goodman spun on her. “The West Bank is a center of terrorism—”




    “You talk of terrorism.” Saeb’s tone was acid and accusatory. “Israel was conceived in terrorism. It is drenched in terrorism. The Jewish Irgun brought terrorism to the Middle East. They bombed and killed the British until the Brits could stand no more, and then deployed more terror to expel us from our land. And then their henchmen killed still more of us in the Lebanese stinkhole that confines us.




    “If we are terrorists, it is because we must be. Perhaps killing is all the Jews have left us.”




    The silence of the audience suddenly felt stifling. Marcus and Ruth were zealous advocates, David thought, but Saeb Khalid spoke from raw experience. It was fascinating, and more than a little frightening.




    “Let us hope,” the moderator intoned, “that the Oslo Accords, paving the way for the return of Yasser Arafat and the Palestinian Liberation Organization to land now occupied by Israel, will provide an alternative to violence. And, with that thought, I’d like to thank the audience, and our panel . . .”




    “You go ahead,” David murmured to Noah. “I think I’ll stay for a while.”




    David lingered, watching Hana from the edge of the scrum of law students who had gathered around the panelists for further inquiry and debate. She was smaller, he saw, than the impression created by her intensity. In private conversation her manner seemed to soften, the directness of her gaze leavened by attentiveness and flashes of humor. She appeared a different species from Saeb, who had about him the air of a prophet, a man too consumed by his vision to make allowances for others. David had no desire to speak with him. His only interest was in Hana.




    At length, David angled through the crowd until he stood in front of her. Around her neck, David noted with curiosity, was a simple necklace on which hung what appeared to be an old brass key. Her upward gaze held the same disconcerting directness she had trained on him before. “You found all this amusing, I noticed.”




    Once again, David resolved to stand his ground. “Not terribly,” he answered evenly. “Death is not amusing. Nothing about your history amuses me. You simply caught me admiring your gifts. And I’m way out of sympathy with anyone, even my friend Marcus, who thinks that God has punched his ticket.”




    This elicited a first, faint smile. “God gave us the land as well. He just forgot to leave the deed.”




    David glanced again at her necklace. “The key you wear,” he asked, “what is it?”




    “The key to my father’s home. In Galilee.”




    “In Israel,” David amended gently. “Have you ever seen it?”




    Still she held his gaze. “No. Nor has my father, since he was seven. When my grandfather took a mule and cart and packed up his family and all he could take from the home he had built with his own hands. Including this key.”




    David shoved his hands into the pockets of his jeans. “Listening tonight, I found myself wondering where each of you thought history began. Does your history begin in 1947?”




    “Don’t patronize me,” Hana answered crisply. “I know the Jewish narrative, all too well. And don’t sell our history short. My history begins with the thousands of years we occupied the land that you call Israel.”




    David smiled. “I happen to be Jewish, as you might have guessed. But if I recall my Middle Eastern history course, what I call Israel—a strip of land on the Mediterranean—was occupied thousands of years ago not by Arabs or Jews but by Philistines. Gentiles, in short. So I suppose I could make a case for the Philistine Liberation Organization.” He held up his hand, fending off the irritation flashing through her eyes. “I don’t mean to make light of this. I’m just trying to point out that the past is a black hole. There’s no way to resolve it.”




    “That’s no reason to forget it—”




    “I’m not suggesting amnesia. Peace would be enough. An end to killing.”




    At this, Hana glanced at Saeb, who was speaking with two law students. David sensed that she, like him, had just discovered that Saeb was furtively watching them. Seemingly disconcerted, Hana turned back to David. “With all respect,” she said dismissively, “I think you have much to learn.”




    “And time to learn it.” David steeled himself to make a suggestion that—unique to this woman among all the women he had known—he found surprisingly difficult. “I’d like to talk with you some more.”




    For an instant, Hana looked genuinely startled. Then she stared at him so deeply that, it seemed to David, she believed that she could gaze into his soul. “Perhaps lunch,” she murmured at last. Glancing at Saeb again, she added softly, “Somewhere less incendiary.”




    David felt a tingle of surprise. This was nothing, he assured himself, a small distraction from the tedium of a last semester, the way station to his certain future.




    “Lunch,” he said, and their private history began.










    THREE




    FOR IBRAHIM, SAN Francisco was a cool gray purgatory.




    It was the sixth day. He stood on Ocean Beach, the edge of America, his back to their seedy motel across the four-lane road. For all he knew the dense, swirling fog in which he stood stretched, like the ocean, to Asia. The dull tan of the beach merged with the featureless gray water, which vanished in the mist. A bleak depression seeped into his bones like the dampness of the air. He could not believe that this misery was summer.




    There was no one on the beach but the two of them. Ibrahim folded his arms against the cold, staring into nothingness as Iyad, perhaps a hundred feet away, called her on his cell phone.




    She had a system, Iyad had explained. All communications were through phones with local numbers, avoiding the American spy agencies that monitored international calls. Every two days, she would order him to discard the phone and direct him to a new one, purchased for cash by one of her faceless helpers. Only she would know the cell phone number; she would call Iyad on the new phone, giving him fresh instructions and the number of her latest unregistered phone. Her system, Ibrahim knew, was that used by drug dealers and arms smugglers—or, under the Israelis, by the Palestinian resistance. She was clever, Iyad conceded, or at least well schooled.




    Ibrahim tried to imagine their conversations. By a strange mental trick, Ibrahim sometimes fantasized that it was his sister—whose mind, in reality, was as dark as ruined film—who issued such precise instructions. Perhaps the stress was eroding his own reason.




    Ibrahim shivered, miserable in the cold, against which his polo shirt provided no cover. In the distance, Iyad flipped his cell phone shut and shoved it in his pocket. For a moment, he, too, gazed at the water, as if absorbed by what he had heard. Then he walked toward Ibrahim.




    Standing close, Iyad spoke in Arabic—softly, as though his words might carry in the mist. They would drive to the Greyhound station marked on the map. Taped to the back of a men’s room toilet in the last stall to the left would be a key to another locker. Inside they would find a new phone, a last safeguard against detection, for the instructions that would bring about their deaths.




    “God willing,” Iyad said in the somber tones of prayer, “the enemy will die with us. Tomorrow.”




    The telephone rang in David’s office, startling him from the past. This time the voice was Carole’s, and he understood how completely a single phone call had effaced the thirteen years since Harvard.




    “Dad wants to take us to lunch. To celebrate.” Her voice was a fusion of warmth for Harold Shorr and concern that David understand. “I told him you’d love that. Is it okay?”




    David did not exactly love it. Outside of politics, he avoided lunch dates—he did not like to fall behind, losing control of his day. Glancing at his watch, he realized that an hour had already been lost to memory. The day remaining was a full one: a meeting with United States Attorney Marnie Sharpe—who loathed him—to discuss a high-end bank robbery carried out by his patently guilty client; a conference with a medical expert in a complex, and regrettably fatal, case of medical malpractice. Carole knew these things, even as she knew that his workday would be cut short by her dinner for Prime Minister Ben-Aron, for which she had extracted David’s pledge to arrive a half hour early.




    So he was mildly annoyed that, whatever her excitement, Carole had placed her father’s enthusiasm above the pressures of his own workday. But knowing this made him feel petty. And though he could never replicate Carole’s deep bond with her widowed father, he understood it. In his own more restrained way, David loved and admired his father-in-law-to-be and, he was forced to admit, suspected that the attachment of father and daughter exposed an emotional deficiency in David himself.




    Like Carole, David was an only child. There the similarities ended. He rarely examined his own past or spoke of his now-deceased parents—indeed, he avoided it. But Carole’s childhood, intertwined with her fierce love for Harold Shorr, was such a richly remembered presence in her life that, to David, it seemed more vivid than his own.




    Some memories he knew by heart. That every Sunday Harold, a graceful skater, had taken her for ice-skating and hot chocolate. That he could fix any toy she broke—the doll’s arm might be funny, but now she could scratch her back. That father and daughter learned Hebrew together. That her parents never argued over Carole except once, in Polish, about whether she could watch TV past nine o’clock.




    But there were other, darker memories. That, after coughing, Harold flinched as though remembering those days and nights in Auschwitz when the Nazis might shoot him for being sick. That he carried within him a deep silence that could consume him for hours. That Carole sensed that each new day was a surprise because no one wished to kill him.




    It was this that infused her memories with so much meaning. Harold Shorr’s consuming quest was to give Carole a better life, one of warmth and safety. Her wedding would be the culmination of his most cherished, most wistful dreams.




    So when David responded to her question, his tone was one of wry affection. “Lunch? Of course I’d love it. You knew that even before you didn’t ask.”




    Hanging up, David smiled. Once more, he found himself reflecting that though Harold’s wounds touched both father and daughter, Harold had wrested from a horror he could not fully articulate the cocoon of goodness that defined who Carole was. And then, sadly, David thought again of a twenty-three-year-old woman, dark and lovely, whose wounds he could never heal, and she could never quite transcend.










    FOUR




    IT WAS DURING their first lunch that David sensed the vulnerability beneath the articulate fierceness Hana Arif presented to the world.




    At Hana’s suggestion, they met at a Chinese restaurant off campus, notable for its lack of clientele. As Hana glanced around the restaurant, empty save for a professional-appearing man and a pretty, much younger woman who looked as furtive as her companion, David realized that Hana feared being seen alone with a man—especially a Jew. It was a feeling of otherness David seldom had.




    “Why,” he inquired mildly, “am I feeling like a secret agent? Is one of us not supposed to be here?”




    The question seemed to deepen her unease. “It’s not like I’m a prisoner,” she said. “But I am Muslim, and Saeb and I are to be married.”




    For an instant, David felt a foolish disappointment. Casually, he asked, “Was that your decision?”




    Almost imperceptibly, she stiffened. “I’m not a prisoner,” she repeated. “But there are conventions. Within reason, I try to respect them. Saeb wouldn’t understand this lunch, and it’s not important that I make him.”




    David sifted the conflicting intimations of this answer: that David himself was unimportant; that, nonetheless, she was committing a small act of defiance which caused her real discomfort. “How has it been for you?” he asked. “Harvard, I mean.”




    David watched her ponder the question, and then, it seemed, conceal Hana the woman behind Hana the Palestinian. “We feel isolated. There are fifteen Arab students at the law school, and not all of them care for Palestinians. And so many of our classmates are Jews—”




    “Yes,” David said. “We’re everywhere.”




    She regarded him with a smile that did not touch her eyes. “Perhaps you think I’m anti-Semitic.”




    He returned her smile in kind. “I wouldn’t know.”




    After a moment, Hana shrugged. “At least you don’t assume I am. But if I say I don’t like Zionism, people think it means I hate all Jews.




    “My torts professor, a Jew, saves the hardest questions for me. The day after the debate you saw, another student came into that class, sat beside me, and put a miniature Israeli flag on the desk in front of him.” Her voice became both weary and sardonic. “I suppose God had made that desk another grant to the Jewish people. But that day all I wanted was to sit in class and learn whatever I could.” Pausing, she shrugged again, her voice softening. “I didn’t start the Holocaust, and I don’t deny that it happened. But the American Jews I meet are completely ignorant of the history you would like me to set aside. Sometimes I think Jews are so consumed by anti-Semitism that they can only see their own suffering and loss, not that of others.”




    David repressed his first rejoinder—that Hana’s plaint, even were it true, could be turned back on itself. “Of course,” he parried. “That’s why so many Jews joined our civil rights movement. For that matter, it’s why I asked you to lunch.”




    Eyebrows raised, Hana gave him a penetrant look. “Yes,” she said, “why did you?”




    “Because I was curious about you. Why did you come?”




    “Because I was curious about why you asked me. Though I expected that you saw me as some mildly exotic novelty, like encountering a chinchilla in one of your petting zoos.”




    At once, David grasped the deeper truth beneath her cleverness: her facility with words and images concealed an isolation far deeper than she chose to confess. Only candor, he decided, had a chance of piercing her defenses.




    “When I met you,” he said, “I saw a particular woman. A beautiful one, which never hurts. A woman who might despise me for what I am. But also one with a life so different from mine that I wanted to know more about it. Besides, as I said, I have the time.”




    She studied him. “So why not ask Saeb?”




    “Because he’s not a beautiful woman.”




    Hana laughed, a clear, pleasing trill free of rancor that took him by surprise. “And because,” David finished, “with all respect to your fiance, I don’t think ten lunches in a row would make the slightest difference to him.”




    A young Chinese waiter arrived to take their order. When he left, Hana was gazing at the table with a veiled look of contemplation. “So,” she inquired at length, “what do you want to know about me?”




    “To start, what you envision as your home.”




    “We have no home,” she said bitterly. “The refugee camp is an open sewer, a burial ground.” She paused, draining the disdain from her voice. “Our home is in the Lower Galilee. It’s built on a hillside, surrounded by the olive trees my grandfather planted, with a system of pipes and drains that capture the rainwater and channel it, and a cistern for the house. The house itself is stone. Its ceiling is reinforced with steel beams, and there are four rooms—a room to gather in, and bedrooms for my father and my uncles, for my aunts, and for my grandparents. There is no kitchen. My grandmother cooked outside, and they ate from plates they shared—”




    “How can you know all this?”




    Hana’s face softened. “My grandfather described it for us, countless times, before he died. Stone by stone, like Flaubert described the village in Madame Bovary. But my grandparents’ village was real, not imagined.”




    David wondered about this—what memory embellished, time destroyed. “And Saeb?” he asked.




    “Is from the same village. Not literally, of course—in 1948, our parents were children. But their memories are as vivid as my grandfather’s.”




    Perhaps their memories are your grandfather’s, David thought but did not say. Instead, he inquired, “How did you come to Lebanon?”




    Hana summoned a smile that signaled her forbearance. “Another accident of the history you have so little use for, and of people who have little use for us. After hearing of the massacre at Deir Yassin, my grandparents fled to Jordan. So did hundreds of thousands of Palestinians. The war in 1948 brought still more, as did the war of 1967. But all those Palestinians challenged the power of King Hussein. And so the Jordanian army shelled our camps, and drove our fighters into Lebanon.” Her voice held quiet anger. “From which, as a byproduct of the cleansing operation Saeb mentioned, the Israelis forced Arafat and the PLO into exile in Tunis, claiming that their acts of ‘terror’ threatened northern Israel.




    “Now they are gathered on the West Bank, still occupied by Israeli soldiers. My parents still wait in Lebanon. Only Saeb and I were able to leave for the West Bank, and then the Zionists closed Birzeit University before we could study there. And so,” Hana continued with a smile that was no smile, “with the help of the refugee agency of the United Nations, Israel’s creator, and some scholarship money, we washed up on the shores of America, the openhearted patron of those who displaced us. Where I carry on my people’s struggle by engaging in foolish debates with those whose notion of Arabs comes from the novel Exodus, and who see our history as a western in which Israel is Jimmy Stewart and Saeb and I are Indians.” Hana caught herself, summoning a bitter smile. “You asked. But perhaps you did not wish for an answer quite so comprehensive.”




    “I did ask,” David said simply. “And you exaggerate.”




    To his surprise, her smile became more wistful than resentful. “I wish it were so. But I’ve learned to hope for nothing.”




    “And Saeb?”




    “Has his own history.” She looked briefly down again, pensive. “I’m not ready to talk about him, David.”




    Surprised by the tacit intimacy of his name on her lips, David tried to decipher what lay beneath her answer, and then the waiter appeared with steaming plates of beef chow mein and cooked vegetables. Serving them both, Hana said, “So I’ve become this contradictory person, a semiobservant Muslim leftist. Not because I embrace the Communists but because only the left seems determined to give us what we want.”




    David sampled the chow mein, more flavorful than the paucity of customers would suggest. “Which is?”




    “A homeland. Our land returned to us. If Jews want to live among us, they can. But not in a Jewish ghetto called Israel, one that oppresses and excludes us.”




    “There are negotiations going on,” David objected. “Arafat and Prime Minister Rabin already have agreed to let the PLO take over the civil governance of Gaza and the West Bank. A start toward your own country.”




    “We’ll see,” Hana answered with weary resignation. “More likely our children will someday have the same discussion. And it will be as academic to your child as it is to you.”




    David did not know what moved him next. He had always lived the circumscribed life of the American upper classes—professional parents; privileged friends; elite schools. The women he had dated, though of varied personalities and, at times, neuroses, were of the same class, with similar aspirations comfortably supported by similar families. But this woman had passion and experiences David Wolfe had never encountered, and it seemed to draw from him his own small spark of rebellion.




    Whatever it was, he reached out and covered her hand with his. “Not academic. Not to me.”




    For a long time, she gazed down at his hand on hers, though she made no move to withdraw it. “This is complicated.” Her voice was soft, muffled. “You have no idea how much.”




    “Then tell me.”




    “I’m pledged to Saeb.” She drew a breath, still looking down. “I’m Muslim. Wherever my home will be, Muslim women do not have men who are not Muslim. Let alone a Jewish man.




    “There are rules. Women represent the honor of their family, as I represent mine.” She looked up at him, eyes clouded. “That I even let you touch me stains their honor.”




    “But not yours, Hana. We’re people, you and I.”




    She shook her head. But still she did not move her hand. “We can’t afford to be. You can’t afford to be. The price could be too great.”




    David gazed into her dark eyes, filled with uncertainty and even fear. Then he gave an answer that, when he recalled it later, seemed as blithely, blindly American as it must have seemed to her. A statement invincibly David Wolfe at twenty-five in its ignorance of pain.




    “I want to see you, Hana, as often as you’ll let me. I’ll take my chances with the rest.”










    FIVE




    WITH AN UNDERHAND flip, Iyad tossed his old cell phone into the swift, powerful current of San Francisco Bay. “Perhaps years from now,” he said in chill tones, “they’ll find it in Hawaii. Long after our people retake Jerusalem and dig up what pieces they had left of him to bury.”




    They stood at Fort Point, the foot of the massive concrete pillars beneath the Golden Gate Bridge, an orange-painted span that jutted above them into the fog creeping from the ocean through the narrow passage to the bay. Ibrahim’s sense of living a surreal nightmare deepened; he felt like an automaton, being moved to ever more alien locations by someone who did not even acknowledge his existence. How had he come to be in this place, he asked himself, with this man, on the eve of his death? He knew nothing but what Iyad deigned to tell him—that their enemy was coming; that the woman would soon place the weapons of destruction in their hands.




    But how? So many hated their quarry that he lived in a steel cocoon, guarded by a handpicked elite chosen from the Zionist army, ruthless men with reflexes for killing. Standing in this place unarmed, his only link to humanity a laconic, hate-filled zealot, Ibrahim felt as naked as Salwa before the insolent soldiers . . .




    He still could see the checkpoint, clear as yesterday—it stretched for miles, cars and trucks backed up in a relentless heat that baked the parched earth and asphalt. His sister lay in the back seat of the car, belly swollen and face contorted in agony, her flowing skirt pulled up around her waist to expose what a brother should not see. “Please, God,” she kept pleading, “please don’t let us die.”




    Eyes shut, Ibrahim had grasped her hand. Now Salwa lived, her mind as empty as her womb.




    Iyad’s new cell phone rang.




    “Don’t be cute, David.” Marnie Sharpe used her most caustic tone. “Don’t tell me this bullshit trick doesn’t have your fingerprints all over it.”




    They sat in the United States attorney’s corner office in the federal building: Sharpe at her desk, David facing her in a chair that was none too comfortable. Sharpe and David had a history, and now they were playing it out.




    The year before, Sharpe had asked for, and promptly received, David’s resignation as an assistant United States attorney. Their problems had begun with rancid chemistry. David sometimes found the vagaries of law amusing; little amused Marnie Sharpe. She had carried into her mid-forties a humorless single-mindedness, Spartan habits, and no known passions save for her personal vision of justice, as inviolate as a family might be to someone else. When he had worked for her, David had tried to imagine Marnie Sharpe making love to anyone, man or woman, and failed utterly. The label for Sharpe he settled on was “armadillo.”




    They could have survived this. Marnie was a good lawyer, and in his better moments David could work up sympathy for anyone who needed a carapace so thick. But the death penalty had done them in.




    Sharpe believed in it; David did not. He had refused to seek it in the murder of an eight-year-old girl by a child molester who had himself been sexually abused and tortured by his father and who was, David knew, borderline retarded. After David’s resignation, his successor, following Sharpe’s instructions, had sought and secured a death sentence. Asked by a reporter to comment, David had not restrained himself. “This murder was a sickening tragedy. But were I Ms. Sharpe, I’d reserve the death penalty for men smart enough to know what dying means.”




    This sealed their mutual dislike. To Marnie Sharpe, David Wolfe put his own rarified sensibilities above the law; to David, the U.S. attorney did not admit, even to herself, that her zeal for the death penalty was intended to endear her to those who dole out federal judgeships. That he was now a defense lawyer worsened their dynamic, allowing David to use the one gift in his toolbox Marnie did not possess: the imagination to exploit the ambiguities of a legal system that Sharpe saw as a blueprint. Throw David Wolfe into a legal thicket, and what he saw were escape routes.




    All of which had led to the gambit that brought them together now: the chance to frustrate Sharpe in the interests of a client who, but for David, might be on his way to an extended term in prison. But lurking beneath this was a purpose just as serious: David’s absolute conviction that Marnie Sharpe should never wield the power invested in a federal judge, as deep as her own belief that he should never be a congressman.




    “I’m not here to be chastised,” David told her calmly. “In fact, I’m wondering why I’m here at all.”




    She shot him a look of irritation. “We have an eight-million-dollar Brinks robbery. Your client was caught. All he had to offer was ‘The Mafia made me do it.’ ”




    “ ‘Or they’d kill me,’ ” David amended. “Raymond thought that part was important. So do I.” He spread his hands. “It’s a first offense, and you’re charging Ray Scallone with everything but planning 9/11. He’s a tool—”




    “He’s a goon who threatened a security guard with a Saturday night special. He needs to be off the street.”




    David shrugged. “So let’s work out a deal or try the case.”




    “Why should I cut a deal? I suppose because someone, not from our office, leaked to the press that we—which is to say the FBI—were investigating whether the Mafia was connected to this robbery. We weren’t investigating any such connection—”




    “Then you should have—”




    Sharpe spoke over him. “But after Channel 5 reported this so-called Mafia connection, the FBI started to investigate the possibility. Then, coincidentially enough, you demanded access to all the records of its investigation, claiming that they were vital to Scallone’s defense.”




    “They are his defense,” David said. “After all, you did catch him with the money. So why didn’t you just turn over the records?”




    “There are no records that would help Scallone,” Sharpe retorted. “There is no evidence that the Mafia threatened anyone. But now you’ve filed a motion to dismiss the entire case, claiming that you can’t put on a proper defense without knowing why the FBI launched an investigation of what turns out to be vapor—just as if you didn’t know.” She paused, fixing David with a gelid stare. “Any sane judge would use this motion to line their cat box. Any judge who was still breathing would have wondered who the source was for this serendipitous ‘leak.’ But you’ve lucked into ‘Kick-’Em-Loose Bruce’ Myers, the last hemophiliac on the federal bench.”




    David shrugged again. “Beats a necrophiliac, I suppose.”




    This tacit reference to the death penalty caused Sharpe’s eyes to narrow. “You know what’s happening here, David. And so do I.”




    “I’m hoping so,” he responded blandly. “I’m willing to discuss a plea if you are.”




    Sharpe sat back, considering him in silence. David took this for what it was: a concession that, however distasteful, cutting a deal might be preferable to what Judge Myers might do with David’s motion. “Based on what, dare I ask? Your bogus motion?”




    “No. Based on a mutual respect and our common dislike of overprosecution.” David smiled faintly. “Except in death penalty cases, of course. We’ll save that for another time.”




    An hour later, David left the federal building, hurrying back to his office to meet Carole.




    He should be satisfied—whatever grudge Marnie Sharpe might hold, he had done his job as a lawyer. But the confrontation left a sour residue, a toxic admixture with the emotions stirred by Hana’s call. Perhaps, he thought, it was the memory of his own fallibility, the painful lesson, first learned through Hana Arif, that the consequence of his actions might be far different than he intended, or even imagined.




    It’s just a case, he told himself—not a love affair. The only consequences, if any, would lie in his next case against Marnie Sharpe. He would deal with it then.










    SIX




    WITHIN MOMENTS OF entering his office, Carole Shorr stopped talking about their wedding, cocked her head as though recalibrating her sense of David’s mood, and abruptly asked, “How has your day been? You seem a little distracted.”




    David was forced to smile. Carole was very good at reading others—including, in many if not all ways, David himself. But this was not the right occasion for unvarnished truth. “Why shouldn’t I be?” he answered amiably. “We just set a date. I’m getting married in seven months, at the age of thirty-eight. In a huge wedding. I’m both too old and too young for that sort of thing, and suddenly I’m on the conveyor belt to fatherhood. Which I find a little daunting.”




    Carole grinned, good humor restored. As if seeing her for the first time in days—which, given the events of his morning, did not seem that far off—David found himself studying the woman he soon would marry. Carole had a full, curvaceous figure, wavy brown hair, and a pretty, wholesome face, complicated by the deep brown pools of eyes whose almond shape carried a hint of Eurasia, once prompting David to suggest to her that some female Polish ancestor had been ravaged by a Tatar passing through her village. Though her expression was habitually pleasant, it had a resolute cast, suggesting the planner and organizer she was. The Carole Shorr School of Management, David once told her, was what America truly needed.




    “The world,” she had amended cheerfully. “If only I had the time.”




    Certainly, Carole Shorr managed her slice of the world with consummate practicality and efficiency. She was smart and socially adept, with an assertive charm that made people like her and, more often than not, do what she wanted. She leavened her determination with a warm, sometimes lightly flirtatious manner, mixed with humor. All this added up to a gift for knowing the influentials of the Jewish community, the Democratic Party, and, at times, the larger world, without the sharp elbows or avidity that would have made her a figure of sport or envy.




    All of which made her indispensable to David. Beyond this, only he was privileged to know that she was sexy not just in manner but in fact, with an openness that had, at first, surprised him. And only he saw Carole’s vulnerability—a deep desire to be needed, to be cherished and respected by a partner she knew to be her peer.




    “Oh, I know,” Carole told him now. “It’s so hard being a guy.” Glancing at her watch, she picked up her purse and stood. “Don’t worry, I’ll take care of everything. Including having the babies.”




    David snatched the suit coat off the back of his chair. “Good. I’m best at delegation.”




    “Just do your part. Sort of like you did this morning.” Abruptly, her expression became more probing. “So what did happen between then and now? Something.”




    David opened his door, waving her past his secretary’s empty desk. “Have I mentioned that you are a remarkably perceptive woman? Relentlessly so.”




    Carole laughed. “As soon as we’re married, I promise to change. Until then you’ll have to put up with my sensitivity to your moods.”




    They reached the elevator to the parking garage. Pushing the button, David said, “You’ll remember I was meeting with Marnie Sharpe.”




    “It didn’t go so well?”




    The elevator opened. Carole stepped inside, then David. “Given that she hates me,” he answered, “it never goes well. I got what I wanted. But not before Marnie accused me of leaking to the press some fiction about an FBI investigation, then exploiting it to knock years off my client’s sentence.”




    “And did you?”




    David smiled. “Of course. But it still hurt.”




    Carole gave him a dubious look. “Isn’t that unethical?”




    “Not to me. And it’s certainly not illegal.” Pausing, he spoke more seriously. “First, I believe Raymond’s story, though a lawyer believes clients at his peril. Second, the FBI should have investigated. Truth to tell, I didn’t know what the FBI was doing. I only knew what they should be doing. Sharpe wouldn’t listen to me. So I decided to encourage the FBI by other means.” David smiled again. “Any lawyer can succeed with an innocent client. The guilty require imagination.”




    Carole gazed at him with a bemusement. “To a simple girl like me, David, you sometimes sound immoral. I see this glint in your eye, and for a minute I’m not sure I know you.”




    The elevator door opened to a cavernous underground garage. “Don’t feel alone,” David consoled her blithely. “My mother never knew me. Not that I knew her, either.




    “But seriously, Sharpe deserved it. She overprosecutes, and she loves convictions more than truth. Lawyers should be forced to take a Rorschach test before we allow them to be prosecutors.”




    They found Carole’s green Jaguar convertible—British, not German, she had emphasized to David. She inserted her key in the ignition, then turned to him again. “Can we talk for a minute? Dad will understand if we’re a little late.”




    “I thought we were talking.”




    “Deploying words isn’t always the same as talking.” She gazed at the dashboard, gathering her thoughts. “Listening to this story, I wonder about your defending criminals—okay, alleged criminals—two years before you run for Congress.”




    “Even if I think they’re innocent?”




    “Even then, unfortunately. You’ll probably get by with this case—at least Ray Scallone didn’t murder that guard. But you’re already on the ‘wrong’ side of the death penalty issue.”




    “Most voters in my district,” David objected, “don’t like executions.”




    “Maybe not. But some do. Most Californians do, and they elect U.S. senators.”




    David smiled at this. “Aren’t we getting ahead of ourselves? Why not president?”




    “The first Jewish president?” she answered briskly. “It’s about time.”




    “I thought you were about to say ‘semi-Jewish.’ Anyhow, criminal law is what I like.”




    Carole touched his hand. “I know. And the Jewish part we can work on. But sometimes, it feels like you think you’re immune to disaster, or even hurt, as if God’s given you a pass.”




    That David knew better, and that a single phone call had reminded him of why, was not something he cared to discuss. “I don’t feel immune,” he told her. “No matter what you think of my charmed life.”




    “Not just charmed,” she countered softly. “Detached.”




    “Don’t you mean ‘in denial’? I know it still bothers you that my parents were Jewish in name only. They barely mentioned the Holocaust, or Israel. They were patrons of the symphony, the opera, and the ballet who preferred a life of intellect and refinement to one of feeling or group identity—”




    “They had an identity, David. They were German Jews, American for three generations. We were Polish Jews, immigrants, the kind your parents would find embarrassing. We even talk about body functions.”




    David smiled at this. But the difference, he understood, went deeper than his parents’ tastes in music, or that her parents’ refrigerator had been crammed with beets and homemade soups, or that Jewish holidays were strictly observed in her family and perfunctorily noted in his. It was that Harold’s family had vanished up the stacks of Hitlers camps, impelling Carole to remember, even to live for, men and women she had never known. As she had once mordantly put it to David, she was “suffering from secondhand smoke.” It left her with a profound sense of tribal loyalty coupled with an indefinable foreboding that lay beneath her air of confidence and good humor, a sense that mischance must be avoided, not courted.




    “We’re certainly a pair,” David said now. “You and I.”




    Carole smiled a little. She knew what he meant, David suspected. Carole was determined to order the world as she wished it to be, the better to fend off doom. But, like Harold, she had a certain reticence—the sense that power was better exercised in private, in ways less conspicuous than was David’s inclination. So her public ambitions were for him, a melding of their temperaments and needs.




    David smiled back at her, appreciating how comfortable he felt with her. Like Carole, he wanted children; it was easy to imagine her as a mother, one of the many ways in which he thought of her with confidence and warmth. If he sometimes watched Carole with the eyes of a partner rather than a lover, David knew that this was his way: between Hana and Carole no woman had truly touched his heart, and he had stopped believing that he would find a love that could wholly erase the past. He had loved without constraint only once, and it had brought him such misery that he was determined never to endure it again.




    “We are a pair,” David reaffirmed with a quick grin. “Our son will have his bar mitzvah, our daughter her bat mitzvah. And we’ll make them go to Hebrew school until they hate us both.”




    Accepting this concession with a look of satisfied amusement, Carole turned the key in the ignition. “I can hardly wait to tell Dad about Hebrew school. He’ll be thrilled.”




    They pulled out of the garage into the sunlight, David watching Carole’s hair ripple in the breeze of a cool summer day. So, Hana had said, a nice Jewish girl, and a rich one at that. Things often end up the way they’re supposed to, I think.




    Years before, David thought, she had tried to tell him.










    SEVEN




    HANA LOOKED AROUND herself as if she had stepped through the rabbit hole.




    It had taken several long telephone calls before Hana had agreed to meet again, this time in the only place where no one could see them: his apartment. It was a warren off Harvard Square—a living room with a couch, coffee table, television, desk, and computer; a cramped kitchen with a table that seated two, a bedroom with a queen bed, a dresser, and the racing bike David used for exercise in the spring and fall. Dressed in blue jeans and a sweater, Hana stood in the middle of the living room, unsure of whether to stay or go.




    “It’s all right,” David said gently. “You’re safe with me. Or from me, if that worries you.”




    “It’s just that this is so strange. Being here.”




    “I’d gladly take you out to dinner. You know that.”




    “I can’t though. You know that.”




    David considered her. “Do I? I don’t know anything but what you’ve told me.”




    Hana smiled a little. “Were you Arab, you would know without my telling you.”




    “Were I Saeb, you mean.”




    A flicker of emotion—guilt, David thought—surfaced in the dark pool of her eyes, causing him to regret his last remark. “I can learn, Hana. Really.”




    “Why is that so important to you?”




    “I’m not sure yet. I only know that it is.”




    She gave him a look of cool appraisal. “Perhaps I’m something you can’t have,” she said at length. “And so you’ll want me until you do.”




    David shook his head. “Right now, all I want is to cook dinner. And all I need from you is your company.”




    She followed him to the kitchen. David had set the table—white dishes, two wineglasses, bright cloth napkins, a candle in a brass candlestick holder—and laid out the veal cutlets, soaking in a marinade of his own invention. As though for something to say, she inquired, “Did you cook at home? Your parents’ home, I mean.”




    “Not really. The housekeeper did, mostly. My mother’s passion is for English literature, not cooking.”




    “And you have brothers and sisters?”




    The question reminded David of how little they knew of each other, the gaps between his instinctive sense of her and the accretion of fact and detail through which people learned—or thought they learned—who another person was. “No,” he answered. “I seem to have exhausted their interest in playing life’s genetic lottery.” He nodded toward an open bottle of cabernet sauvignon. “I usually sip wine while I cook. But I’m guessing you don’t drink at all.”




    Hana hesitated. “I do, a little,” she told him. “When I’m not with Saeb, or girlfriends who might disapprove.”




    He poured some for her. “Then taste it, if you like.”




    She hesitated, then took a sip. “It’s good, I think. But then how would I know?”




    David gave her a sideways glance. “What you think is all that matters. Only wine snobs care about knowing. In California, some people devote their lives to it.”




    Hana smiled, as if she found this inconceivable. “Americans—even your indulgences take on such importance. You would think no one was starving, here or anywhere.” She took another sip of wine. “That’s much of what makes America dangerous, I think—this self-absorption that keeps so many of you so strangely innocent. Sometimes America is like a large puppy, all big paws and floppy tail, that runs through the living room breaking the glassware and knocking things off tables, too happy discovering all it can do to care about the damage. Except that your living room is the world.”




    The metaphor made David laugh. “I’ve got such a lot to atone for.”




    Hana gave him an indulgent smile. “It would take a lifetime. Your annual day of atonement—Yom Kippur, is it? Repentance on the installment plan will not be enough.”




    “Even if I can cook?”




    “That remains to be seen.” Her tone became teasing. “Another thing about Americans is they’re overconfident. They’re not used to letting outsiders grade their performance.”




    “Go ahead. My ego’s not that fragile.”




    “Maybe not about cooking. But all men are fragile, somehow.”




    Smiling, David resolved to focus on the cutlets. When he looked at her again, she was freeing her hair from the band at the nape of her neck. Luxuriant and black, it fell across her shoulders. But when she saw him gazing at her, she seemed embarrassed, as though they had been caught at something.




    “I was thinking your hair’s beautiful.” He paused a moment, searching for some conversational escape route. “At home, do you cover?”




    “At times. For religious observances, or when I’m with women who are older.”




    David turned the cutlets. “It seems a waste.”




    Hana moved her shoulders, the smallest of shrugs. “That’s just what’s done. But when I do it here, men seem to notice me even more. So it rather defeats the purpose.”




    How much was she aware, David wondered, of the power her beauty had on him? “Dinner’s ready,” he said. “You can grade me afterward.”




    *




    They ate without haste, sipping wine, talking both of small things and the world as they saw it. “Then you have no religion?” she asked.




    “Not in the way you do, though I’m culturally Jewish, which is something I take pride in. They keep on killing us, and yet we do far more than survive—we invent, write, discover, build, create. And no matter what you think, Judaism, at its best, is a tolerant religion—we don’t proselytize, and we’ve learned enough about suffering and oppression to notice others who are suffering and oppressed.




    “But the history of religion, at its worst, is the story of mass murder. Why have other religions roasted Jews on spits for two thousand years? Why do Jews and Arabs hate each other now? It’s hard to think of all that and raise your eyes to heaven. Sometimes I think it’s man who created God in his own image—murderous and narrow.”




    Hana gave him a long, thoughtful look. “What lies between your people and mine,” she said finally, “is more than some bloodthirsty God, or the Torah and Koran. It’s history and land. It’s people’s stories—among many others Saeb’s. And mine.”




    “But don’t you think if it were left to you and me, we’d find some way to resolve all that?”




    “I wonder. Anyhow, it’s not, and never will be. This is so much bigger than two people.”




    Gazing at the table, David smiled a little but said nothing. “What is it?” she asked.




    “I was thinking of what Bogart said to Ingrid Bergman at the end of Casablanca.”




    Her own smile was a flicker. “This isn’t a movie. You can’t rewrite the ending.”




    “Then perhaps I’m as American as your puppy. But I believe in people writing their own endings.”




    Hana looked into his face, her eyes shadowed with an emotion that David could not quite grasp. “Dinner was good,” she said at last. “We should be happy just with that.”




    “What were you thinking?” David asked. “Before.”




    Briefly, she looked away, and then directly at him. “That I’m afraid of what else I might want from you. And of what you want from me.”




    At first he had no answer. Then, impulsively, he stood, taking her hands, gently raising her from the chair so that he could look into her face. “What if you’re not just ‘something I can’t have’? What if I end up wanting all of you?”




    For a long moment she was still, eyes locked on his, and then she rested her forehead against his shoulder. He felt, or perhaps imagined, a tremor running through her. “Only that?” she murmured. “So much more than I can give you. All I could ever give you is an hour at a time, until I can no longer stand it.”




    David could smell her hair, fragrant as fresh-cut herbs. “You make it sound like torture. Don’t you think we should find out?”




    “Not just torture . . .”




    She did not finish. As his lips grazed her throat, he could feel her pulse beating, then felt the warmth of her body against his.




    Their kiss, at first gentle and tentative, did not stop at that.




    David reached beneath her sweater, tracing the slender line of her back and shoulders. When he slowly raised her sweater, she held her arms up to help him, a kind of surrender. Her eyes did not leave his.




    She wore no bra. David felt himself quiver with wanting her, and then saw that her eyes were filling with tears. Softly he asked, “Is this all right?”




    “Yes.” Her voice was tremulous. “This once.”




    David kissed her nipples, her stomach, then unfastened her belt. Wordless, he slid her clothes off, then his. They leaned against each other, still silent, caught between doubt and desire.




    “We’ll be all right,” he murmured.




    Taking her hand, he led her to the bedroom. Hana’s fingers curled around his.




    Filled with a haste he fought against, David drew down the bedcover. Rain began to spatter his dark window.




    Together they slipped into the bed, warm skin on cool sheets, her breasts resting against his chest as they looked into each other’s faces. He allowed himself to savor the surprise of touching her, of her touching him where she wished.




    “No rush,” he whispered. “No rush.” And then the rush was hers.




    When he was inside her, she stared up into his eyes, as though to read his soul. Then it was all feeling, her hips rising to take him, their bodies moving together slowly, then more quickly, her soft cries his only guide.




    With the first tremor of her body, Hana cried out his name, the damp tendrils of her hair pressed against his face.




    Afterward they lay facing each other, quiet and warm, rediscovering each other in the light from David’s kitchen. Time passed like that, new lovers content with wonder.




    “Perhaps this is why I came,” she said at last.




    David felt unsure. “To make love with me?”




    “More than that. Perhaps I thought you could help me escape myself.”




    “And can I?”




    Her eyes were troubled. “Not for long, I think. But at least here I’m allowed to look at you.”




    “Here? The first time you saw me your eyes reminded me of burn holes. Like if you stared at me long enough, I’d turn to ash and bone.”




    This made Hana smile. “Then I must tell you about Arab women—at least Palestinian women, or Jordanians or Lebanese. We’re allowed to look at men in public, as long as we employ the appropriate stare of hauteur to cover the fact that we’re interested. I saw you were attractive, so I allowed myself to look at you with as much contempt as I could muster, for as long as I dared.”




    David laughed at this admission. “You certainly fooled me.”




    “Yes. And look how well it worked.”




    David kissed her. And then, with less fear but no less desire, they began to find each other again.




    Only later, sipping coffee at his kitchen table, did Hana glance at her watch.




    “Are you afraid?” David asked.




    A shadow crossed her face. “It’s not what you think,” she answered. “Another myth about Arab women is that we’re subservient. Perhaps Saudi women. But in my culture, the sole imperative is never to confront men with what would shame them. Or shame you.”




    “And for men?”




    “It’s different. For example, if an Arab man sleeps with an American woman, it’s no problem. But it’s understood they will marry one of us.”




    Her tone of matter-of-fact acceptance took him by surprise. “Nice to have the double-standard codified.”




    Hana shrugged her shoulders. “It is true that Arab men have a streak of paternalism and misogyny—like many Israelis. I hope someday we can progress to the state of social relations in America, where men are hypocritical about their chauvinism, and even slightly embarrassed.”




    Though he smiled, David would not be deflected. “And what do you hope for from Saeb?”




    “More openness,” Hana said flatly. “Including for our daughters, should we have them.”




    This casual acknowledgment of her future wounded him. As though sensing this, she touched his face. “I am sorry, David. But that is how it is.”




    “That may be. But I don’t know why it is.”




    “Is that so important?”




    “I think so, yes.”




    Hana closed her eyes. “There’s so much to it,” she said at last. “Our fathers were cousins, our mothers second cousins. When we were eleven, our fathers began discussing that we should marry—”




    “That can’t be what you really want.”




    “Because I’m here, with you, in secret?” Hana drew a breath. “It’s true that Saeb would be consumed by my betrayal. With a Jew, yet never with him.”




    Astonishment slowed David’s answer. “Sleeping with me is one thing,” he said at last. “Marrying Saeb is another.”




    “And why is this your concern?”




    David spread both palms in a gesture of bewilderment and frustration. “Oh, I don’t know. Perhaps because in my hypocritical culture, it’s women who are supposed to sentimentalize sex, and men who compartmentalize it—”




    “And so this means nothing to me,” Hana cut in. “How little you do understand.” Her voice adopted a tone of weary acceptance. “Marrying Saeb is about far more than an arranged marriage, the traditions of a village culture. The wisdom of our fathers’ pledge lies in the things that have made us who we are. That we are Palestinian. That Saeb more than matches me in intellect and ambition. All that, and, yes, history.




    “History is not just that our parents were born in the same village. It’s how the Zionist victory shaped the narrative of all our lives. Because they came from Galilee, our parents fled to Lebanon. Saeb’s parents married at the refugee camp of Tel Zaatar—mine at the camps of Sabra and Shatila. The cesspools of their exile, crowded, dirty, ridden by disease.” Her voice held quiet anger. “At first my family thought we were the lucky ones. Because when civil war broke out between the Lebanese Christians and Muslims, the Christian militia—the Phalange—surrounded Tel Zaatar and rained rockets on our people’s homes.




    “It took sixteen days for them to tire of this. When they were through, the Phalange burst into the camp and began slaughtering the men. Saeb, the oldest child, was only eight. So he, his mother, four brothers and sisters survived, although their home was rubble. But now they thought they were lucky—Saeb’s father was looking for work in Beirut when the siege began, and could not get back to die—”




    Hana paused abruptly. “When it was done,” she told David, “the Phalange rounded up the women and children, drove them in trucks to the border of West Beirut, and told them to start walking.




    “Saeb’s father was searching for his family. When he found them, Saeb has told me, tears rolled down his face.” Her voice was toneless now. “Their refuge was my birthplace—Sabra and Shatila. Two camps side by side, run by the United Nations—thousands of Palestinians crowded into one-story concrete buildings with corrugated roofs and bare bulbs hanging from the ceilings. Saeb’s family found a place near ours, in a squalid corner named after their village, but where the only olive tree grew in a barrel filled with soil my parents had dug up from their garden.




    “ ‘He who is not interred in his own land,’ my grandfather always told me, ‘has had no life.’ But we buried him at the camp, with his chickens and goats and pitiful olive tree the only remnant of the life he knew—a farmer with nowhere to farm, part of a faceless mass that, to Americans, is at most an object of scorn or pity. This is the place where our parents decided we should marry.”




    The last was said with a casual bitterness that, David knew, bespoke a far deeper anger. “Perhaps,” she finished in a softer tone, “you begin to understand. But you cannot truly understand unless you know what the Jews and Christians did to us at Sabra and Shatila. By marrying me, Saeb is honoring the wishes of a dead man.”




    David poured more coffee for both of them. “Tell me about what happened at Sabra and Shatila, Hana.”




    For a time she gazed at him over the rim of her cup. Then, quite softly, she began speaking.










    EIGHT




    IN THE SUMMER of 1982, when Saeb was fourteen years old, Israel invaded Lebanon, asserting the need to protect its borders from the freedom fighters of Arafat’s PLO.




    Saeb’s family had little to eat. His mother helped support them by sewing and baking; after school, Saeb would sell the sweets she made. Their home had four small rooms—a bath and kitchen combined; a living room, where his parents slept; a bedroom for Saeb and his brothers; another for his sisters. No one thought of privacy—that was a Western concept. Saeb’s world, and Hana’s, was as constricted as their hopes.




    But the outside world was close at hand. At five o’clock one morning, Hana awakened to the terrible scream of Israeli F-16s over the rooftops of Beirut. The fearsome planes, a gift from the United States, flew well above the fire from the PLO’s hand-cranked antiaircraft guns and shoulder-fired missiles. Hana could still feel the concussive shock waves of bombs exploding; see the skies afire with orange-red flares; hear the cries of her mother, brother, and sister as her father rushed them into the living room, lying with their faces pressed against their tattered carpet. Watching Hana tell this story now, David saw her eyes filling with reflexive terror.




    “That was the beginning,” she told him.




    For two months, the Israelis bombed Beirut and the camps. By day there were burials at Sabra and Shatila, while children played in the craters made by Zionist bombs. The only way Arafat and the PLO could end this devastation was by agreeing to leave Lebanon for Tunis.




    And so the Americans brokered a peace, promising the civilians of Sabra and Shatila—who feared both the Zionists and their brutal allies, the Lebanese Christian Phalange—that they could live in peace by disdaining violence. Numb, the twelve-year-old Hana could not grasp what the Israelis wanted—a last chance to kill more freedom fighters before they reached their exile. That was why, Hana insisted to David, the great general Ariel Sharon required that those PLO fighters still at Sabra and Shatila remain there. Saeb, her intended husband and older friend, divined the trap before she did.




    “Saeb no longer believed in peace,” she explained to David. “He had seen the Phalange at Tel Zaatar.”




    And then the leader of the Phalange, Bashir Gemayel, was killed at his headquarters in Beirut.




    The Israeli army surrounded the camps. “Under the rules of war,” Hana said, “the Zionists were responsible for our safety. Only later did we learn that Sharon wanted the Phalange to do his work for him.”




    On the night of September 16, she explained, the Phalange streamed into the camp with machetes, rifles, and submachine guns, going from house to house. Watching from the surrounding rooftops, Zionist soldiers fired bright orange flares to light the camp. Then Hana heard the gunfire starting.




    As she said this, David took her hand.




    “They shot us in our streets and homes,” Hana told him in a monotone. “My favorite aunt, Suha, my mother’s sister, saw Phalange militia herding women and children into a truck, and risked her life to report this to an Israeli guard post at the edge of our camp. For days we did not know what had become of her.”




    Only later, after Saeb told her of finding Suha, did Hana learn what had become of him.




    That first night, three Phalange gunmen battered down the door of Saeb’s parents’ home.




    His family huddled in the darkness of their living room—Saeb’s father, mother, two brothers, and two sisters. Through the open door, Saeb heard a woman neighbor scream. His twelve-year-old sister, Aisha, clutched his hand. His mother began to pray.




    When his father stood in front of her, the leader of the Phalange shot him in the chest.




    “No!” his mother cried out. “Please, not my children—”




    A second man shot her. As she crumpled beside her husband, her killer ordered coldly, “The rest of you—on the floor.”




    Frozen by horror, Saeb lay against the concrete, still grasping his sister’s hand. One by one three gunshots shattered the skulls of his two brothers and youngest sister. Teeth clenched against his own death, he felt Aisha’s terror as his.




    From above them, Saeb heard a soft voice say, “You two must be lovers.”




    They lay there, waiting for death. “Get up,” the man said.




    Trembling, Saeb stood, pulling Aisha with him.




    The man shined a flashlight in his eyes. Saeb could not see faces. From the darkness, a hand reached out to touch his sister’s earring.




    “Gold or zinc?” the same voice asked.




    Leaning against Saeb, Aisha could barely speak. “Zinc.”




    “Leave her,” Saeb pled, the words raw in his throat. “Shoot me—I don’t care. But let my sister live . . .”




    “Live?” the man said roughly. “You give me an idea.”




    Brutally, he jerked Aisha from Saeb’s grasp, directing her to a corner with his flashlight. “Over there. And watch that you don’t step on your mother.”




    As Aisha stumbled to where she was told, the outer circle of light caught their father’s outstretched hand. Instinctively, Saeb stepped forward, then felt a gun against his temple.




    The man pressed the flashlight into his palm. “Hold this on her,” he ordered.




    Swallowing, Saeb did so. In the light his sister’s eyes were like those of a hunted animal, fearful and uncomprehending.




    “Strip,” the man told her.




    “No,” Saeb protested. “No . . .”




    “Bitch,” the man snapped at Aisha. “Show us everything or I’ll shoot him in the balls.”




    Watching her brother’s face, Aisha did as she was told.




    Saeb turned away. “Look at her,” another man ordered. “Keep the flashlight on her or she’ll die.”




    Watching his naked sister, so fragile and so pretty, Saeb felt the sweat run down his face. “Lie down,” the first man told her. “Spread your legs for us to see.”




    As she did this, Saeb closed his eyes with her, a reflex. The gun nudged his head, a warning to watch her shame. Aisha cried out; Saeb saw the naked man enter her roughly, the gold cross around his neck falling across her stricken face.




    Let her die, Saeb prayed. The man on top of her grunted his satisfaction.




    As though transfixed, the second man who held the gun to Saeb stepped forward, leaving Saeb to watch what the man would do to Aisha.




    Squat and mustached, he mounted her. In the glow of the flashlight, Aisha stared at her brother, tears running down her face. As the gunman pushed inside her, she mouthed a last silent word:




    Run.




    Dropping the flashlight, Saeb bolted for the door.




    Behind him a Phalangist shouted. A bullet grazed Saeb’s shoulder as he ran into the murderous night, his body shaking and his heart beating wildly. Running through unlit alleys he knew by instinct, he stopped only to vomit.




    He made it to the headquarters of the Red Cross. For three days he hid with other refugees, eating nothing, speaking to no one. When the Phalange banged at the door, a doctor, risking his life, ordered them to go away. Saeb hoped only to die. To his mild surprise, the Phalange went away.




    “This was toward the end,” Hana explained to David. “The Americans began to protest. The Zionists decided the Phalange had gone too far, and ordered them to leave. The situation was under control, a Zionist general told your special envoy. His reply was useless outrage. That’s the best we got from America, protector of human rights.”




    When the last of the Phalange was gone, Saeb wandered the camp alone.




    He found one small miracle: though Saeb’s neighbor, nine months pregnant, was killed by a bomb, a doctor had delivered her baby alive. But the camp was filled with bodies and rubble, from beneath which rescuers extracted more ruined corpses. Saeb saw a line of dead men at the foot of a concrete barrier—fourteen, he counted—blood and bullet holes spattering the wall beneath the bloody letters “PLO.” Perhaps it was a mercy that Aisha had been buried with his family beneath the ruins of their home.




    “I imagine you were playing football,” Hana said to David. “Your football starts in September, yes? If so, this is not your fault. But maybe you can understand why Saeb has so little interest in having lunch with you.




    “Saeb is scarred forever. It was not just what he saw, or how he feels about Zionists, or the Phalange, or America. It’s how he feels about himself for running. And for living.”




    Saeb found her aunt Suha, a few strands of hair beneath a pile of debris. Her hair was red, Hana said, distinctive; Saeb knew her from that.




    David struggled to imagine this. “And the rest of your family?”




    “Survived. It was Saeb who lost all his family.” Hana stared into her coffee cup. “Two thousand people were killed. Some by rockets, some with bullets, some beheaded with machetes. In Israel, there was a great demonstration in the streets, protesting this atrocity. A commission of inquiry followed, and Sharon was reprimanded. Yet he remained in the cabinet, accepting no blame. It seems that only the conquered are prosecuted as war criminals. The victors get promoted.




    “What remains to us is a camp now built on corpses, filled with refugees the world has forgotten.” Her voice was soft with irony. “But Saeb and I are lucky—America gave us scholarships, to study the rule of law. And now I find myself with you.” Pausing, she gazed past David, as though speaking to herself. “What is becoming of me, I wonder, to tempt myself with no good end.”




    David was silent. After a time, he reached again for her hand, more tentative than before. “Nothing’s becoming of you, Hana. It’s just that you don’t love him. What you feel is compassion and obligation.”




    Even to David, the words sounded trite, inadequate. Hana looked away. “I’m his family,” she said flatly. “The woman his father wished for him. And, yes, I wish it too.”




    A sadness stole through David, both from Saeb’s story and Hana’s words. Hana’s shoulders slumped with weariness. “Can I sleep here?” she asked. “On your couch, just for an hour or so. I’m too tired to leave right now.”




    Unable to decipher her emotions, he could only nod. “I’ll get a blanket for you.”




    David turned off the living room lamp.




    He sat in the kitchen, drinking coffee, watching her sleep in the darkened room. A half hour passed. Then he saw her blanket stirring, heard her muffled cry as she awakened.




    He went to her. “What is it, Hana?”




    She hunched forward, her elbows resting on her knees, the fingertips of one hand touching her forehead. “A dream,” she said in a monotone. “Only a dream, one I’ve had many times before.”




    David sat beside her. “Tell me.”




    She stood in Saeb’s home, alone. Though in the dream the Phalange had not destroyed the house, its rooms were empty. On the wall were photographs of Saeb’s murdered family—his parents, brothers, sisters.




    Hana’s eyes were drawn to Aisha’s face.




    As Hana watched, Aisha stepped from the picture, her body materializing from nothing. She was as Hana had known her, pretty and chastely dressed.




    “Could you bring me a glass of water,” the young girl asked politely. “Then please take me to my brother.”




    Hana went to the kitchen. But when she returned, Aisha had vanished. The place for her photograph was bare.




    Awake now, sitting with David, Hana shook her head. “The same dream, always. I never know what becomes of her.”




    It’s all right, David might have said to another woman. You’re safe here, with me. That he could not say this to Hana did not yet tell him that he, David Wolfe, was no longer safe with her.










    NINE




    THE SPECTACLE OF Stonestown shopping center stunned Ibrahim with its opulence.




    He stood with Iyad in the vast parking lot, beside the rental car they would abandon there. A two-story monolith a quarter mile long, Stonestown contained a supermarket, a department store, several restaurants, and every imaginable purveyor of shoes, books, clothes, candies, cosmetics, sports equipment, compact discs, and artwork. Streams of cars and SUVs eased in and out of the lot. Ibrahim tried to grasp the vast entitlement of people for whom such opulence was second nature. He felt negligible; his birthplace—the refugee camp at Jenin—seemed as distant as another planet. He could not believe that those who drove the cars, women mostly, had ever conceived of such a place, or cared what their Zionist allies had inflicted on his sister.




    “It’s so big,” he murmured to Iyad.




    The derisive half-smile on Iyad’s face confirmed the banality of what he had just said. “Yes,” Iyad answered. “And Americans are so smug and pompous and stupid. They have no purpose, no soul, no values except to consume and pay someone to keep them amused. To them, the world is a video game. That is why we will win.”




    That was right, Ibrahim believed—the West was corrupt, and believed in nothing but preserving its privilege and power, and that of the Jews controlling the instruments of entertainment that consumed their money and drugged their minds. But Ibrahim envied Iyad’s grim serenity. There lurked within Ibrahim a tinge of envy: to shop and spend and go to movies sometimes seemed more blessed than the privilege of killing and dying with which Iyad had favored him.




    Iyad pointed toward a towering light, intended, Ibrahim supposed, to illuminate a section of the parking lot at night. “It should be there,” he said.




    It was—a nondescript white van, parked at the base of the pole. As before, Ibrahim wondered at the invisible network that caused cell phones to appear, lockers to hold cash and credit cards and false identification, and, now, had materialized a van big enough to house two motorcycles. Opening the door, Iyad found the ignition key beneath the floor mat on the driver’s side.




    A second key, small and shiny, was taped beneath the seat.




    As Iyad held it up the key glinted in the sunlight. “Our key to paradise,” he said.




    The North Beach was a bright, well-appointed restaurant amid the bustle of the city’s historically Italian section. It was Harold Shorr’s favorite meeting place; the energetic maître d’ shepherded them to Harold’s corner table with a sense of occasion suitable to the children of a potentate. Beaming, Harold kissed Carole on the cheek, then took her face in his hands. “Our family goes on,” he said in a voice accented by his native Polish, “far away from that miserable village.”




    David could only guess how much their marriage meant to Harold. Of six children and their parents, all but he had perished in the Holocaust—Carole was their future, the only one of her kind. Turning to David, Harold clasped his shoulders and pressed his forehead to David’s. Deep feeling was hard for Harold to articulate—he was better at showing than expressing. But there was no missing the amplitude of Harold’s joy; in this man’s bear hug, David felt a warmth he had seldom shared with his own father.




    “Seven months,” Harold told them in mock chagrin. “Why so long?”




    David grinned, setting aside the events that had shadowed his morning. “It’ll take that long for Carole to make out the guest list.”




    “So you’re complaining? That means more gifts for you.” As they sat, Harold clasped his only child’s hands in his. “At last a wedding,” he added with a smile, “for your mother, at the Temple Emanu-El.”




    This was said lightly, but there was an undertone of rue and remembrance—Carole’s mother had died the previous year, still pursued by the indelible fears of sixty years before. “We had to negotiate the wedding contract,” Carole answered with a self-mocking smile that took in David. “All the ways in which David promises to be satisfactory. You know me, Dad—leave nothing to chance.”




    Harold spread his arms in an elaborate shrug that said that men and women must be patient with each other. “I hope,” he told Carole, “that you made a few promises of your own. Maybe one unplanned day each month.”




    Harold surely knew his daughter, David thought. Fondly, he regarded the man, two years ago a stranger, who had become so central to his life.




    At seventy-six, Harold Shorr had a high forehead, receding iron-gray hair, a full mouth and strong chin, and deep-set brown eyes beneath eyebrows that arched to punctuate his remarks. He was stocky but not fat, with shoulders that seemed hunched to bear weight, or resist pressure. On his face, watchful and expressive, often played a faint smile that, to David, betrayed a hint of melancholy.




    There was also a shyness that, David thought, bespoke a deeper reticence. Part was a lack of education mixed with an immigrant’s sense that his speech was halting and inelegant—even though Harold’s vocabulary was apt and his command of American vernacular keen and flavored with humor. Far deeper was his fear of calling too much attention to himself, imprinted a time long ago, when to be invisible might be to live another day. That Harold had raised so accomplished and confident a daughter was, to him, a constant source of pride and wonder.




    So the Shorrs’ smiles conveyed that they were part of each other’s journey in a way few families could grasp. Watching, David was aware of a bond that belonged to them alone. Its depth came from something within Harold that he had never expressed to David—in this particular, as in others, Carole had spoken for her father, fulfilling her imperative that David comprehend them both.




    Carole was four, she had told David, when she had first recited the numbers on his wrist.




    They were sitting at the breakfast table. Eight, she said with a child’s precocity and pride, three, five, seven, one. Encouragingly, Harold recited the numbers with her.




    Her mother had turned away.




    Though she did not know why, from early childhood Carole sensed that the numbers held a mystical power.




    Her parents never spoke of this. But she knew that the adults who gathered in their home often wore such numbers, and no one else did. Perhaps, Carole reasoned, only people not born in America had numbers. But those same people sometimes switched from English to Yiddish when Carole was present, speaking in somber voices about something they did not wish her to know. When she saw her classmates’ grandparents, she realized that there was no one old in the lives of those with numbers. Then a family friend carelessly left an album in her parents’ living room—opening it, Carole found the photograph of a bearded man hanging from a gallows in a public square, surrounded by men in uniforms who gazed up at him, indifferent or even satisfied. And she began to wonder what the absence of grandparents had to do with speaking Yiddish, and why her parents never spoke of being children.




    These questions came more swiftly. After temple one day, walking her to the corner store for candy, her father shrank back from a neighbor’s tethered dog; though he tried to laugh about it, Carole realized that Harold, who admitted no fear, feared dogs in a way she did not grasp. Then came the unseasonably warm day when her father decided to take Carole and her friend to Baker Beach.




    She had never seen her father in a swimsuit. When he peeled off the running suit and exposed his torso, Carole saw to her horror that his chest and arms and legs were cross-hatched with raised white scars. Though her friend Arlene seemed not to notice, Carole was bewildered and ashamed.




    That night Carole pointed to the tattooed numbers. “Can you take them off?” she asked.




    Harold’s expression combined melancholy and faint reproach. “And make another scar?” he asked gently. “As you saw today, I already have scars enough.”




    Now Carole was quite certain—something terrible had happened that her father would not tell her.




    It was Carole’s mother who broke the silence.




    Rachel Shorr was not like other mothers. It was more than just her accent. It was the way Carole’s father looked after Rachel; the way she feared leaving the house without him; the way she avoided speaking to mothers who were not Jewish. To know that the world frightened her own mother troubled Carole still more.




    One night when she was seven, Carole and her parents went shopping just before Hanukkah. They walked through Union Square; though Carole knew little about Christmas, the bright lights strung on trees and lampposts entranced her. Turning to her mother, she saw Rachel’s lips trembling, heard her speaking to Harold in Yiddish.




    Harold put his arm around her shoulder. “We’ll go,” he told her quietly.




    Her father drove them home; her mother would not drive. From the back seat Carole asked, “What’s wrong?”




    She did not expect an answer. To her surprise, her mother almost whispered, “It was the Nazis.”




    The word seemed to carry the totemic power of the numbers. “We still were in the Warsaw ghetto,” Rachel continued softly. “My older cousin Lillian and I sneaked out of our old neighborhood, scavenging for food to fill our stomachs. But the streets were too bright—it was all the lights from the gentiles’ Christmas parties, the lights on their trees. When we ran away, the Nazis caught Lillian in an alley.




    “The day before was her eleventh birthday. I never saw her again.”




    In the darkness of the back seat, Carole understood that the Nazis had killed her mother’s cousin. And then her mother said, “If Israel ceases to exist, Jews will perish.”




    That night Carole could not sleep.




    She knew that Israel was the homeland of the Jews. She remembered the teacher at Hebrew school collecting money so they could plant a tree in Israel. She envisioned the Israel she’d seen in pictures, a place of blossoming deserts, purposeful men and women. But she had not known that Israel was linked to her own fate.




    If Israel ceases to exist, her mother had said, Jews will perish. At some point during that long, sleepless night, Carole decided that she must not let this happen.




    When she was twelve, Carole got her teacher’s permission to write a report on the Holocaust.




    After dinner she told her father. “Will you help me?” Carole pled.




    Harold shook his head. “Why?” he asked. “You know how to use the library. You read faster and better than I can. You’re much too old for such help.”




    The answer was so unlike him that Carole fought back tears.




    Harold looked down, shame-faced. “I know what you’re asking,” he said, reaching for her hand. “Perhaps, someday, I will learn to write it down for you.”




    A few weeks later, Harold enrolled at San Francisco State, to take a course in writing.




    One night, Harold began writing in his study. Carole saw him emerge gripping a spiral notebook, his face pale and abstracted. He barely seemed to notice her, said nothing about this new pursuit. Only later did she hear him sobbing in the bedroom he shared with her mother.




    Still Harold kept on writing.




    On the first day he let Carole read what he had written, the door closed to her own room, she wept for all of them.




    David Wolfe was the only other person who had read it.




    Even a half century after the events Harold Shorr had described, so simply that their horror spoke for itself, David found them as difficult to imagine as to read.




    Harold was eleven years old when the German army came to the Polish village of his birth. For many Poles, it hardly seemed an invasion. Sometimes Harold could barely distinguish between the soldiers and his Polish neighbors—both were in the cheering, laughing audience the night the soldiers rounded up the Jews for a “comedy show,” forcing the rabbi to slaughter a pig, his wife and children to canter and neigh like horses. Yet when a half-mad teenager, wild-eyed and famished, sought refuge with their neighbors, Harold’s father would not believe his story about the Germans forcing him to bury his parents alive.




    On Yom Kippur in 1942, three soldiers from the SS broke into their home. In front of his terrified wife and children, the Germans held a gun to their father’s head. Then they herded the family to the cobblestoned square at the center of the village. More angry than frightened, Harold wondered what sport would highlight the latest “comedy show,” and what role the Nazis had reserved for Isaac Shorr.




    At the center of the square was a gallows.




    The man whose picture you saw in the album, Harold wrote, was your grandfather. No one dared cut him down.




    They packed Harold in a cattle car with his mother, brother, and sisters. His sister Miriam was forced to shit in a bucket, weeping with shame, as others turned their faces. But by the time they stopped for good, the stench that stayed in Harold’s nostrils came from their rabbi, dead of a heart attack.




    Huddled with his family and their neighbors beside the tracks, Harold blinked in the sunlight.




    A German officer with a death’s-head insignia on his visored cap directed each Jew into one of two lines, left or right. Looking about him, Harold saw at once that, though hungry, he and eleven-year-old Yakov were sturdier than many. Languidly appraising them, the officer pointed his mother and sisters to the left, Harold and Yakov to a section called “Quarantine.” There, as Harold flinched with pain, a smirking corporal tattooed a number on his wrist.




    Comparing their tattoos in a daze, Harold and Yakov found themselves standing outside in a barbed-wire compound with other men and boys, some of whom had been there longer. “If we’re to be with our mother and sisters,” Yakov murmured, “why do they separate us?”




    Nearby, a prisoner laughed harshly, then pointed to a distant section of the camp, where black smoke issued from the chimney of a nondescript building.




    “See that smoke?” the man said. “That’s your mother and sisters. In time, the Jewish people will be nothing but smoke and ash, until there is no one left to say prayers for our dead.”




    Harold was too stunned to pray, or even to weep. Mute, he held Yakov in his arms.




    They put us in the coal mines, his diary continued. In the mines I learned the names of men who died, and then the men who came after, and died after that—like generations of the dead whose lifespan was measured in nine months. But Yakov and I lived on.




    There was only one reason: I had a second job at night, cleaning the kitchen for the Germans. From this place I stole bread, for Yakov and for me.




    I did not share it with the others. The shame still burns inside me. I watched as others died in our miserable barracks, stacked with corpses-in-waiting.




    One night the living ate the dead.




    It was several days before David continued reading.




    You wonder why I fear dogs, Harold had written. Let me explain.




    I tried not to steal too much bread. I was too afraid the Germans would notice, and that Yakov and I would die in the mines. So I stole just enough to keep us living one month more, then another.




    But Yakov was dying as I watched. His eyes sunk in his head, his body bent like an old man’s. One day in the mines he fell to his knees, sobbing. I pulled him up before the Germans saw this, and felt how light he was.




    I loved Yakov. I loved him for himself-—sweet-natured and unquestioning—a boy who followed his older brother like a puppy. And I loved him because he was all I had of my father, mother, and sisters, the only sign outside myself to say that they were real. I could not let him die.




    The Germans caught me stealing an entire loaf of bread.




    It was night. They took us out in the prison yard—Yakov and me. Then they made a circle of soldiers with their snarling dogs on leashes, and turned the flashlights on us.




    It was cold, and Yakov was trembling worse than I was, sobbing like the frightened child he still was. The Germans saw the spots of pee on the pants of his uniform and started laughing at him.




    One of the guards spoke in German and then the dogs came for us.




    I jumped on top of Yakov, to protect him. But there were too many dogs. Their teeth ripped through our ragged uniforms and tore at my chest and arms and legs. While I fought them, I could hear Yakov screaming beneath the pack of dogs, which were tearing him apart.




    The soldiers saved me so I could watch my brother die. I can never forget Yakov screaming until he was a carcass without a face, and they made me clean him up.




    After that, death was all I had to wish for.




    Instead, the Germans ran away.




    Harold was too weary to wonder why. He did not know what year it was; he knew nothing about the war. He knew only that his tormentors had fled.




    The surviving Jews huddled in the camp. One man with a will to live led them into the woods. When the Americans found them, Harold was delirious.
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