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CHAPTER ONE


SHE WANTED TO BE LIFTED away from here by angels, plucked up into the empty sky. Failing angels, she would accept any transportation—no matter how mean, no matter how low. The crowd was squeezing the breath out of her, and Ibrahim’s hand kept almost slipping away. Marina picked him up so that she wouldn’t lose hold of him. He turned and twisted irritably in her arms. There was too much old sweat here, there were too many bodies close to hers, and the whole thing made her feel like retching, like running. Too many people were breathing down her neck, and whose breath was it? No one who knew her, no one she wanted to know. Strangers, foreigners, was how she thought of them, really, even though they were her own people, standing packed around her. Finally, she was sharing their predicament. She had always thought she wanted to.

They were all treading dust out here on the Ramallah road under the blue winter sky, and Ibrahim was inhaling it, too, like fire. It was scratchy air. He coughed and coughed again, and squirmed in her arms, trying to see what was happening. He was pale and feverish, but there was strength in those little legs. Marina looked down at his flushed cheeks. She looked through the dust up at the sky and saw a string of faded plastic flags fluttering over the road, crisscrossing it. There was a picture of the Chairman on one side of each flag, and on the reverse, a picture of a jowly commando who had been assassinated more than ten years earlier.

She felt an elbow grind into her side. No one liked to be this close to his fellow man—she could say that with certainty. A car alarm yowled. The crowd was approaching the yellow sign: PREPARE YOUR DOCUMENTS FOR INSPECTION. The sky overhead was clear, but there was a threat in the clouds piling up far out to the west over the distant sea. The wind whipped through the cypresses that scrabbled up a hill behind the low stores and houses. Straining toward the rickety watchtower that overlooked Shuhada checkpoint, the faces of the crowd, upturned and expectant, were like faces in religious paintings, the faces of believers waiting for a miracle. Just let me through, Marina thought. A man next to her coughed in Ibrahim’s face.

Next time, get him out of there and over to us as fast as you can, Dr. Miller had said. He needs to be on the machines. He needs drips you can’t always get at your hospitals. He needs our nebulizers.

She held Ibrahim tightly with one arm, and pushed his hair back from his eyes. He felt hot and he looked frightened, and this was a boy who did not scare easily. Not even when they went to visit Hassan in the prison on the other side. In order to see Daddy, they had to get through the checkpoint, find a taxi, drive into Jerusalem—and then, at the prison, pass through a reinforced steel door while men with big guns watched them and asked questions.

Marina was used to the rituals of crossing over. But today was different. The press of bodies made her feel faint. In the months since Hassan was arrested, she and Ibrahim had become accustomed to lining up. It was more or less civilized. With the right papers you almost always got through—if you had the patience. Sometimes the soldiers didn’t check at all; they were naturally unsuspicious and lenient with mothers and children. But if they did run her through the computer, she was ready with her passport and with Ibrahim’s medical file from Hadassah Hospital. There would be a few questions about Hassan, because prisoners always turned up on the computer. But then, right through. Marina looked like what she was, a Palestinian, but she was an American citizen, born in Boston, with what had always been a foolproof passport.

But nothing works forever, especially here. Early this morning, there had been two bus bombs in downtown Jerusalem. Bodies had been blown all over a square. These were the first attacks in a long time, and now the checkpoint was like a place she’d never visited before. Marina had never seen a complete closure before, a towq, it was called in Arabic. They hadn’t done one in years, and she’d never believed they could do it, not really.

Could they? No one knew, not even her doctor in Ramallah. She had run to him this afternoon, when Ibrahim seemed to be getting sicker. The medications he had been expecting for more than a week had been delayed again. Get yourself into Jerusalem, the doctor told her. With your passport, it should be all right.

Turning away from his office door, Marina flagged a cab and headed for the checkpoint. Traffic to the crossing had slowed to a stop a half mile from the Jerusalem line. She got out to finish the trip on foot.

•  •  •

FACING THE CROWD, in the shadow of the watchtower, Lieutenant Ari Doron flicked away his cigarette and tried to decide on a few next steps. In the old days, he might have panicked. But he was a harder man now, he didn’t wilt when confronted. That’s why his superiors used him for checkpoint duty when the situation got bad. And today it certainly was dangerous. The crowd had grown larger as more and more were refused permission to cross. It was hot out for this time of year, and Doron felt damp beneath his heavy bulletproof vest. He pushed his hair up under his cap and drank some tepid water out of a plastic bottle that was standing on one of the sand-filled, plastic roadblocks the army had set up at the intersection three years ago, as a temporary measure. By now, the checkpoint had become a permanent part of Jerusalem’s geography. Since the peace was declared, Doron thought. He tried to brush some of the dust off his shoulders.

Today’s disturbance was going down like clockwork, each notch up in the violence coming according to schedule. It was like a drill for the checkpoint soldiers, the angry crowds of rock-throwing young men. Doron was used to it. It started with children, the little boys who slipped through legs and whipped around the crowd and were having the best time, you could see it. It was only a matter of minutes before the young men joined in. They used slingshots, which Doron considered fair practice in the land of David. He wondered whether these were the kind David had used to kill the giant. The contraption looked like a holiday noisemaker, and the Palestinians spun it from the hip so that if you were up close, which you tried not to be, you could hear it whipping the air. The slingshot could send a rock flying at what seemed like the speed of a bullet.

Usually, the soldiers waited until a rock hit its mark, until there were enough men throwing stones, so that they weren’t firing into a gaggle of schoolboys. First they shot into the air. Rubber bullets. Then they tried tear gas. When the tear gas didn’t work, the soldiers would shoot in the air again, which also never worked, and then they’d begin shooting in earnest, over the heads of the crowd if their aim was good, into the crowd if it wasn’t. By then, the men would be angry and nervous and ready to shoot for real, but Doron always tried to avoid this stage. He had never used live ammo at a checkpoint, and could not imagine the situation in which he would give that order. Rubber bullets were bad enough. Or there were sound bombs, a kind of grenade that did not explode but could generally be counted on to send a mob hurtling away. Doron also tended to go extra heavy on the tear gas. He didn’t want casualties on his record. Things could escalate quickly into something really bad, something he didn’t want to see, didn’t want to deal with, didn’t want to be responsible for.

Doron had seen the crisis building today as the politicians pulled the closure tighter and tighter. The Palestinians here at the checkpoint were trying to get into Israel for all the usual reasons: work, work, and work. There had been closures before, as punishment for acts of terror, and yet they would still come, desperate to get through, and every day, some of them made it, because usually the closure was not airtight, and there was room for lackadaisical enforcement, there was room for leniency—even sympathy, on occasion.

Like most of the officers in charge of the checkpoints today, Doron had asked headquarters to loosen up—he could feel the place turning into a flashpoint as the pressure built. But Tel Aviv kept tugging on the drawstrings. Responding to terror, the government said, the two bus bombings all over the television, the two suicide boys, dressed up like Israeli soldiers, who packed their kit bags with explosives and got on the buses and blew themselves up. Whose brothers or cousins might explode tomorrow at the mall, the movies, the grocery store. Fifty killed and scores wounded, in two minutes. So. No passage between the West Bank and Israel. No movement among the towns and villages of the West Bank. Even the most urgent cases would be judged harshly today.

The stone throwers were close. Doron called in to headquarters. There was trouble at several of the other crossings. It sounded chaotic over the phone line. He heard other phones ringing and the sound of someone cursing loudly. He hung up and had his men advance a few more meters in front of the watchtower, hoping they would look tough and determined, even though right now he had only seven men on shift, if you didn’t count the other two he had diverted to watch the dry, deserted wadi a hundred meters away. Sometimes enterprising Palestinians would walk or drive around the checkpoint through the dry riverbed behind it. The Israelis knew about these violators, but usually ignored them. Today, the wadi was off-limits. Nine men total, a reasonable number. The checkpoints were not supposed to be war zones.

Zvili came up to him. It amazed him that checkpoint duty always meant working with guys like Zvili.

“They’re closing in,” Zvili said. He sounded excited.

“They are far away,” Doron said.

“We might have to begin firing,” Zvili said. He knew that Doron shied away from this.

“I don’t think so, not yet.” Doron looked at Zvili. The little man had a hard look on his face, like a gargoyle. These little guys shocked Doron with their toughness. They were ready for anything. Unlike Doron.

“Well, what do you suggest?” Zvili asked him.

“Nothing,” Doron said. “Nothing yet.”

“So we’re just going to sit here like target practice?” Zvili spat on the ground. He was a gremlin, but he was scared. Doron could see it in his posturing.

“No, we’re just going to sit here like grown-ups until we see what’s developing,” Doron said to him. His tone was condescending, the vocal equivalent of patting Zvili on the head. “For all we know, this is business as usual, but a little more intense. Anyway, they’re still too far away to hurt us.”

Doron prided himself on his new maturity. He was an old hand, temperate and calm, having found himself—sometime after his twenty-eighth birthday—suddenly quite able to distinguish between a problem and a crisis. Was it a run-of-the-mill melee, or “a situation”? Making that judgment was the essence of Israeli military professionalism. Doron checked the time and calculated how long it would be until nightfall. Even the most violent crowds tended to disperse at sunset. It was a matter of keeping the boys at bay until the earth’s rotation came into line with your military strategy. It would be almost an hour, not soon enough. He noticed the dust rising. It made his eyes itch. He sniffed at the air. He listened. A car alarm was going off. From this distance, about a hundred meters, he could only make out beetled brows, and kerchiefs around noses and mouths. It always looked in photographs as if they were seeking anonymity, but in fact it was protection against the gas. The gas slowed them down—it prolonged the time between the hurling of the rock that smashed a soldier’s cheek, and the shooting that would repel the stone throwers. That was the only use for the gas, as far as Doron could see. It never really put an end to things.

He nodded to Zvili, and Zvili prepared a tear-gas cartridge. The young men were moving in closer, their pitching arms back. Doron nodded again.

Zvili fired off the cartridge. It soared up into the air and then plummeted down like the tail end of a firework, exploding on descent. The crowd opened up around it. Breaking through the ring of those who were fleeing, a young man with a kerchief around his face ran up to the spewing cartridge, picked it up, and galloped toward the checkpoint like a strange tribal smoke-dancer, stopping finally a few meters from Doron’s line of defense to hurl the cartridge back at the Israelis. Doron coughed and bent over, and tears bit at his eyes. He felt for a second as if he were going to black out, the stuff was so fucking strong. Should have shot him, he thought. When Doron stood finally after the cramp in his lungs had abated, he saw the boy scampering back into a rejoicing crowd.

Doron wished these battles did not have to be so intimate. He coughed into the back of his hand. There was something too much like children’s games about being at such close quarters with the enemy. It was like hide-and-seek, or a color war. They ran up to you, you chased them back. They conked your guy, you conked theirs. You got to know each other by the end of a day. You could take the measure of certain individuals. He hated seeing their joy at a wounded soldier, and wished he could take the same raw pleasure in their injuries. He wanted to want them dead. But God, he just wished that these people had stayed home today. He wished that they would stay home every day.

•  •  •

“HOLD ON, hold on, hold on here,” a voice shouted through the crowd. No one could see who was talking. An old man’s walking stick thudded against Marina. People jostled her from both sides, stepped-on toes crunching like pebbles underfoot. The car alarm was still wailing. The crowd lurched forward; someone was pushing from behind. Marina felt one of her shoes come loose, and then it was gone.

The crowd stumbled backward a few paces as the soldiers advanced toward them. Gunfire popped. For a moment, everyone stood still. I have to get out of here, Marina thought. But she couldn’t afford to leave. She had to get to the checkpoint, and through it, now. So this was total closure, she thought, an occasion for riot, a mini uprising. And then there were the people, like her, who really needed to get across. Four years in this place, and she still had learned nothing.

A slight breeze blew a cloud of gas over them. Marina put her shirt over Ibrahim’s face. He was gasping. Tears were coursing down her own face, too, from the gas. She stood up against the side of a photocopy store, panting. The crowd was running away from the checkpoint, now, but young men still stood around, in corners, behind walls, down alleys, waiting for the next assault.

A man standing next to her offered his handkerchief. He pulled a small plastic bottle of scented toilet water from his bag and poured it over the white square.

“Here,” he said.

She took it gratefully and put it over the boy’s nose and mouth. The man smiled briefly, and then looked back out at the wildly scattering crowd. He was thin, and his suit was shabby in the local style: a little too long in the cuffs, worn at the elbows, cut too sharply, glossy at the collar, the lapels too broad. A West Bank professional of some kind, Marina guessed. An accountant, or a dentist.

She thanked the man over and over for his kindness.

“It is nothing,” he said. “You keep that.” He turned away.

Marina closed her eyes. A vision of the Star Market on Mass Ave in Cambridge came abruptly into her head. The piled-up apples. Pyramids of boxes containing macaroni and cheese mix. The wide corridor of frozen foods. The soups with the soups, the dog bones with the dog bones, bags with bags, meat with meat. The spray that rained down on the vegetables every ten minutes like a passing sun shower. The quick click of the cashiers. In every way, life was orderly there.

Marina wanted life to be normal, whatever that was. She wanted to be at home with her baby. She wanted to feel his head and call Dr. Miller’s office and have them say, Yes, come in, and then get in a car and drive him over, like a normal person. And have them say, He’s fine, don’t worry, calm down, everything is going to be fine. Ibrahim had a very bad cold, you’d think it was nothing. But the last time he’d had a cold with a fever, he’d begun to come up short for breath, and then he wasn’t breathing right at all, and she ended up rushing him through the checkpoint to Jerusalem, to Hadassah, and Dr. Miller had hurried over to see him. Ibrahim lay in a hospital bed, with his blue eyes looking up over the green plastic nebulizer mask, a drip in his arm, and she had felt like collapsing, but at least Dr. Miller had been there, saying he’s going to be fine.

That was last month and all the days before. But now something—many things—had changed. You couldn’t even get near the checkpoint because of the demonstrators and the crowd. She thought of her father, who had left Ramallah last week, and the small crowd of admirers who had stood on her doorstep, waving goodbye at his disappearing taxi. He was heading back to America. Marina felt a pang of nostalgia for the Boston winters of her childhood, for snowboots and slush. She imagined her father in snowy Cambridge now, sitting comfortably with his reading glasses down near the tip of his nose or lounging in front of the television watching tennis. He would never get caught in a situation like this. During his visits, her father, with all of his ties to the Authority, managed swift and unlimited checkpoint crossings for himself—whenever he wished, which was not very often—each one planned carefully in advance, each strategically fixed: the right car one day, VIP documents the next, a connected driver, whatever it took. But today, Marina had been caught by surprise. No time for arrangements. Ibrahim’s breath came in gasps. She watched the crowd rush by. Rabble, that would be the word that would rise to her father’s lips, even though he’d never say it.

•  •  •

IT WAS GETTING DARKER. That was help from on high, thought Doron. The clouds might bring darkness earlier than expected. He hoped so, he hoped so. One of Doron’s men had been hit. It wasn’t serious but blood was flowing down into his eyes, which did not exactly raise morale. Doron looked up at the sky. If only God would send a message down the way he used to, publicly and unmistakably. Instead, rain clouds, gunfire, boys with stones, dust.

Doron watched the kerchiefed boys preparing another onslaught. He knew that what was unhappily called a situation had developed on his watch. Behind the boys, the crowd was moving toward the checkpoint again. Doron thought about percussion grenades, good for stopping animal stampedes—or starting them—and for stopping running crowds in their tracks without causing casualties. Certainly no matter what he ended up doing, it would be found that he had done something wrong, had forgotten to do something, had neglected something that right now, right now, should seem utterly obvious to him as a course of action. He was sure that firing on the crowd at this point would be a mistake. On the other hand, he didn’t want to be a sitting duck for some kind of unprecedented attack on the checkpoint.

“Let’s launch a sound bomb,” Doron said. It was getting too close, they were getting too cocky. It had to end. There was a moment past which you could not let things continue, or the escalation might prove unstoppable. Doron stood out in front of his men while they prepared the percussion weapon. Rocks were coming at him from three sides. It was raining rocks. Doron felt an urgent need to reassert control. He knew he could do it. It was going to happen now. We can always win, he thought. He reminded himself: The one who gains victory in close quarters is the one with superior firepower—and the will to use it. That last bit had always been Doron’s problem.

•  •  •

A SHATTERING NOISE shook the ground. They are bombing us, Marina thought. That’s impossible. She had never heard of bombs, not at the checkpoints. This one was so loud the shock seemed to continue in waves under her feet like an earthquake. She trembled and thought about natural disasters. She didn’t see anyone lying bloody and wounded, the way they would after a bombing. No buildings collapsed.

Another tremor rattled the ground. Maybe they’re trying to end it, Marina thought. The windows of the businesses along the street rattled and one or two shattered as another blast shook the street. She closed her eyes tight and prayed that they would get across. She tried to make her way to the checkpoint, but the crowd kept pushing her back.

•  •  •

DORON WATCHED the crowd flee from the waves of the explosion. The blast rippled under his feet and he thought it would toss him into the air. The crowd felt the same thing: it was like an earthquake. He gave a signal to launch another bomb. One or two more, and they’d be so far gone they would never regroup. Doron wished fervently never to see another Palestinian. Dream on, he said to himself, tapping his foot, waiting for the end, his gun at the ready.

In a few minutes, he knew it was over. No shouting, no tramping, no stones. Not a single one.

“Hooray,” he heard Zvili say to another man.

Hooray is right, Doron thought. It was over for today. As usual, the sound grenades had worked, combined with a massive dose of tear gas and a few strategic bursts of shots fired into the air. At least there would be an interlude of calm until tomorrow, although it would be an interlude filled with stretchers on the Palestinian side, and exhausted, bleeding soldiers at the checkpoint. His men were gathering around the watchtower. Now was the time to deal with the aftermath. Normally, the men would all be smoking after such an afternoon, but they were coughing too hard. Dust caked over the bloody face of the man who’d been hit, a private, first time on the checkpoint. He was looking for water and a towel. Doron handed him his water bottle as he passed by. A light injury—but he’d send the man to get stitched up, anyway.

Doron could see several yards of road now, a stretch of beautiful, radiant, black macadam, with no one standing on it. The roadbed. Amazing. He looked at the few yards of blackness as if it were an old buddy returning from war. He wanted to kiss it, slap it on the back, offer it a beer. The road was decorated with dust, dirt, sand, rubble, and stray sandals and shoes lost in the melee.

Not everyone left, of course. There were always a few troublemakers, and some people who, Doron supposed, were desperate to get across. But wouldn’t. Zvili appeared at his side and handed him a cigarette. Doron took it and looked at Zvili with a pained smile on his face.

“Good work, Lieutenant,” Zvili said.

“Thank God it’s over,” said Doron. They went into the trailer.

It was growing dark fast. Zvili flicked on the fluorescent bulb with an elbow. Two of the men who had been out front had returned to the trailer. One parked himself at the desk near the radio with his feet up, and the other sat backward on a metal folding chair, reading the log sheet. The bleeding soldier stood against the wall in a dark corner, with a bloody piece of someone’s old shirt balled in his hand and blood still trickling into his eye and down his face. He shook his head as Doron examined him.

“You’ve got to have someone see that,” Doron said. Doron took the bloody rag and made some swipes at the private’s face.

“I’m fine,” said the man.

“Don’t be brave,” said Doron.

Zvili polished his sunglasses on the edges of his flak jacket. He returned them to their case.

“Everything cool?” asked Zvili, looking out. This was code.

“Yes,” said Doron. “No one dead, as far as I can tell.” They watched as an injured man on a stretcher was carried away in the direction of Ramallah. It was always possible that a couple of Palestinians would turn up dead after the riots finished; people you hadn’t noticed go down.

“So what else?” Zvili asked. “What are we going to do with these folks?” He gestured to the stragglers coming up the road. “Look at that guy,” he said, pointing at a man in a suit, standing near the bench outside. “Why the fuck does he need to get across, I’d like to know. I mean really.”

“Don’t worry,” said Doron. “He’s not going anywhere. One guy came through this morning. Authority. Special plates and a special paper just for today. That’s been it. Orders are no exceptions. Headquarters is scared shitless. They don’t want anyone sneaking through. They’ve even closed off the wadi.”

“Yeah,” said Zvili. “Makes me want to cry.”

Sometimes, Doron wished there was something really bad he could do to Zvili, instead of fucking over all these pointless Palestinians. Still, the world would be a better place with no Palestinians in it, he often thought. And Zvili was his comrade, supposedly. He had worked with him before at this checkpoint. He had even had a beer at Zvili’s house after a hard day. Once. He tried not to dislike Zvili, but Zvili didn’t make it easy. Doron turned to the guardroom.

“Be down in a minute,” he said. He walked out and climbed slowly up the metal staircase to the watchtower. He liked to survey things at sundown—this was his personal minaret. The man on watch edged aside, and Doron peered down. Things seemed normal. It looked like every night along this road. It was colder, darker, too, without the headlights from the usual traffic that was deterred tonight. Cypresses rose like the shadows of flames from the crest of the hill running behind the wadi. The rain would start soon.

•  •  •

DOWN ON THE road, everyone headed home, shocked by the sound bombs and undone by the growing dark and the storm that was descending. But Marina could not go home. Ibrahim’s eyes were closed. He wheezed loudly at the end of each short breath. The crowd was breaking up, each person an individual again, with his own plans for the night. The man stationed up in the watchtower leaned on the window ledge with a bored look on his face, pointing his machine gun down at a straggling line of people who were making their way toward the checkpoint in the near dark.

Marina started to run down the road toward the watchtower, with one shoe gone and Ibrahim panting in her arms. At least now there was space to run. At the guardroom, she would plead her case. Those Israeli soldiers who looked at you as if you weren’t the same species. She knew them. Their impassive faces, deathly indifference, like Roman praetorians. She’d have to beg, plead, get down on her knees. She hated having to do it; she liked looking away as she presented her documents, getting through, no arguments, no contact, no humiliation. Nothing personal. She had always sworn that if it came to total closure, she would never beg, never degrade herself that way. She’d happily stay in Ramallah, except for her visits to Hassan. What, after all, did Jerusalem have that Ramallah didn’t? But that was before Ibrahim got sick again. She knew the answer to her old question, now: Jerusalem had Hadassah Hospital.

•  •  •

DORON BREATHED IN the wet, fresh air. After a hot dusty day, you almost felt clean, up here in the watchtower. He leaned out the opening and looked down at the stragglers waiting outside the guardroom. The sole bench in front, which seated six or seven, was full. In spite of the rain clouds that were building toward blackness above them, a few small groups huddled in conversation near the bench. And heading down toward the checkpoint trailer across the road, coming at a run, almost, but graceful and dignified, was a slender woman in blue jeans, with long, uncovered hair, a beautiful woman, really, Doron could see, carrying a child. One of her shoes was missing.
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CHAPTER TWO


GEORGE WAS TERRIBLY TIRED. THE trip back to boston had been long, and he was still edgy with jet lag a week later. He hated traveling: wasted time. And now that he was home, he realized he had been in no condition to deal with the vagaries of his trip. Sitting in the security zone at the airport in Frankfurt for three hours, waiting for a late connection, he had been lonely and bored and irritated. The newspapers bored him, his German was not what it had been, he hadn’t brought enough books or magazines he could bear opening, much less reading. It was extremely unpleasant. Just hoisting himself up out of those deep seats to go to the bathroom or to get a cup of coffee, a bad cup of coffee but a necessary cup of coffee, was a physical endeavor more difficult than he could have imagined, after only a four-hour flight from Tel Aviv. He was sick and getting old at the same time, and he was not enjoying it. Before he left Boston on this pointless journey, he had sworn to himself that he was not going to let the terrible fatigue stop him. His credo had always been to do what was necessary, to keep his connection to Palestine alive, to give an important part of his energy to The Cause (he always said those two words in a deep ironic tone, the meaning of which—of course—no other Palestinian, except Sandra, could understand; Palestinians said “the cause” as if it still had real meaning . . . ). Do what was necessary for The Cause, no matter the cost, he told himself. But now that he was back, he was wondering.

That movie on the plane out of Tel Aviv! It was the most enjoyable part of this last visit. It was the kind of thing he loved: evil CIA agents, a beautiful blond, a secret installation, a ridiculous gang of swarthy foreigners of uncertain origins. One scene remained fixed in his mind. The towering CIA man gives orders to his shady, third-world ally, and the dark-skinned man bows just slightly from the waist in receiving his commands. That little diffident hint of a bow, both acquiescent and defiant, reminded him of Ahmed. George had seen Ahmed give that little bow only last week, as he dismissed someone he was pretending to respect.

Since his heart attack, it was impossible for George to take the kind of pleasure he used to in the regular events of life. When he went down to New York, to give lectures on Palestine or to attend cardiology conferences, he was tired and at his least sociable, not like in the old days—which weren’t so old or so long ago. New York in the old days had been the scene of his glory: parties, congresses, fund-raising banquets, gatherings to whom he spoke about The Cause (without irony, in public), and the fate of his people. But now, with Sandra dead and his heart still unrecovered, he almost always said no. He didn’t feel like making the effort. He might have taken his old comfort in the accoutrements of wealth one found at New York parties: the rich upholstery and linens and flatware, the sparkling glasses, the high ceilings, the catered food, the clink and laughter, the talk—it reminded him of evenings in his parents’ dining room. But he missed Sandra. And he hated looking down at a full plate and wanting nothing.

At lunchtime on a weekday, his part of Cambridge was silent. Everyone had already gone off to work. George put his cup and saucer down, turned on the television, and leaned back into the easy chair that his father had had carried out of their house in Jerusalem so long ago. The chair that, later, he had taken from Amman to London, and then up to Oxford, that he and Sandra had stuck on a steamer to cross the Atlantic, and then lugged up to Boston in a U-Haul, all of this back when his life was just beginning. George flipped through the channels. Tennis, would it be the Open? Yes, there was Australia in the promotional shots: that odd harbor at Sydney, kangaroos looking perplexed in a parking lot. The defending Czech was playing a Swede.

George hoped the phone would not ring. Some new minuscule section of the so-called peace process was being implemented today—or was it tomorrow? yesterday?—and he was afraid the media deluge might start up again. What was there to say, after all?

Tennis relaxed him. He loved to watch the ball go back and forth. Pock, pock, pock, pock. No sound was more soothing. Now only politics could get him going, bring the blood to his face. He would never have imagined that it was possible, but Palestine was the only thing left that aroused his passion.

Love, forty. Good, the Czech was winning. All those damned get-togethers in Jerusalem. They always invited him very courteously when they had an important cabinet meeting, or if there was a big holiday celebration and they needed a rousing speaker. He was still “advising” Ahmed and the Chairman and the Authority, even though they no longer listened to him, no longer took him seriously. It was the political equivalent of Ahmed’s little bow—respect combined with dismissal. You couldn’t criticize them and think they would accept you in any way other than formally, nominally. But they needed him, still, they needed him.

Ahmed was his best friend, or used to be—decades and decades ago. They had shared hours and hours at school and in the afternoons, in Jerusalem and later in Amman, over tea or coffee, Ahmed stretched out on the sofa and George lying on the carpet in a corner of Ahmed’s father’s dark study, talking about politics and girls, daydreaming about returning home. George was still disarmed by Ahmed’s brilliant smile, and yet Ahmed was a part of the whole corrupt contraption. He was dispensing jobs to cronies, selling ministries to high bidders, the whole shebang, George thought. He seemed to have lost sight of The Cause. George believed that Ahmed was just getting on with things, business as usual, petty politicking, jabbering with the Chairman as if the two of them were a couple of old hacks. Yet Ahmed was vibrant in some atavistic way. He seemed to store his own heat. On George’s last trip, the chill of Palestine’s winter had crept into his bones, he’d felt it even in the overheated library in Bethlehem where he’d given a talk. But Ahmed walked in from a cold driving wind blazing like a furnace.

Well, they were all virtually dead now, as Sandra used to say, many of them well past sixty. George always caught himself on the verge of walking out of meetings, leaving Ahmed and the boys behind to natter until the end of time about who should control Abdul’s orchard near Dah’riyeh, and who would get those two hectares of scrub brush outside Deir el-Ghuson. The whole rickety edifice made him tap his foot with annoyance. Maybe one day he really would just split and head over to see some big brutal American movie at some big brutal shopping mall on the Israeli side. Wouldn’t that shock them? He was running out of patience.

He had accomplished precisely nothing in Palestine this last time, precisely zilch. Marina kept pushing him to leave Ramallah and go for a ride through the other side of Jerusalem, the side where he spent his childhood, the places he had told her so much about when she was small. Just to see, she said, just to see. George couldn’t explain to his daughter—who had grown up undisturbed in America—how very much he didn’t want to. He still felt—after fifty years—like a child who had been suddenly orphaned; he was still suffering from the shock of the Israeli takeover in that unbelievable spring of 1948. His whole life had been cut off from him when he was only eight years old. When the family fled to Amman, George’s world had changed as if he’d been transported to an alien planet. He felt awkward about revisiting a past that had been denied to him for so long, a past that—really—he had never been allowed to experience. Still Marina pushed him—she argued for it with the directness of someone who had only suffered secondhand.

He’d done it, finally, but he hadn’t set foot outside the car. Saw a house, and felt for the key his father had given him, that he always took with him on long trips. There it was, in his jacket pocket, long and smooth. It was made of iron and it felt heavy in his hand. The end was wrought into the shape of a fleur-de-lis. He remembered how he had worked to make it one of Marina’s favorite objects—her talisman, too—when she was little. He had dangled the shining key before her fascinated eyes so many times that she imagined it had magical powers. He held it briefly, and looked up at the house. He saw a path he remembered—it led down to the renters’ apartment in the back, and the henhouse and pigeonry that had been tended by his nursemaid. He saw the old arched windows. The towering cypress that hid half the garden. A sign that said LOVERS OF ZION STREET—in Hebrew, Hovevei Zion. Well, that was new. Funny name for his old street. Saw unfamiliar people, new buildings, paved streets. Blue sky. And then on to another meeting.

All right, I’ve done it now, he said to Marina.

He would love a sweet, but in Cambridge good Arab sweets were still hard to find. Sweets with coffee, perhaps the only reason left now to visit the West Bank. Pock. Ah, the Czech was clever—a wicked backhand crosscourt, and at net. George sipped at his coffee and remembered the little nests of honey and pistachios from Nazareth that he had eaten while he was visiting Marina and Ibrahim in Ramallah. His daughter seemed happy, he supposed, under the circumstances. She was still missing her mother. She pushed more sweets on him, too much coffee, watching him with judging eyes when she thought he wasn’t looking. He hadn’t been taken to see the husband, and he assumed that that was no oversight.

Marina looked beautiful, and Ibrahim was very charming, for a baby. The boy smiled often, and spoke both languages, and did not seem at all sick, even though Marina said he was ill. He had had an asthma attack—was it just a month ago?—but he looked fine now to George’s medical eye. George had had asthma as a child. Mothers were always nervous. Ibrahim and George played hide-and-seek—Ibrahim found George wedged in a corner between the armoire and the wall, next to the ironing board. The two of them built traps out of blocks. The color in the baby’s cheeks was perhaps a little high, but otherwise he seemed well. Ibrahim was quite dark and blue-eyed, as George’s mother had been. It was a lovely and surprising remembrance of her.

My Palestinian grandson, he thought.

George remembered that when Marina sent him the first photographs of her newborn baby, he had been taken by surprise by his own emotion. How could he love someone so much whom he had never even met?

•  •  •

UP IN THE WATCHTOWER parapet, two soldiers leaned against the sides of the opening. They were watching her. Marina’s arms were beginning to ache. Ibrahim, almost two and a half years old, was heavy. The watchtower seemed far away as she half walked, half ran toward it, going as fast as she could. The sun had set over the photocopy shop. She imagined again what her father would have to say about her finding herself in this situation. He believed she never planned anything properly. He believed she was still a sloppy teenager living in a room piled high with dirty clothing. He would find the bare foot too degrading in this situation. He would be annoyed to find she had gotten herself into this fix. And he would not be interested in the fact that it was probably inescapable.

Just a few more meters, and she could begin the battle to get the attention of the checkpoint guards. A half dozen or so other people were already sitting on a bench, waiting. The setting sun left a strip of pale pink floating on the horizon behind the checkpoint, and night arrived, abruptly. A lacy drizzle was falling.

In the shadow of the watchtower, Marina sat down on the bench, squeezing between two elderly men in traditional robes. She set her bag down between their walking sticks. She wanted to check Ibrahim before she brought him over to the guardroom, see if she could get him to use the inhaler. Through the rain, the one small bulb in the checkpoint trailer sparkled like a star.

•  •  •

GEORGE SET DOWN his cup, and experimented with putting his left leg over his right, instead of his right over the left. It relieved the deadening somewhat, he thought. He regained a painful contact with his left foot. He sipped at his coffee, so unlike Marina’s. Second set: Czech down two games to love. Hers was really good, boiled over charcoal on the grill, fragrant with cardamom and thick with sugar and the sediment of ground coffee. It was heavy with the taste of home. So Arab. “Si arabe,” as Ahmed would say breathily, laughing, imitating an old French flame of his who had been infatuated with the desert peoples. How had Marina become such an authentic Palestinian all of a sudden?

They had never drunk coffee like that while she was growing up in Cambridge. It must have been the husband’s influence or the influence of geography. Or her new religion, George thought grimly. The Raads were secular Palestinian Christians; his daughter had made a conversion to Islam. The girl he remembered and the new religion did not seem to go together, but she had done it for love. Perhaps that explained it.

On this last trip to Ramallah, he and Marina had sat out on the roof and drunk her coffee together. She complained too much about the Israelis.

“They are so arrogant at the checkpoint,” she said. She poured more coffee. Ibrahim climbed down from her lap. “It’s such a frustrating experience, every time.”

“It’s meant to be. It’s meant to teach you a lesson.”

George shook his head, remembering the conversation. The Israelis did stupid things, pointless things. What did Marina expect, fellowship, respect? They were a rude and thoughtless people, at best. We are enemies, she knew that. But she’d been worried that with the growing unrest, it might become more difficult to get through for an appointment at the hospital. She already needed medical documents, a doctor’s note, et cetera.

George recalled how he’d tuned her out and had begun wondering about the solar panels on the neighbors’ roofs. He couldn’t listen long to Marina’s analysis of The Cause because to him she seemed such a novice. Her observations—he could have made them at the age of eight, as he bounced into Jordan from Palestine, sitting on a suitcase in the backseat of Grandfather’s motorcar.

From Marina’s roof in Ramallah, he’d noticed an old, rusty bedspring on the Katuls’ terrace next door. Katul was such a pleasant fellow, always smiling and whistling and offering to lend George his car. Katul was whistling over in the next yard, as he worked beneath his old Chevy. What was that song? Katul had something to do with Hamas fund-raising, George had heard. Oh, Hamas. George thought about it every time he heard Katul whistling. A bad and difficult organization, full of cold and rigid men, including his son-in-law. Not Katul, of course.

George remembered feeling that he was being inattentive to Marina, so he’d turned from his study of Katul’s terrace, and watched his grandson’s face. What an amazing face it was. The boy was bent over a pot full of dirt, digging for worms that were not there, and humming. Now George recognized the song that Katul was whistling as he worked under his car—it was the theme from The Lion King. “The cirrrrrrr-cle of life . . .” Ibrahim was humming along with Katul. George and his grandson had watched the movie the other day dubbed into Arabic. That was funny. In any case, what was George to do about Marina’s problems with the Israelis? She was a big girl, now, and George was not the Israelis. He was not even the fucking Palestinians anymore, particularly. George began humming the Lion King song, too, and Ibrahim looked up, smiling. He was picking handfuls of flowers from the flowerpots on the roof. My ticket back, George thought, watching the boy.

The defending champion went down to a sudden and ignominious defeat—and at the hands of a Swede who only liked to hit from the backcourt. Too bad. George switched off the set. What now? It was almost time to go over to the hospital, check out his mail, begin his afternoon procedures. He finished off the cold coffee.

George did not want to think of Marina alone in depressing Ramallah in that apartment with Ibrahim while the father did his hunger strikes and made his protests and conspired with his cellmates and wasted time. She had returned to a place that was not the Palestine George had dreamed of regaining, not the place he’d told her about ever since she could understand. The new Palestine was a place totally unlike that—it was a new world, changed utterly since George and the rest of them had been forced to flee. The Catastrophe, the Palestinians called it, appropriately enough. Forever after, George had felt homeless—unlike most people, when he traveled he did not have a home to go home to. He wasn’t a refugee anymore, exactly, but he considered himself one. The worst part was that he never experienced his dislocation more acutely than when he was back in Palestine among the unhappy Palestinians who were surviving the Israeli occupation with a fixed ironic grin or eternal defiance.

He’d made Sandra into his home, and she was gone.

It was a strange life their daughter had chosen, and probably George’s fault. It was another reproach, he was sure. Marina had gone “home.”

You make Palestine romantic, Sandra had told him. It’s not romantic.

•  •  •

IN MIDWINTER, Cambridge was covered in snow. The trees that lined Boylston Street looked heavy and tired, wrapped in white, like shrouds. George was beginning to feel his old, hard resentment of America: the cold, unpleasant climate, the long, long winter. Marina liked to ski, he remembered.

“It’s almost time, Doctor,” Philip said to him from the doorway. Why did Philip always have to sound so young? Six months after Sandra died, it turned out that Philip’s lease for his place on Comm Ave had run out and he was looking for a new spot. So George put him up in their basement apartment. Philip was his protégé, a doctoral candidate in the Middle Eastern Studies department at Harvard, and a Palestinian from Beit Jala near Bethlehem. He had always been around, seeking advice or information, having dinner with them or coffee with George. And now George needed companionship to keep him from depression. Now Philip was his assistant. Spirited, faithful, kind. Hardworking, intelligent, learned. Just the sort of thing the doctor ordered, George thought glumly.

“I’m going, I’m going,” George said. Wisp of a boy, the phrase kept going through his mind. He pulled himself up and adjusted his robe. Yes, okay, sure, it was just a flannel bathrobe, a dressing gown—as he used to say before he came to America where the names of things were less euphemistic—but somehow the adjustment, the rewrap, the pulling at the sash, made him feel more kingly, more distant.

He started slowly up the stairs. He felt his face. Gray whiskers growing. He stood barefoot on the planks of the dark upstairs landing, feeling around on the wall for the thermostat—ha! there it was. He turned up the heat.

George made his way down the hall, flicking on the lights as he went. He wondered what made him so angry with Ahmed and the Authority. Was it the stupidity of it all, and how this group of thieves thought they represented a “people”? No, it was also the self-congratulatory tone Ahmed always adopted, and the way things were decided these days, how the Chairman—and his sycophants and flunkies—scraped away all the profits and made deals with the Israelis to enjoy the eventual spoils.

Ah, well, and why should the people get anything? They never had and never would. Never missed an opportunity to miss an opportunity. You couldn’t put your fate into the Chairman’s hands, or Ahmed’s hands, and expect to come out of it unscathed. It infuriated him, and yet he could never quite abandon Ahmed, friend of his childhood. Sadiq at-tufoulah: it was a classic Arabic formulation. George rinsed the razor and slapped at his face with a cold washcloth. Those connections were impossible to overlook, especially when one had so little else from the past to hold on to. Look how he had clung to his easy chair.

He came downstairs into the front hallway and put on his coat, his fur hat, his scarf, and his gloves. He stepped out onto the stoop. The light this afternoon looked like a winter dawn, gray and dismal. The snow on the ground was not new, and it was caked black along the curbs. He could see the spots where the neighborhood’s dogs had been pissing on his tires. His car had not been moved since before the snow.

Ah, he thought, feeling himself hesitate before unlocking the car door. George’s wrist would not turn: he was having a terror episode. Calm yourself, he thought, using Grandfather’s strict, military voice. George had started having this problem after Najjar got shot in the knees three months earlier, in London. There were rogue elements, Najjar had told him on the phone. Najjar was something like him, a Palestinian writer who objected to the way the peace was being concluded—but Najjar was a poet and had worse enemies, apparently. And an ominous, paranoid turn of mind that had turned out to be prescient. A few days after Najjar was shot, Ahmed had rung George from Jericho to warn him that, as Ahmed had said portentously, “threats were being made.”

By whom, George had asked. Against whom?

Don’t ask, Ahmed had said. Just be careful.

George didn’t believe Ahmed. It didn’t make sense. He was pretty sure that you didn’t blow up people these days because of what they wrote. Probably, the warnings were just one method the Authority was using now to quiet annoying dissent. But then, look at Najjar. It was bound to make you think.

George tried to control these episodes. Especially since he had had his little coronary problem, he rejected them as redundant worrying. But Najjar’s knees and Ahmed’s call had forced him to contemplate the renewed volatility of the situation. As a writer who frequently expressed opinions that were at odds with someone or other’s—you could count on that in Palestine—he was a visible and quite stationary target. And here was his car, bearing his license plate, at his address, in front of his house, which was listed in the Peter Bent’s hospital directory, which was public. George stepped back from the car. It seemed untouched. There were no footprints in the snow except his own. And the dogs’, of course. He hoped that one could still assume the dogs were innocent.

Well, then. Onward. He bent toward the car and clicked the key in the lock. No explosion. Utter quiet reigned as usual on the quiet boulevards of Cambridge. He straightened and rewound his scarf before lowering himself into the driver’s seat. Of course, he had not forgotten that another method was to have the thing detonate upon ignition. He steeled himself. Is it a phobia if it stems from a factual menace? And was this menace factual?

“A phobia is irrational,” he said out loud.

He had had the opportunity of hearing in some detail how Semtex works, with the explosive’s chemistry explained by people who knew. He knew how fast it was, how powerful, how undetectable. Like the pilot knowing how many thousands of bolts, switches, bearings, and meters could fail during takeoff. You just had to forget about it. That was real courage.

“A phobia is irrational,” he said again. He heard a noise. A dull thud. He trusted it was not his heart. Someone was rapping on the car’s window. It was Philip. George gave him a small wave. Philip gestured at him to lower the window. But he could not do that without turning the key in the ignition. If by some chance, someone had—God, it was ridiculous—planted something, poor faithful Philip would be killed along with Dr. George, the intended victim.

The thought cheered George, somehow. But shit, he was becoming morbid. He turned the key. A little cough, the sound of the motor revving, and otherwise, a resounding silence.

He lowered the passenger window.

“You’re still here?” Philip said.

“Apparently,” George answered.

“You’re going to be late.”

“I expect so.”

Philip smiled. “Anyway, you started the car, and it didn’t explode,” he said. “And it actually seems to be running. So you’re a lucky man.”

Philip was surprisingly not stupid. George watched him clump away in his tremendous galoshes. Only a foreigner would wear those things in America, he thought. Philip was a skinny Palestinian twig, and it looked as if his big rubber boots were holding him to the ground. George watched the boy weave down the street. He put the car into gear and felt the tires spin for a second, spraying snow and slush, before they engaged with the asphalt.

•  •  •

MARINA WAS SOAKED through. She’d taken a seat on the bench when the storm erupted and some one made space for her. She’d been up and down, now, shouting at the soldiers, begging to get through, and then sitting again, quiet, comforting Ibrahim and trying to get him to take his inhaler. When the rain started in earnest, she pulled him under the jacket that the man in the worn suit had given her, tucked there along with all the medical documents, and sat forlornly under an umbrella—also provided by her protector—while the man went and yelled some more at the Israelis. He was the same man who had given her his handkerchief.

“Why can’t you take this woman inside the guardroom?” the man was shouting from the doorway.

Doron looked at the man. He hated this pushy Palestinian, had come to hate him during the past half hour, as he wrestled with headquarters about an older man who said he needed dialysis, always receiving a negative response, and argued with Zvili, and checked the private’s bloody eye, and watched the rain begin, with the man’s spluttering always going on in the background. Doron was actively considering civilian life. Set up a little business, get married, live in the suburbs.

“No, I’ve told you. I can’t let her in,” said Doron to the angry man. “Not yet. Tell her two more minutes, and I’ll have permission.”

“Lieutenant Doron?” interrupted another young private, who appeared at the door to the trailer, his face dripping with rain. Doron wheeled on him.

“What?”

“We’re to send the rest of them home?”

“Yes. Now. Not the woman with the baby.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Do it now,” Doron said. He turned back to the man he hated.

“The baby is sick. He’s sick,” the man said.

“So you’ve told me,” said Doron. He peered out at the mother and child, sitting on the bench a few yards from the tiny trailer window. “Can’t you see I’ve got a lot to do here? I’ve already called an ambulance from Hadassah for my man; they can take her too.”

“Then let her in. Into the guardroom, I mean. Out of the rain. Do it. You must.”

Doron peered out at the drenched woman. It was hard to see detail through the coursing rain, but he saw a woman holding her child inside her coat, trying to put some kind of contraption over his face. It was cold out there. Doron had already put on the blue-jean jacket he kept in the trailer for winter nights. She must be freezing.

The ruling from headquarters was no Palestinians inside the trailers. Doron pushed open the sliding window a crack.

“Come on in, ma’am!” he shouted to her. He saw as she stood and came toward him that she was the woman who had been making her way in their direction at sunset.

She flashed him a resentful look, stood, and started to walk in. Zvili stopped her at the door with his metal detector. He flicked it up one side of her, down the other. In terms of security, his frisk was dangerously superficial: he didn’t check the bag or the boy. Really it was just harassment, Doron knew. Zvili stepped back from Marina, holding on to his detector, considering what to do next. Doron put his hand on Zvili’s arm. Marina was shivering. She stepped inside.

“I would never set foot in here if it were not for my boy,” she said in English.

“Thanks for the news bulletin,” Doron answered. He noticed her eyes, very deep, very black. “I would never let you in here if it were not for your boy. We agree. Sit down while I deal with headquarters. Fill these out.”

The woman was soaked. She seemed to Doron to shake slightly or to vibrate, but maybe that was just the storm plowing and harrowing and exploding around them. She sat down and bent her head over the papers and her child. Doron wished she were not the enemy.

•  •  •

GEORGE ARRIVED at the hospital just in time to scrub up, and the procedure went perfectly. The bubble pushed up into the patient’s arteries like a worm digging a tunnel. And there it all was on the monitor, George the Worm, unblocking the flow. It was elegant, angioplasty—far better than bloody bypass, which he had observed many times. He liked that shred of distance that angioplasty left him; the illusion, with the monitor and the catheter, that you were not deep inside the bloody workings of another human being. No spurting.

He had one last appointment before he left for the day, with Carol Gerstman’s husband. Carol, his patient, was a humorous person, always pleasant even when she was sick, but Joe was a little touchy, and he had the unfortunate American habit of discussing politics as if he were sure you agreed with him. George went into his office and clipped some pictures up on the light walls so Joe could inspect the work George had done for Carol in the cath room last week. He’d update Joe on Carol’s progress.

The nurse let Joe in. He looked as if he had undergone the procedure, not his wife. He was pale and damp, and smelled of cigarette smoke. He was carrying a newspaper folded under his arm, and he looked at George with a knot of concern between his eyes.

For some of his patients, it was hard to trust a doctor with a foreign name. George knew that. Joe was Jewish, which probably didn’t help the situation. Although Joe had always been correct with George, even genial, George continued to have just that little suspicion, and there was something in Joe’s face, now, that got George’s attention. He hoped what he saw was just the stress of Carol’s illness.

“It went perfectly, Joe,” George said. “Perfectly. You know that. She’s fine. You can relax for a good long while now.” Joe smiled wanly. Be hearty, man, George thought. Be proud. Be relieved.

“It was a textbook procedure, which is rare. Here’s what we did.” George beckoned to Joe, who allowed himself to be toured around the X rays, as George explained each one. Joe didn’t seem to be focusing, but then again, the explanations were a bit technical.

“Uh-hunh,” Joe said, as they finished with each picture.

Then they sat down. George had no family photographs on his desk. His only decorations were a single piece of Palestinian embroidery on the wall and his certificates from Harvard. The other diplomas and certificates he had stuck in a drawer. On the floor, in an unused corner, there was a small Shirvan carpet from his father’s lost house in Jerusalem, a real jewel.

Joe picked up his newspaper and looked up from it at George with pale, beseeching eyes. George waited for the unavoidable questions about prognosis. He did not like this part.

“How do you explain this?” Joe held up a section of the paper and whacked at one story with the back of his hand.

“What?” George was taken aback.

“Look,” Joe said. He threw the paper onto George’s desk.

George looked at the upper-right-hand column. Oh, yes, the two Israeli settlers who had been killed in a drive-by shooting.

“Yes,” George said.

“A man and his wife. Young people.”

Joe’s wife was sick, for Chrissakes, and this is what he wants to talk about? Well, maybe that was the explanation for the outburst—maybe Joe was trying to take his mind off her condition.

“I didn’t shoot them, Joe,” he said. He tried to make his voice gentle.

“No, but you think it’s okay?” Joe looked at him. “How can you go around saving people’s lives and then think it’s okay to do this?”

The picture was gruesome: a machine-gunned car, blood, an arm dangling out the window.

“I didn’t say it’s okay. It’s complicated,” George said. I will be patient and kind, he thought.

“Being dead is not too complicated, is it?”

“People get killed in wars, and not just soldiers.” Oh, he’d said that so many times. Everything about The Cause was repetitive. He felt a wave of fatigue. Thank God he didn’t have to live in Palestine. He remembered Marina on the roof, bending over the coffee.

“A war?” Joe was plainly outraged. “Killing people driving their car home from the supermarket?”

“To the people who did this, those two were not just driving their car home. They are part of an occupying force. The settler certainly thought he was fighting a war.”

“And now they’re dead.”

“Yes.”

George took it back, a little. “I don’t mean ‘that’s okay.’ You’re right. It’s dreadful. But that’s what happens. They came to live in a place for political reasons; and they’re not wanted there. They bring their children into this place, they put their children in danger by deciding to live in a place where they are not wanted. Where they’re seen as the advance troops of the enemy.”

“Oh, come on. You guys just hate them because they’re Israeli.”

“We would hate anyone who took our land away from us. We believe we are at war—that’s why we’re negotiating a peace. You can’t have a war and then get squeamish because people die. The Israelis never said sorry when they blew up the British, and why should they have?”

“You don’t even really believe in peace, do you?”

George felt defensive.

“I believe in peace, but this is a loser’s peace,” George said. “It’s corrupt, the people who are doing it are corrupt.” Said it so many times; it was his refrain. He picked up his prescription pad and put it down again. “Victory is for winners, peace is for losers. The only reason the Chairman wants this peace is because he’s old and tired and desperate.”

“Better to just go on shooting innocent people and tossing crippled men off boats, and like that, right?” Joe asked. “Is that your argument?”

“Come on, Joe, you know me.” George was truly appalled. He knew these feelings lurked out there, but he’d rarely had them addressed to him in person. He preferred being criticized in print, where it was less emotionally immediate, and he could respond logically and calmly. “You know I don’t believe in cruelty.”

“I don’t know anything about you except that you’re one of the best cardiologists in the world.” Joe was standing now, holding his newspaper as if it were Exhibit A. “I don’t want to fight with you. Actually, I thought you’d be as revolted as I am by this attack.”

“You did.”

“I did. I hoped, anyway. But I won’t pursue it, George,” Joe said. He looked down at the Shirvan. “You’re too important in my life right now for me to feel comfortable saying what I really think. Maybe some other time.”

“It’s okay. I think you’ve made your feelings clear,” George said. He hoped he didn’t sound huffy.

“Sorry if I’ve upset you,” Joe said.

“Not at all, believe me. I’m used to it.” George felt Joe was now trying to placate his wife’s doctor. That he was nervous. Poor guy.

“I know you’re not well, either,” Joe said. “I shouldn’t have . . .”

“I’m fine.” George bristled. He looked up from his desk. “Just fine.”

“Well, that’s good to hear.” Joe picked up his coat. “Carol was worried.”

“You tell her not to worry,” George said. “I’ll tell her not to worry. She has enough to worry about without adding me to the list.” The two men shook hands.

“Thanks for everything, George,” Joe said. He walked out of the office, his shoulders drooping.

Down in the parking lot, George walked through the slush to his reserved space, but his car wasn’t there. He stood for a moment in wonder. Had it been stolen? Impossible. The locks and alarms on it were too good, the parking lot too well protected for a car thief to consider. He was befuddled. He felt lost and stranded. How would he get home? He would have to call a cab. He turned back to the hospital entrance, resigned, when he remembered. Of course. He had parked the car elsewhere. After his panic of the morning, he hadn’t wanted it sitting in the space marked DR. GEORGE RAAD. Now, the car was anonymous. But lost. Lost in the Peter Bent’s enormous visitors’ lot. What an ass he was. George the Worm. The intended victim, indeed. An old ass. Was this how he seemed to Ahmed’s boys? Worse, was this how he seemed to Ahmed?

•  •  •

DORON HELD ON to the phone like a lifeline. The boy didn’t look so bad, but he was straining for breath.

“See?” his mother said. “See?” She tugged on Doron’s sleeve. “It’s getting worse, it’s getting worse. I can’t wait for your ambulance.” She had heard him talking about the ambulance to Zvili, in Hebrew. She understood some words.

Doron knew the issue was even less clear. It wasn’t about the ambulance; the ambulance was for his injured man. But what if he couldn’t get headquarters to let her in? The computer said she was the wife of Hassan Hajimi, a terrorist who was in jail on the Israeli side. So? If he couldn’t get her through, then she and the boy would be stuck, ambulance or no ambulance. He trusted her feelings about the boy’s condition. She knew, after all, didn’t she? This was a medical crisis, not a terrorist ruse. Even a terrorist’s kid can’t help being sick.

She was murmuring to the child; Doron couldn’t hear the words. She hardly looked up. Headquarters had put Doron on hold again; they had a lot to deal with at all the checkpoints, but still. He kept having to identify himself and explain the urgency of the predicament. How many times did they have to hear it? He was listening to computerized ragtime. She ran her fingers through the boy’s hair.

With one ear on the phone, Doron turned to the man who had been her advocate. He was tired of the guy’s presence. “You get out, now. You’ve done your duty. Go home.” The man shrugged.

“I’m glad you’re in, miss,” the man said to the woman, in Arabic.

She said nothing. He shrugged again, and turned and walked away from the trailer door. Doron watched him trudge up the road toward Ramallah.

Doron hung up and called again. On hold again, more mouse music. An operator, another operator. It was too late to get through to the normal numbers. He didn’t even know who he was waiting for. He had already ordered the fucking ambulance, he kept pointing out to whoever would listen. All he needed was permission to let the woman and her son cross over. The phone receiver felt like a toy in his hand.

“I’ll take a taxi,” she said. “Just let me through, and I’ll take a taxi from here.” There was always a line of taxis waiting on either side of the checkpoint, even during a closure. God, he just wanted to zip her across. She was right, a taxi would be faster. Who knew when the damned ambulance would come? He had told them his man had a light injury. They were probably busy.

Her dark eyes were imploring.

He shook his head and pointed at the phone.

The boy started to gasp. Her eyes widened. Doron wanted to hurl the receiver across the guardroom and watch it shatter, but instead, he sat there, mentally screaming for them to pick the fuck up. Pick it up. Pick it up. Another operator gave him a secure number to call. He scrawled it across the back of an empty cigarette pack before he dialed. It rang and rang, and then, surprise, someone picked up. They asked for the woman’s name. Which checkpoint? they asked. Shuhada, Doron said. Then there was more waiting. Finally, they came back on.
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