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Elise stayed on the ground. Not because she couldn't get up — she probably could, if she thought about it hard enough, if she told her body which way was up and waited for it to agree — but because the ground was where she was and there didn't seem to be a good enough reason to change that just yet, and Tariff had stopped saying her name, which meant he understood, at least, that she wasn't going to answer him. The fourth time he'd said it had been quieter than the other three. The dirt under her knees was still warm from the day's heat, the Texas kind of warm that didn't leave when the sun did, just went a little below the surface and waited for morning, and her left hand was flat against it and her right hand had the phone in it and she wasn't looking at either of them. The barbed wire in front of her had her blood on it. She could see that without looking directly — the dark wet of it on the bottom strand at the place where her palm had been, and she registered this the way she registered most things now, from a small and steady distance, like someone watching a fire from across a field and thinking yes, that's a fire. 

Somewhere in the camp behind her a baby was crying in the thin exhausted way babies cried when they'd been crying so long they'd forgotten what they were crying for. A generator hummed. Someone was speaking Spanish very quietly and quickly, a woman's voice, probably praying, probably had been praying every night since they arrived here, and Elise had been here long enough now to have heard it and not heard it and now she heard it again and it was the most honest sound in the whole camp. 

Her son was dead. She turned it over. She had a habit of turning things over, of staying inside the mechanics of a sentence long enough that she didn't have to live inside what it meant, and she did this now: he couldn't endure what the wicked did to him, that was what Tariff had said, and she turned it and looked at it from different sides the way you turned a stone in your hand, endure, as though Remi at five years old had tried his best to endure what grown men had paid to do to him and simply had not managed, and the grammar of it was the most honest thing anyone had said to her in a very long time and she did not know whether to be grateful for it or not. She realized she'd stopped breathing normally and corrected this.

Someone crouched down beside her. Not Reggie — this was smaller, quieter, the presence of someone who had seen enough not to make a production of seeing more. It was the woman with the child, the one who'd said no one goes out, they only come in, and she was looking at Elise's right hand, not her face, which was the right thing to look at because the hand was bad, worse than Elise had processed yet, the barbed wire had taken something with it when she'd pulled away and what remained was open and dark in the low light, still finding new ways to bleed. The woman said something in Spanish and then switched without pause to English: you're bleeding, the way you stated a fact that needed addressing before anything else. She tore a strip from the bottom of her shirt without ceremony, just reached down and pulled and tore it like she had cloth to spare, which she clearly did not, this woman who had one change of clothes for herself and one for her daughter and was camping in a Texas detention facility with a government that did not care whether she existed, and she wrapped the strip around Elise's palm twice and tied it off with the brisk competence of someone who'd done basic first aid in places where that was all there was, and she stood up, and she looked down at Elise for a moment, “You should get up”. Then she went back to her daughter. Elise got up.

She did not sleep that night, which was partly the hand — by the time she lay down on her thin mat it had moved from the shocked numbness of fresh injury into a proper hurt, boring and constant, a tugging insistence every few minutes that kept resetting her back to awake just when she thought she might be going somewhere else — and partly the camp's ambient noise, which she had mostly learned to sleep through but tonight seemed closer than usual, pressed right up against her, a baby and a generator and the Spanish prayers and two men arguing in low voices about something she couldn't make out. Mostly she didn't sleep because Remi was dead.

She let herself think about Remi in pieces. Not the end of it — she was not going to think about the end of it here, in this place, with no room and no one and nowhere to put it — but pieces. His hair in the mornings, thick and dark and stubborn, the way it stood up and refused whatever she tried to do to it as though even asleep it had opinions. The face practice, that was what she had called it privately, he had discovered somewhere around age three that you could change how you felt by changing your face first, and so he would practice his expressions in the reflective surface of whatever pot she was cooking in, trying them on and discarding them, working out which one to wear into the room, and she had thought it was funny at the time and a little strange and she had not understood yet that it was also exactly what she had been doing her entire adult life. She pulled her knees up and breathed.

Perfect love casts out fear. 

She didn't know where the piece of paper was anymore, it had been lost somewhere in the running, but the words had been in her long enough that they didn't need the paper. She thought about the shopkeeper. She thought about his wife who had died for a stack of Bibles and who had probably not died thinking it was worth it so much as thinking there was no other choice, which was a different thing entirely and also, she suspected, closer to what faith actually looked like in practice. She wondered if she was near that place herself. She had been near it before and backed away from it, in Iran, and then in the airport, and then here, at the fence, and here she was still, on the other side of it, and she could not tell anymore if that made her faithful or just stubborn. She thought she might be both. She wasn't afraid. This was the strange thing, the thing she kept checking the way you checked a wound to see if it was still bleeding — she turned inward and looked for the fear that had lived in her chest in Iran all those years and she didn't know if that was grace or just the bottom of a supply that had finally been used up, and maybe it didn't matter, maybe they felt the same from the inside. Reggie was going to deport her. Days, he'd said. Maybe a week. She was going to be gone before that.
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In Tehran, Tahu set his phone down on the table very carefully. Tariff was already sitting with his elbows on his knees and his hands folded and his eyes on the floor, which was where Tariff's eyes went when he was praying, or thinking, which for him amounted to the same thing and always had. Tahu had heard the whole call. He'd been three feet away, he'd heard Tariff say Rahimat has expired and he'd heard the silence that followed it stretch out longer and longer, Tariff saying her name four times, then nothing, then a sound — soft, a small sound, the sound of someone going down onto something hard. Then nothing. Tariff had lowered the phone eventually. She fell. Just those two words, stated carefully, like he wasn't sure how much more he could expand on without breaking something else. Tahu looked at the table. He had been running numbers since before this phone call, since Imelda's information had come through Tariff two days ago, since before that even if he was honest, since the road outside Tehran in the dark when he'd pressed a phone number into Elise's memory and told her to call it when she was through, knowing as he said it that she was going to be anything but through. He'd run the numbers and the numbers had been bad every time and he'd run them again anyway because that was what you did when all the options were bad — you kept running them until you found the one that was least bad, and then you committed. There was a seam in this, if he could find it. He picked up his phone. 

The shopkeeper answered before the second ring, which was not surprising — the man answered at any hour, and Tahu had stopped being surprised by this and had started just accepting it as one of the few facts about his uncle that didn't require an explanation. “Uncle. I need to know who you have in the south of Texas. Church contacts, trucking, anything. Anyone with eyes near the detention camps on the border.”

“There is a man who drives refrigerated goods between Laredo and San Antonio. He is not a believer but his wife is and she has been for thirty years and he owes her several large debts of various kinds. His name is—” and he gave the name. Tahu wrote it down.
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The morning after the CNN appearance, Reggie came to find her before breakfast. He did not look pleased, but then Reggie never looked pleased, he had a face that suggested being pleased was something that happened to other people in countries he didn't have jurisdiction over, and this morning it was the un-pleased look of a man who had watched someone make his paperwork more complicated on national television. “You made yourself a problem.”

“I was already a problem. A different kind, and he looked at her with the expectation that this would land somewhere tender, and she looked back at him until he understood it wasn't going to, and he told her she'd be processed for deportation as soon as the paperwork cleared, which she had already known, and walked away without asking about her hand, which told her everything she needed to know about how much he paid attention to the people in his camp when they weren't actively causing him administrative difficulties. She found a spot near the edge of the eating area with her back to the wall — a habit from Iran she saw no reason to put down — and sat with her wrapped hand in her lap and ate the food they gave her and watched the east gate. The gate was opened twice a day. Once in the morning for the supply delivery van — backed in, two men unloading, three guards, the gate left open for nine or ten minutes, long enough for her to count them and count the space between them and the distance from where she was to where she would need to be. Once in the evening for the transfer van that took people to the processing centre — she had watched this twice now from different angles, and the window was smaller, four minutes if that, but the guards were more distracted then because there was always some difficulty with the transfer manifest, always someone on the list who didn't match the paperwork, and those four minutes had a quality to them that the morning ones didn't. She was not ready. She needed to know more about what was on the other side of the gate before she could go through it, and she had exactly no way of finding that out from inside the camp, which was the problem, which had always been the problem. Her phone had not been taken. She was careful with it — charged it when they let her near an outlet, kept it out of sight at most times, had not made any calls from it since Tariff's because she did not know what was being monitored and Reggie's people had clearly been told to watch her more carefully since the CNN moment. She had thought about calling Tahu. She had thought about it and decided to wait, partly because she didn't know what she'd say and partly because she suspected that if Tahu was looking — and she had decided he was looking, the way she'd decided everything she needed to believe — then calling him and giving away her location was either already unnecessary or actively dangerous. She watched the gate open and close. She ate her breakfast.

Three days later the woman with the child was gone. Elise hadn't known her name — had never asked and hadn't been offered it, which was just how things were in a place like this, you existed in close quarters with people and you communicated in the necessary ways and you didn't always know what to call each other because knowing what to call someone meant you were going to be somewhere long enough for it to matter, and most people in this camp didn't want to be somewhere long enough for it to matter. But the woman had wrapped her hand without being asked and told her to get up and those two things had cost the woman something, however small, and now she was gone and the thin mat where she had slept had the compressed shape of her still in it. Her daughter was gone too. The cot where the little girl had slept. Elise looked at the empty mats and thought about Remi's bed, the impression of him in it the morning she'd understood he wasn't coming back to it, how she'd memorized the shape of it before she'd touched it, like she could somehow keep him there longer by not disturbing it, and then she stopped that thought and went to wash her face. In the washing area there were three other women, and one of them was the woman with the rosary, the one who prayed every night in Spanish that Elise had been hearing through the dark, and she was washing her face too and she looked at Elise in the way people looked at you when they'd been aware of you for days without speaking to you and had come to certain conclusions about you in the meantime. You are trying to leave. It wasn't a question. Elise looked at her. The gate. She touched her own collarbone and tilted her head slightly, the universal gesture of: I see what you're doing and I want you to know I see it. Yes. The woman nodded and went back to washing her face. The guard on the east gate, the young one, he has a phone he looks at. Every time the delivery comes. He turns like this— she demonstrated, a quarter turn of her body —and he doesn't look at anything else for two, maybe three minutes. She rinsed her face. The others are used to him doing it. They don't watch him because they think he is watching the van. She picked up her small towel and dried her face and walked out. Elise stood at the basin with the water running. She had not asked for that. She had not asked anyone for anything and she had been given two things in this camp by women whose names she did not know and both of them had cost the givers something — cloth from a shirt, information that could mean trouble — and she didn't know what to do with that except carry it carefully and not waste it, which was what you did when someone gave you something they didn't have to give. She turned off the tap and went to watch the east gate.

That evening she called Tahu. She went to the far end of the camp, near the fence but not near the section she'd grabbed before, and kept her voice below hearing distance. It's me. Tahu said I know before she finished — not the relief of someone who'd been waiting for this call but the steadiness of someone who'd expected it, which was somehow worse and also better at the same time. How long. Two days. Maybe three. There is someone who can— he paused, making a decision about how much to say over a phone. There is someone on this side of the gate. You need to be on the east side, and you need to be visible from outside the gate, in two days, whenever that gate opens. Can you do that? She looked at the east gate across the camp. Yes. Elise. He didn't say anything else for a moment and she waited. I'm sorry. For Remi. For Abdul. I should have said it before. She looked at the barbed wire. Her palm had scabbed over under the cloth and the scab had been pulling all day, tightening as it dried, and she could feel the itching heat of something trying to heal itself. I know you are. She hung up and stood at the fence in the fading light and she thought about Remi's face — not the end of it, still not the end of it, but one specific morning, him at the pot, practicing his expressions, trying out something she didn't have a name for and then looking up at her and deciding against it, switching to something simpler, and it had been funny, it had been so funny that she'd laughed out loud and scared him and then he'd laughed too, startled, and then they'd both stood in the kitchen laughing and neither of them could have said at what. She let herself have that for thirty seconds. Then she closed it up. Two days. She went to find out what the young guard's name was.
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