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Chapter 1: Pomegranates
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The pomegranates scatter across the cobblestones like small grenades, red and urgent in the morning light. Miriam watches them roll between the market stalls, between the feet of women in hijabs and men in kippot, between the careful choreography of people who have learned not to touch.

One rolls to a stop against her sandal.

She bends to pick it up, and so does he.

Their hands don't touch—they're both too practiced for that—but their eyes meet over the fruit, and Miriam notices things in rapid succession: his fingers are stained with ink, there's a small scar through his left eyebrow, and he's trying very hard not to smile.

"I'm sorry," he says in Hebrew, accent softening the gutturals. "They escaped."

Miriam straightens, cradling the pomegranate. Around them, the market continues its complicated dance. A soldier leans against a wall nearby, rifle casual across his chest, watching everything and nothing. She's been back from Berlin for three months. She knows this dance by heart again.

"All of them?" She gestures at the scattered fruit with her free hand.

"I had a plan." He's gathering pomegranates into a canvas bag, moving quickly but not rushing. "It was a good plan. The bag disagreed."

This time Miriam does smile, just slightly, and helps him collect the fruit. His bag is patched in three places. When their fingers both reach for the same pomegranate—the last one, naturally—she pulls back and lets him take it.

"Thank you." He stands, bag secured now, properly apologetic. "I should let you—"

"Do you always buy this many pomegranates?"

The question surprises them both. Miriam feels Sarah's voice in her head, the warning look her best friend would be giving her right now. Miri. Don't.

But he's answering, bag shifting against his shoulder. "My mother makes the best rumman sauce. It's my sister's birthday—she lives in Berlin now, so I'm celebrating for both of us." A pause, then: "Do you like pomegranates?"

"I just got back from Berlin, actually. Three months ago."

Why did she say that? The soldier by the wall has straightened slightly, paying attention now. But the words are out, and the man—boy, really, maybe twenty-one, twenty-two—is looking at her with open curiosity.

"Berlin? My sister Amina is there. She left last year with her son." His Hebrew stumbles over the German name. "What brought you there?"

"IDF service first. Then..." Miriam shifts her shopping bag to her other arm. "My great-aunt died. Greta. She had an apartment in Kreuzberg—left it to my mother, technically, but..."

She trails off. They're standing too long in one place. The market is flowing around them like water around stones, and stones that don't move attract attention.

"I should go," she says.

"Of course." But he doesn't move either. "I'm Ahmed."

"Miriam."

They stand there another moment, and Miriam sees him calculating the same things she is—the risk, the stupidity, the absolute impossibility of whatever this is—and then he says, very quietly:

"There's a rooftop. Near the Armenian Quarter. You can see the whole city, but nobody sees you."

Her heart does something complicated. "That's very specific information to share with a stranger."

"You helped me with my pomegranates." The almost-smile is back. "That makes us co-conspirators."

The soldier is definitely watching now. Miriam forces herself to nod politely, the way she would to any vendor, and turns toward the spice stalls. She makes it three steps before Ahmed speaks again, just loud enough for her to hear:

"Thursday afternoon. If you want to see the city."

She doesn't turn around. Doesn't nod. Just keeps walking, her hand tight around her shopping bag, her mind already listing all the reasons this is impossible.

By the time she reaches Sarah's apartment that evening, the list has grown to seventeen.



Sarah's family lives in Nachlaot, in one of the old stone houses with a courtyard garden and a mezuzah on every door. Miriam has been coming here since they were twelve, since the day Sarah defended her from three boys who called her shiksa for wearing shorts. They've been inseparable since—Sarah, whose father is a psychiatrist in Hadassah and whose mother keeps a kosher home but watches Turkish soap operas, and Miriam, whose parents run a bakery in the German Colony and light candles on Friday only because Miriam's grandmother would haunt them if they didn't.

"You met someone." Sarah says it the moment Miriam walks in, before she's even closed the door.

"I bought cardamom and sumac. Also, your mother's garden is beautiful this year."

"Miri." Sarah sits up from where she's been lying across her bed, laptop balanced on her knees. She's wearing a long skirt and a T-shirt from their favorite falafel place, her dark hair covered by a patterned scarf. Modern Orthodox, her parents call it—observant but not ultra, engaged with the world but anchored in tradition. "You have that face."

"What face?"

"The face that says you're about to do something that will make me need to create an alibi."

Miriam drops her bag and sits on the floor, back against Sarah's bed. Through the window, she can hear Sarah's mother in the kitchen, the familiar sounds of dinner preparation. Radio playing softly—news, always news.

"There was a boy in the market."

"No."

"I haven't told you anything yet."

"You don't need to. I can hear it in your voice." Sarah closes her laptop, swings her legs off the bed. "Miri, I love you. You know I love you. But—"

"He dropped pomegranates everywhere."

"Even worse. A meet-cute. This is how romantic tragedies begin."

"It wasn't—we just talked. For maybe three minutes." Miriam picks at the worn hem of her jeans. "He has a sister in Berlin. His mother makes pomegranate sauce."

"And?"

"And he told me about a rooftop where you can see the whole city."

Sarah is quiet for a long moment. Then she slides down to sit beside Miriam on the floor, their shoulders touching. Through the wall, they can hear her younger brother arguing with someone on his phone, the Hebrew rapid and irritated.

"What's his name?" Sarah asks finally.

"Ahmed."

Another silence, longer this time.

"Thursday," Miriam says quietly. "He said Thursday afternoon."

"Your parents would—"

"I know."

"The community would—"

"I know."

"Miri, it's not just judgment. It's dangerous. For both of you."

"I know that too." Miriam turns to look at her best friend. "Tell me not to go."

Sarah meets her eyes, and Miriam sees everything there—the worry, the love, the knowledge of what she's about to say even as she tries not to say it.

"I can't tell you that."

"Why not?"

"Because you'd go anyway, and then you'd do it without backup." Sarah sighs, dramatic and defeated. "Thursday I have a study session until six. Everyone knows this. If my mother calls asking where you are, you're at the library with me."

"Sarah—"

"Don't make me regret this. And text me every thirty minutes or I'm calling my father, and he will call the entire Jerusalem police force."

Miriam hugs her then, quick and fierce, and Sarah hugs back just as hard.

"Thursday," Sarah mutters into her shoulder. "Why couldn't you fall for someone nice? Someone whose name my mother could pronounce at Shabbat dinner?"

"I haven't fallen for anyone. We talked for three minutes about pomegranates."

"Right. And I'm sure Thursday will be very educational. You'll see the city. Discuss architecture. Nothing more."

"Exactly."

"Miri?"

"Yeah?"

"Text me every thirty minutes."



Thursday arrives wrapped in heat and dust. Miriam teaches English to five teenagers in a community center that doesn't ask for permits, doesn't ask questions, just provides a room and takes whatever payment she can offer. Today she can't focus, stumbles over a grammar explanation, loses her place twice.

At three o'clock, she walks toward the Armenian Quarter.

She doesn't let herself think about what she's doing. Thinking is dangerous—thinking is the list of seventeen reasons, now expanded to twenty-three, all valid, all true. Instead, she focuses on the practical: her phone fully charged, her head covered with a light scarf, her clothes loose and unremarkable. She looks like any young woman in Jerusalem, crossing between neighborhoods, carrying a book and a bottle of water.

The rooftop entrance is exactly where Ahmed suggested—a narrow staircase between buildings, easy to miss if you don't know to look. Miriam climbs slowly, her heart loud in her ears.

He's already there when she emerges onto the flat roof. Standing near the eastern edge, looking out over the city. He's wearing jeans and a white button-down, sleeves rolled to his elbows, and he turns when he hears her footsteps.

"You came."

"I wanted to see the city," Miriam says, and it's not entirely a lie.

The view is extraordinary—the Old City spread below them like a living map, the Dome of the Rock catching the afternoon light, church bells mixing with the call to prayer mixing with the sounds of traffic and construction and ordinary life. From up here, Jerusalem looks almost peaceful. From up here, you can almost forget.

"My sister sent me a photograph last week," Ahmed says after a moment. "Berlin. She's standing in front of the Brandenburg Gate, and there are people everywhere—tourists, locals, street musicians. All just...existing together. She says sometimes she forgets to be careful."

"I spent six weeks there after my service ended. After Aunt Greta's funeral." Miriam moves to stand beside him, maintaining careful distance. "It felt like being able to breathe."

"But you came back."

"My parents are here. Sarah. Everything I know." She glances at him. "Your sister must miss Jerusalem."

"She misses safety more." Ahmed's voice is quiet. "Her husband was killed at a checkpoint two years ago. Wrong place, wrong time, wrong face. She took Khalil and left."

Miriam doesn't know what to say to that. Down below, an ambulance siren wails through the streets.

"I studied engineering at Birzeit," Ahmed continues, still looking out at the city. "I wanted to build bridges—actual bridges, not metaphorical ones. Structures that connect things. But there's not much bridge-building happening here."

"What do you do instead?"

"Whatever construction work my uncle can find. Mostly repair—fixing what keeps breaking." He turns to face her properly. "What about you? What do you do when you're not rescuing escaped pomegranates?"

"I teach English. Unofficially." She hesitates, then adds: "I'm applying for proper teaching certification, but it's...complicated."

"The best things usually are."

They talk for an hour, maybe more. Safe topics mostly—books they've read, places they've traveled (his list is shorter than hers, circumscribed by green ID cards and permits that never quite arrive), the terrible coffee at the place near the market. Ahmed tells her about his mother's cooking, his father's poetry recitals that go on too long, his nephew Khalil who wants to be an astronaut. Miriam tells him about Sarah's soap opera addiction, her parents' bakery, the way her grandmother used to sing Yiddish songs while kneading dough.

The first text to Sarah arrives at 3:47: Still alive. City is beautiful.

Sarah's response is immediate: Keep it that way.

At 4:15: Still here. Still fine.

At 4:43: Everything okay. Promise.

It's only when the light starts to change, gold shifting toward amber, that reality reasserts itself. They've been here too long. Someone will have noticed. Someone always notices.

"I should go," Miriam says, though she doesn't move.

"Same time next week?" Ahmed asks, and there's something vulnerable in his voice, something that matches the feeling in her chest.

She should say no. Should list all twenty-three reasons, explain about her parents and his family and the impossibility of everything. Should protect them both.

Instead, she says: "Thursday."

"Thursday," he agrees.

They leave separately—Ahmed first, then Miriam ten minutes later. She texts Sarah from the stairwell: On my way.

Sarah's response makes her smile despite everything: Thank God. I was running out of fake study topics.

Miriam walks home through the early evening, the city settling into that brief moment between day and night when anything seems possible. In her pocket, her phone buzzes with a message from an unknown number:

Thank you for coming. —A

She saves the number. Doesn't reply. Not yet.

But she's already counting the days until Thursday.
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By September, they have a routine, which is the most dangerous thing of all.

Every Thursday at three, Miriam climbs the stairs to the rooftop. Every Thursday, Ahmed is already there, or arrives five minutes after, and they pretend this is coincidence. They've learned the patterns—when the owner of the building below takes his afternoon nap, which neighbors work late shifts, how to time their arrivals so no one sees them together.

Sarah says they're being reckless. Sarah is right.

"Show me," Miriam says today, settling onto the weathered blanket Ahmed has started bringing. The fabric is worn thin in places, probably from his mother's linen closet, but it creates a small island of permission on the concrete roof.

Ahmed opens his notebook—spiral-bound, edges soft with handling—and turns it so she can see. The page is covered in pencil sketches: arches and cables, stress calculations in margins, a suspension bridge rendered in careful detail.

"This one crosses the Rhine," he says, finger tracing the main span. "I saw photographs of it when I was applying to universities in Germany. Before—" He stops, doesn't finish. Before his permit was denied. Before his uncle offered him construction work instead. Before the dream of studying abroad became just another thing to store away.

Miriam leans closer, studying the drawing. His lines are confident, precise. There's beauty in the mathematics, the way force and form create something that holds.

"You should be building these," she says.

"In what country?"

The question sits between them, unanswerable. Below, a car alarm goes off, then stops abruptly.

"Tell me about Berlin," Ahmed says instead. "About your aunt's apartment."

Miriam has described it before—the third-floor walk-up in Kreuzberg, the tall windows overlooking Oranienburger Strasse, the built-in bookshelves still full of Greta's books in German and Yiddish and English. But Ahmed likes to hear about it the way some people like to hear the same story repeatedly, finding new details each time.

"There's a bakery two doors down," she says, shifting so her back rests against the low wall. "Turkish family. They make this bread—pide—that's like pita but different, fluffier. Every morning the smell comes through the windows."

"Your parents kept the apartment?"

"They can't decide what to do with it. My mother feels guilty about inheriting it—survivor's guilt, I think, even though she was born here. Greta was her aunt, the one who got out before the war." Miriam pulls her knees up, wraps her arms around them. "I think they're saving it for me, actually. In case I want to leave again."

Ahmed doesn't ask if she wants to leave. They've learned not to ask questions that have complicated answers.

Instead, he flips to a different page in his notebook. "I've been designing something else. Just for practice."

The sketch is smaller, more intimate than the Rhine bridge. A pedestrian crossing, barely thirty meters, but rendered with the same careful attention. The supports are faced with stone, local limestone maybe, and the railings incorporate a geometric pattern that takes Miriam a moment to recognize.

"Is that—"

"Islamic and Jewish patterns. Combined." Ahmed's voice is quiet. "Mathematically, they're compatible. The geometry works. It's just..." He gestures vaguely at everything—the city below them, the checkpoints, the walls, the careful separation of lives. "No one wants a bridge that says both."

Miriam traces the pattern with one finger, not quite touching the page. "It's beautiful."

"It's imaginary."

"Still beautiful."

Their eyes meet, and Miriam feels the now-familiar pull, the thing that's been growing since that first Thursday with the pomegranates. Ahmed's hand rests on the page between them. She could reach across the space—it's maybe six inches—and touch his fingers. Could close the distance that's been shrinking week by week.

Before she can decide, voices echo from the street below. They both freeze, listening. Hebrew, loud with argument or laughter—impossible to tell which. The voices pass, fade into the city's general noise.

Ahmed exhales, closes his notebook. "We should be more careful."

"We are being careful."

"We're meeting on a rooftop every week. That's the opposite of careful."

"Then why do you keep coming?"

The question is out before Miriam can stop it, too direct, too honest. But Ahmed doesn't look away.

"Because I think about Thursdays starting on Friday morning. Because when my mother asks why I'm distracted, I can't explain. Because—" He stops, runs a hand through his hair. "Because you're the first person in years who asks what I want to build instead of what I'm allowed to build."

Miriam's chest feels tight. "Ahmed—"

"I know. I know all the reasons this is stupid." His voice is rough now. "I know what my family would say. What yours would say. I know the names we'd be called, the danger, the—everything. I know."

"So do I."

"And you keep coming back."

"Every Thursday."

The space between them feels electric, charged with everything they're not saying. Miriam can see his pulse in his throat, fast and visible. Her own heart is racing.

"If we—" Ahmed starts, then stops. "If this becomes more than Thursdays, we can't take it back."

"I know."

"Your friend Sarah. She knows?"

"She's the one who taught me how to lie to my parents about where I am." Miriam manages a small smile. "She thinks we're suicidal."

"We might be."

"Probably."

Ahmed looks at her for a long moment, and Miriam sees him making the same calculation she is. The risk versus the want. The safety of distance versus the impossibility of maintaining it.

Then he shifts closer—just a few inches, but it's everything—and says, very quietly:

"Tell me if I should stop."

He leans in slowly, giving her time to move away, to say no, to be sensible. Miriam doesn't move. Their lips are almost touching when the sound comes from below—boots on stairs, the distinctive rhythm of soldiers climbing.

They jerk apart. Ahmed's notebook slides off the blanket, and Miriam grabs it instinctively, holds it against her chest as two soldiers emerge onto the rooftop.

Young, both of them—maybe nineteen, twenty. The girl has her rifle slung across her back, the boy carries his at ready position. They take in the scene: Ahmed standing now, hands visible, carefully non-threatening. Miriam sitting, heart in her throat, the notebook pressed against her ribs.

"IDs," the boy says in Hebrew.

Ahmed pulls out his green card—Palestinian Authority ID, not Israeli. The color marks him before the soldiers even read it. Miriam's blue Israeli ID is in her bag, and she retrieves it slowly, hands steady through sheer force of will.

The girl soldier examines Ahmed's ID longer than necessary. "What are you doing here?"

"Talking," Ahmed says. His Hebrew is perfect, but accent still marks him. "Looking at the view."

"Together?" The boy's hand has tightened on his rifle.

"We're friends," Miriam says, and her voice comes out stronger than she feels. "From university." The lie is instinctive, practiced in her head though never spoken until now.

"Which university?"

"Hebrew U. We studied English literature." Miriam meets his eyes, forces herself not to look away. Beside her, she feels Ahmed's tension, his careful stillness.

The boy soldier looks between them, skeptical but not quite disbelieving. This is Jerusalem—stranger things happen. But his partner is still studying Ahmed's ID, and Miriam knows what she's seeing there: the address in East Jerusalem, the birthplace (Ramallah), the invisible but permanent marks of Palestinian identity.

"You shouldn't be here," the girl says finally, handing back Ahmed's ID. "Either of you. It's not safe."

She means: you're not safe together. Means: we're watching now. Means: don't let us find you again.

"We were just leaving," Ahmed says.

The soldiers wait while they gather their things—the blanket, Ahmed's notebook, Miriam's bag. They escort them down the stairs in silence, then watch as Ahmed walks east and Miriam west, separating at the corner without goodbye.

Miriam makes it three blocks before she has to stop, lean against a wall, wait for her hands to stop shaking. Her phone buzzes—Sarah, with perfect timing.

How did it go?

Miriam's thumbs hover over the keyboard. She could tell the truth: that they were almost caught, almost kissed, that the space between almost and actual is becoming unbearable. Instead, she types:

Fine. Usual Thursday.

Sarah's response: Liar. Tell me at dinner.



At Sarah's house that evening, they sit in the courtyard garden while Sarah's mother cooks inside, the windows open to catch the cooling air. David, Sarah's younger brother, is arguing with someone on his phone again—something about basketball, about whose turn it was to book the court.

"You're going to keep seeing him," Sarah says. It's not a question.

"We can't go back to the rooftop."

"That's not what I asked."

Miriam pulls her knees up, watches a cat traverse the courtyard wall with perfect balance. "We almost kissed today. Before the soldiers came."

Sarah is quiet for a moment. Then: "Did you want to?"

"Yes."

"Does he?"

"Yes."

"Miri—" Sarah starts, then stops. Starts again. "My father has been treating a patient. I can't tell you details, but—a mixed couple. Arab-Jewish. The woman's family disowned her. The man lost his job. They have a daughter, and the child gets spit on at school. Not by children. By adults."

Miriam closes her eyes. "I know."

"Do you? Do you really?" Sarah's voice is gentle but insistent. "Because it's not just disapproval. It's violence. It's systematic. There are people who would hurt you for this—hurt both of you."

"I know," Miriam says again. "I've been making lists. All the reasons to stop. I'm up to twenty-seven."

"And?"

"And I keep thinking about Thursdays starting on Friday morning."

Sarah sighs, but when Miriam opens her eyes, her friend's expression is soft with understanding. "You're going to do this."

"I don't know. Maybe. Probably." Miriam rests her chin on her knees. "Tell me I'm being stupid."

"You're being stupid."

"Tell me it's impossible."

"It's impossible."

"Tell me not to see him again."

Sarah reaches over, takes Miriam's hand. "I can't tell you that. Because you'd do it anyway, and then you'd do it without me worrying. So instead I'm going to worry, and you're going to text me every single time, and we're going to figure this out."

"There's nothing to figure out. We meet. We talk. That's all."

"For now."

"For now," Miriam agrees, though they both know it's already more than that.

Inside, Sarah's mother calls them for dinner. They go in together, and Miriam sits at the familiar table, eats the familiar food, listens to David's passionate discourse on basketball politics. She helps clear dishes and accepts leftovers wrapped in foil. When Sarah's father asks how her teaching is going, she tells him about her students' progress, their questions, their struggles with English verb tenses.

Normal. Everything normal. A Thursday evening like any other.

Except her phone is in her pocket, and Ahmed's last text—sent an hour ago—says simply: Are you okay?

She doesn't answer until she's walking home, the Jerusalem night settling around her, stars emerging in the gaps between buildings.

Yes. You?

His response comes immediately: Yes. Different rooftop next week?

Miriam stops walking. She should say no. Should suggest they wait, be sensible, give the situation time to cool. Should protect them both from the inevitable consequences.

She types: Yes.

Then, before she can overthink it: I wanted to kiss you too.

Three dots appear. Disappear. Appear again. Finally:

Next Thursday. I'll find somewhere safer.

Miriam walks home thinking about safety, about how the safest thing would be never seeing Ahmed again, and how safety and happiness seem to exist in inverse proportion.

When she climbs into bed that night, she opens her laptop and looks up flights to Berlin. She doesn't book anything. But she looks, and the prices and dates and times feel like a promise
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