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​Foreword
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Wives, submit yourselves unto your own husbands, as unto the Lord. Husbands, love your wives, even as Christ also loved the church, and gave himself for it.

Those verses have been used like weapons by people who never understood them. People quote reverence while forgetting sacrifice. They quote submission while ignoring death to self. They demand obedience from women while excusing hardness in men. They build entire systems around authority and leave love somewhere outside in the cold, like it was an optional thing Christ mentioned in passing instead of the center of the command itself. But Scripture does not separate these things. A woman is called to reverence her husband. That is true. The Bible says it plainly. Reverence in Scripture is tied to trust, safety, holiness, order, and love. It cannot exist properly where cruelty lives. It cannot grow in soil poisoned by selfishness.

The husband isn’t given a smaller command. He is to love his wife as Christ loved the Church. He died for her. He washed feet. He carried grief. He endured betrayal. He protected. He corrected without humiliation. He spoke truth without contempt.

Christlike love is costly. It strips a man of pride. It requires integrity when nobody is watching. It requires patience when exhaustion would be easier. It requires gentleness in a world that rewards hardness. It requires leadership that does not panic when sacrifice becomes inconvenient.
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Elise had been telling herself she was ready for weeks, through Toronto, through the long layover at Frankfurt, all the way down to this descent with Abdul asleep in the seat beside her. She watched him sleep and ran through it one more time. His family would be kind. There'd be an adjustment and then it would feel like home. She believed it when the wheels hit the tarmac and the cabin lights came on and Abdul woke without grogginess and looked at her and smiled the smile that had made her feel, the very first time she saw it, that she was the most important person in the world.

"We're here."

She was ready.

***
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THE AIRPORT WAS THE first place that failed her. Imam Khomeini International was clean and modern and fluorescent-lit, with signs in Farsi and English both, and she read the English ones with a gratitude that surprised her. She'd known about the hijab. Abdul had given her a new one before the flight and Imelda had said wear this one first, it's easier, and Elise hadn't asked easier than what, and simply wore it from Toronto. What she hadn't prepared for was the sea of black. Every woman was covered, not in the bright printed fabrics she knew from Canada, but in black, almost uniformly, moving through the terminal in ways that didn't need her to understand them.

She wore her grey hijab and felt like she'd arrived in the wrong costume.

Abdul was already moving ahead of her, carry-on in hand, his posture different from anything she'd seen in Toronto. Looser. As though something had released in him the moment the plane touched down. She followed. Imelda was on her other side with her phone already out. She looked up briefly. "You're all right."

The relatives appeared before they'd cleared the arrivals hall. She'd pictured a small reception, warm embraces, a car waiting. She was wrong. They came from all directions at once and swept Abdul away from her in under ten seconds, touching his face and shoulders, their voices overlapping in Farsi that moved too fast. A woman laughed. Another wept. They had been waiting for someone they loved.

Elise stood two feet from her husband and was entirely alone. She'd been in Iran for four minutes. The language moved over her and she caught nothing, not a word, not a shape she recognized. She'd learned a few basics and told herself it was a foundation. It wasn't. She was barely eighteen, had crossed an ocean, and stood in the arrivals hall without understanding a single thing being said around her.

A woman turned to her. Her eyes were kind. "You are welcome. We are glad you've come." Her English was careful and offered like something she'd prepared, and then she turned back.

When you don't know what else to do, smile. Elise was already learning.

They took two taxis because there were too many for one. She ended up in the second car with Imelda and two women she hadn't been introduced to and a man who might have been an uncle, pressed together across seats not built for this many people. Abdul was in the first car. She watched it pull from the curb.

"You'll see him in twenty minutes," Imelda said.

Elise nodded and looked out the window. Tehran was enormous. The highways were packed and no one stayed in their lane. Walls had murals and scripts she couldn't read. Inside the car smelled like exhaust and something floral. The heat was immediate. She pressed her face toward the window's small gap and breathed whatever came through.

***
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AUNT EZEL'S HOUSE WAS on a street of close buildings. They came through a gate in a wall into a courtyard, and the first thing she noticed was the tree. She didn't know yet what it was. She asked Imelda later and Imelda said pomegranate, with the faint surprise of someone who had known a thing so long they'd forgotten it had a name. But she noticed it then, before she knew. Heavy with fruit, its branches arranged the way old things arrange themselves, without asking permission.

Then Ezel came through the doorway.

Abdul had spoken about her differently than he spoke about most people, softer, more open. She is the best of us, he'd said once. Elise had built a picture and it hadn't prepared her for the woman who came through the door, perhaps sixty, with Abdul's dark eyes, who crossed the courtyard and took Elise's face in both hands and said something in Farsi, slowly, her eyes not leaving Elise's.

She caught nothing and understood everything.

Ezel made a sound when she saw the tears Elise was trying to keep from happening, neither Farsi nor English, just the sound a woman makes when she's moved someone without meaning to, and held her face a moment longer before releasing her and turning to get everyone inside.

She's kind. This is a kind house.

Elise kept this. She was going to need it.

***
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FOOD CAME FIRST. SAFFRON rice with a crust so golden she'd think about it for months, and a stew she couldn't name, each spoonful different from the last. She hadn't known how hungry she was. The plane food had been textures without taste and she'd eaten it without noticing.

Ezel watched her eat and was satisfied. She said something and Imelda translated from three seats away. She says you have a good appetite. This is important. She was worried you'd be one of those girls who doesn't eat.

"Tell her I eat."

Imelda translated. Ezel laughed and put more rice on her plate.

The table was full of people she hadn't been properly introduced to, names she'd heard and lost in the noise of the arrival, faces warm and curious, all of them talking in Farsi she couldn't enter. She ate her rice. She smiled when smiling seemed right. Imelda was three seats away managing her own reunions and there was no one else in the room who could understand her if she spoke.

Abdul caught her eye from across the table and smiled, the important-person smile, and she felt it and she also saw, for the first time, how he sat in this room. The table had reorganized itself around him. The men spoke to him with a directness she hadn't seen in Toronto. His voice was fuller here. She was looking at someone she hadn't met before.

She looked away. She ate her rice.

***
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AFTER DINNER EZEL SHOWED her to a room.

Small and clean, a window onto the courtyard, a bed with white sheets that smelled of dried herbs. A wardrobe, a rug on the tile. She set her bag down and stood in it alone.

A boy of about twelve appeared in the open doorway. He looked at her with the unself-conscious directness of someone who hasn't yet learned that staring requires some pretense of reason. Said something. Left without closing the door.

She looked at the open door, then at the frame. No lock. Looking more carefully, there had never been one. The wood around the latch was smooth and unprepared for it.

She crossed the room and closed it. Stood with her palm flat against the door. On the other side, footsteps, Ezel calling from somewhere in the house, the ordinary noise of too many people in one place.

Her whole life she had slept behind a door she could lock.

She stood with her hand on this one and listened.

She unpacked. Clothes into the wardrobe, toiletries onto the table. At the bottom of the bag, wrapped inside a sweater, was the Bible. The small one Hillary had given her, with Hillary's handwriting on the inside cover. She had packed it without telling Abdul.

She looked at it. Then she put it back under the clothes and pushed the bag against the wall under the bed.

The window was open. The courtyard was dark and quiet except for the pomegranate tree moving in whatever small wind had come up, the shift of leaves, the creak of a branch. She lay on top of the covers because the room was still warm and she listened to it, and thought about Hillary, the sound of Hillary saying her name, impatient and knowing, the way only Hillary ever said it. She kept the sound of it. The tree moved. The house quieted.

***
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SHE WOKE BEFORE LIGHT. The room was grey and she took a few seconds to place herself. Tehran. Ezel's house.

The bag was not where she had left it.

She had pushed it flush against the wall. It was pulled out now, a foot or more, the zipper open. She was on her knees before she'd decided to move. The sweater was folded on top, collar up where she had left it collar down, and she went through everything anyway, both hands, everything out and back in and out again. She checked the wardrobe
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