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Likewise the imaginative woe,


 That loved to handle spiritual strife,


 Diffused the shock thro’ all my life,


But in the present broke the blow.


—Tennyson, In Memoriam
















Once Jared’s car has vanished down the driveway into the darkness, there is nothing to do but turn and face the rectory. The only light on is the bulb above the front door, as if my mother and sister have already gone to bed. But that can’t be, it’s too early. My sister must be out, like I have been, fleeing this house of the dead. It’s summer—August—but I’m shivering.


I have to find my mother. I must tell her what has happened with Jared. But where can she be? Inside, the house is quiet, the front hall and the living room dark. I head toward the kitchen, glancing into her study as I go, and that’s where I see her, standing there in the gloom with her back to me, silhouetted by the window, looking out over the drive. She’s been watching. She’s seen Jared drop me off, she’s heard me enter the house, heard me enter this room—she must have. But still, she doesn’t move. My mother the priest. My mother the widow. Yet is she really that? Or is she relieved to have my father gone?


Through the window screen, the cooler night air flows past her into the space between us. She doesn’t switch on a light, she doesn’t ask where I’ve been. She just remains there, motionless. Is it that she knows already about Jared and me? Is that why she doesn’t turn to face me? As if her silence could prevent what I have to tell her from being true. As if her not hearing it could make it not so.













I













Judge Manetti calls out a name, ‘Dovgal, Matvey,’ and a white guy—mid-twenties, gray sweatshirt, gold chain—makes his way into the enclosure. He’s got a Legal Aid lawyer with him. The home address is Staten Island. His lawyer concedes his client received his notice to appear. He concedes he’s removable. Declines to specify country for removal. Why make the government’s job any easier? Judge Manetti designates Belarus. He’s claiming asylum; failing that, withholding of removal; failing that, Convention Against Torture. Callahan, the Department of Homeland Security lawyer, points out Dovgal has a theft conviction so he’s expedited. Manetti leafs through her calendar, a sheaf of wrinkled dot-matrix-printer pages stapled at one corner. Silence in the courtroom as the judge peers through her reading glasses searching for a date for the merits hearing. He will need an interpreter. Manetti’s got a Russian booked on a Wednesday in three months. The lawyers consult their phones. June 8, 2011. Agreed.


The courtroom is windowless. They all are. There are the fluorescent lights flush to the dropped ceiling. There is the judge’s miniature dais, the lawyers’ tables in front of it, the low bar with the hinged gate, the dark pink carpet. Respondents and their counsel cramped on benches either side of the gallery aisle, awaiting their turn. No one’s allowed to use their phones. All we can do is watch and listen.


Beside me on the bench, Sandra Moya whispers something in the ear of her fourteen-year-old son, Felipe. ‘Ask Mr. Peter,’ she says.


Then Felipe whispers in mine. ‘How much longer will it be? My mom can’t be late to work.’


He and his little sister, Mia, are citizens, but Felipe has told me that if his mother is sent back to Honduras, he wants to go with her. I know Sandra will never let that happen. She will make them both go to relatives.


‘They don’t tell us the order,’ I say. ‘We just have to wait. Soon, I hope.’


Next up, Fatima Saleem, Long Island high-school student, Pakistani, not present. The attorney making the appearance for her asks for a continuation pending family court proceedings. Files proof of the girl’s school attendance. Copy to the judge, who stamps it entered, copy to Callahan. Silence as everyone reads.


If she goes to school in Nassau, why was her first court appearance in Suffolk? the department wants to know. Her lawyer has no idea. Manetti agrees it’s a question. What’s the path of the application? Educate the court. She allows thirty days to submit. Callahan doesn’t object to the adjournment. The attorney shuffles out.


Neto, Winston. Black man in his early thirties, jeans and a white button-down, Legal Aid at his side. Application for cancellation of removal to Angola. Citizen wife, two citizen children. He was ordered removed four months ago.


Callahan is in a theatrical mood today. He waves a letter, issued this week, from the chief counsel to the whole Department: the hardship that a removal would cause must be stated at the time of application. ‘Your Honor,’ he says, ‘he’s in violation of a final order. We’re in overtime. Let him state his hardship.’


The Legal Aid lawyer says there’s no requirement to establish the nature of the hardship at a scheduling hearing.


‘What does that mean?’ Callahan asks. ‘He needs more time to invent it? He doesn’t know what his hardship is?’


Legal Aid repeats herself: No requirement. Manetti agrees.


Callahan moves to put his boss’s letter in the record. Accepted. Thirty days to submit the reason for the hardship. The judge returns to her calendar. A Thursday in April, six weeks out. Agreed.


The older woman on my other side wearing a hijab leans forward and glares at Felipe, who gets the message and stills his bouncing legs. Instead, he crosses his arms tightly over his chest. He’s his mother’s timekeeper, there to hurry her into our office or court or out again to her job. The one she puts on the phone when I call asking for documents and usually the one who gets them to me.


‘Moya, Sandra,’ Manetti calls. Finally.


I shuffle past our disgruntled neighbor and lead the Moyas to the front. Callahan nods hello as we enter the enclosure. Pats Felipe on the shoulder, all buddy-buddy. As if he is anyone’s friend here.


‘Good morning, Your Honor. Peter Fischer for the respondent.’


‘Good morning, Mr. Fischer. Your client’s conceded service, she’s conceded she’s subject to removal, declined to designate a country for removal, the court designated Honduras, and she’s already scheduled. So what are we doing here this morning?’


I gesture for Sandra and Felipe to sit at the table, but Sandra shakes her head, and taking his cue from her, Felipe remains standing also.


‘Your Honor, my client’s requesting an adjournment. I have here an affidavit she’s signed attesting to the impediments she’s encountered trying to collect documentation to support her asylum application, most importantly witness statements. I’d request the affidavit be made part of the record.’


‘So ordered,’ Manetti says, taking the paper from me. Callahan doesn’t look up as I place his copy down on his table. He’s hunched over the file, flipping through it no doubt for the first time. He’s only halfway through the scheduling slog, but he’s sick of it already, all this procedure and delay. He thinks Manetti’s a soft touch, that most all the New York judges are. He’s bored and restless. It’s just a question now of where his eye happens to fall.


‘Does the department have a view?’ the judge inquires.


‘Well, Your Honor,’ Callahan says, still reading, ‘it seems Ms. Moya has been in this country quite some time, long enough to have given birth to her son here. She apparently did not come forward voluntarily. No record of an interview. And’—he flips another page—‘she’s been given one delay already. So, no, the department does not support the motion, and objects.’ With that he closes the file and leans back in his chair, his duty temporarily done.


‘As you know, Your Honor,’ I say, ‘the length of time my client’s been in the country has no bearing—’


‘You’re right, Mr. Fischer, it doesn’t. But the fact she’s already on a continuance does, and she’s scheduled three weeks from now, so I’m disinclined. Who are these people she couldn’t reach in eight months who she’s supposedly going to reach if I grant your motion?’


Out of the corner of my eye, I see Felipe tilt his head back to glare at the ceiling instead of Manetti. He knows as well as Sandra does that this judge is most likely the person who will decide his mother’s fate.


‘One of the people,’ I say, ‘is an eyewitness to the events in question, a family relation we’re still working to contact, who we were recently told moved to Tegucigalpa.’


‘Oh, well, that narrows it down,’ Callahan says.


‘What it does,’ I say, ignoring him, ‘is confirm that Ms. Moya’s cousin is alive and that we have a chance to present her testimony in this case.’


For whatever reason, it’s now that Sandra chooses to sit. She rests her elbows on the table and clasps her hands together as if in prayer, though her expression couldn’t be further from worship. She wants this done. It’s not she who asked for extra time. I’m the one who told her it was needed. She told me the statements might never arrive. But with another couple of months they just might.


‘Your Honor,’ Callahan says, ‘if the court waited for everyone who is merely alive to testify, we’d all be dead before anyone had a hearing.’


‘All right, that’s enough,’ Manetti says. ‘Mr. Fischer, what you’re giving me just isn’t sufficient for another continuance. Motion denied. We’ll see you in three weeks.’


Felipe barrages me with questions as we exit the courtroom and head down the corridor. ‘Why did you ask for that? Does that woman hate my mom now? Did that make it worse?’


‘We needed to try,’ I tell him. ‘But your claim’s still strong,’ I say, addressing myself to Sandra. ‘You put in the work, you’re ready.’


Felipe goes quiet in the crowded elevator but as we squeeze out of it into the lobby, he’s back at me. ‘That judge hates us now,’ he says. ‘I could tell.’


‘No,’ I say, leading them toward the exit. ‘Manetti’s not going to count it against your mother.’


On Duane Street, the cold drizzle of early March has the lunch crowd sprouting umbrellas as they file past us out of the federal building.


Felipe wants more from me, some further assurance. But Sandra is past it, gazing off into Foley Square, where lawyers and staff and jurors scurry up and down the steps of the courthouses towering above them. I could have kept us in the lobby to debrief further but I’m already late for our staff meeting.


‘Remember—three weeks from tomorrow, meet here, one thirty.’


‘Sí,’ Sandra says, ‘lo sé.’ She turns and begins walking toward the subway entrance, Felipe stepping quickly behind her.














The line at Pret is to the door so I get a coffee and falafel from a food cart on Chambers and eat my wrap on the 1 train listening to voicemail: Joseph Musa’s wife, Jasmine, saying detention isn’t giving him his blood pressure meds. When am I going to visit him? Then the pro bono coordinator from Cleary, Gottlieb, hoping she can refer a Russian Baptist couple they don’t have room for in their program, so sorry to have to ask. And one from my older sister, Liz, complaining about the cost of health care for her foster dogs, one of whom is now apparently receiving radiation treatment, and that her almost-four-year-old, Charlie, still doesn’t shit on the toilet, but that’s obviously not your problem, and anyway, why do you never call me?


I get out at Houston Street, across from another federal building with another immigration court, and hurry to the office, where I finish my coffee in the conference room listening to case updates.


Monica has been at detention in New Jersey. A lockdown the night before means she saw only half the people she had scheduled and no intakes. She is unfazed by this, as always, and proceeds without complaint. Three Laotian women from the same job site in the Bronx have been in the Bergen County ICE facility for thirty-eight days. The department says they’re still waiting on records checks. Which is either nonsensical or true. The interpreter got more family cell numbers and will help with documents. Lucas Montes is the Brazilian father of four with the possession conviction in Elmont, which his lawyer pled out with no explanation to him of the immigration consequences. His daughter answered the door when ICE knocked. This morning Lucas told Monica about a fight he was in maybe eight years ago in Tampa that the police broke up, but he doesn’t think there was any record of it and doesn’t remember signing anything. So one conviction, not two—he might be okay.


Our director, Phoebe, begins to speak, but Monica cuts her off. ‘Don’t worry,’ she says, ‘I’ll call down to Tampa, I’ll make certain there was no charge.’


Phoebe has a cold and is less chipper than her usual self but no less vigilant. And no less put together, her gray hair clasped neatly in a silver barrette that matches her silver bracelets, her delicately wrinkled white skin freshly moisturized. It’s the basement of her town house that we work in, converted into an office decades ago, the garden glassed over to create this conference room.


Winston, the basset hound she is forever trying to cheer up, sleeps at her feet. Now that her husband, Jack, is retired, he is available to bring her tea.


Monica runs through a few more cases. Mostly Central Americans, mostly asylum seekers, the work Phoebe founded the place to do back in the ’80s. Plus a detainer for petty theft. It’s just a gloss, a check-in on a fraction of the fifty-odd clients that she, like the rest of us, is juggling. Carl and I don’t have much to add.


Monica knows her business. She took the warden at detention the latest John Grisham novel for his birthday. He always tells the guards not to give her any trouble.


‘And I’m out next week,’ she concludes, flipping through her notes, ‘so I need someone to cover an intake, young Albanian guy, sexual-orientation claim.’


After a brief, avoidant silence, Phoebe says brightly, ‘Peter? You don’t do many of those, would you like to cover?’


‘He doesn’t do any of them,’ Monica says.


‘That’s not true,’ I say.


‘Yeah, it is,’ she counters as I turn from her stare to give Phoebe a little nod, accepting her request.


Up next is Carl, our crusading cofounder, old enough to have represented Czech dissidents and Russian musicians and organizers fleeing Pinochet—the old Left of the Cold War, a child of Jewish Communists turned conservative intellectuals, all of whose politics he rejected in favor of civil rights.


The pencil he’s forgotten is behind his ear, the one he’s found is pressed to his legal pad. Today he wears his gray cotton suit, the least worn of his three-suit rotation. He does a bit of everything now, but it’s the political claims that still matter most to him. They’re the ones he ticks off his list.


Giorgi Abasi, son of the Georgian newspaper editor murdered in his office, interview date set for December; the family has moved out of Tbilisi and he hasn’t heard from them in a while but he’s still thinking they’ll get him a police report, for what it’s worth.


Daniil Timirov, the blogger who covered protests at the Russian nickel-mining plant who’s living with his cousin in New Jersey; he’ll need to show the threats from the oligarch’s henchmen had some government nexus, which shouldn’t be hard, except it’s Judge LaRouche so it probably will be. The oligarch is in New York at the moment, so Daniil is not leaving his cousin’s house.


Mourad Gamal is proving to be a real problem. Or is in a lot of trouble. It’s difficult to tell which. He’s not responding to messages at the moment. The claim is that he has two brothers in a Cairo jail for putting together a strike. But there’s only one affidavit and it’s meandering. He’s skipped an interview prep already. Outlook guarded.


Carl checks off the names as he goes.


Javad Madani is new, an Iranian businessman who entered the U.S. via Italy on a false passport after learning the regime intended to imprison him. He’s still trying to get his family out, which is the priority for now, the asylum claim a comparatively easy lift because—Iran.


‘A businessman,’ Phoebe says. ‘Any chance he’s covering fees?’


She’s an old hand at the grants and the fundraising but is tired of it. She would close the place before declining anyone who can’t pay, but it doesn’t hurt if they can.


‘I gave him the sheet,’ says Carl, who couldn’t be less interested in the question.


Phoebe is the one with the wealthy friends. Carl regales them twice a year with his courtroom war stories only because Phoebe tells him that he must. Monica and I are better about it. We get the drill, the ways of the little nonprofit, while Carl remains offended. He’s lived in the same rent-controlled walk-up on West Twenty-First Street since the ’70s. The richer his neighborhood gets, the more derisive of it he becomes.


‘Either the man’s paying or he isn’t,’ he says. ‘Look at the sheet.’


Phoebe makes a note on a Post-it, then turns to me.


I used to prepare for these meetings. To have a list at the ready of cases it would be useful to get input on. Now it’s just pieces of the list in my head. I tell them about Sandra, the denial of the continuance, her hearing in three weeks. About Girvesh and Feba Rijal, the Nepalese couple who’ve promised me documents. If the claim fails, their daughter might still get juvenile status but they don’t want to think about that yet, having to leave her. Joseph Musa, the truck driver from Sierra Leone—I’m due at detention on Friday to see him and four others. Abraham John, the Ivorian with the election-violence claim who got caught up in a DUI. And there is my Sahrawi client, Hassan El Moctor, who needs to know if he can visit his sick mother in Rabat given that he’s seeking asylum from Morocco. I pause for a moment, trying to think past this week, but can’t.


‘That’s what I have,’ I say.


Phoebe’s smile is mildly disappointed but still somehow approving. She wants more. Not names, but texture. Still, I am forgiven for now.


She herself goes last and speaks the longest. She doesn’t need us for issue spotting. What she wants is to talk a particular case through. Not the law of it, but who her client is and what she’s experienced. After ten years of working for her, I keep thinking that at some point she will no longer want to do it this way, that it’ll be easier for her to run through files like the rest of us. Yet still every week she does it.


Her clients are mostly children now. The longer she’s done the work, the more this has been so. As if all along she’s been moving toward the keenest hardship, the least protected of the insecure, with whom, somehow, despite a caseload as heavy as any of us and the organization to run besides, she’s able to slow down. To dwell in the particulars of a given child’s circumstance and imagine a way forward. The law being just a piece of it.


It drives Carl mad. He fidgets and scribbles like a child himself—an elderly child gaunt with impatience. Sometimes when he can’t stand it, he bursts out: ‘Yes, yes, the suffering, the suffering, we get it, but who’s the judge, what can you appeal? It’s one case, Phoebe, one case.’ And like an old married couple they’ll bicker quickly and efficiently and she’ll return to her narrative as if he’d never spoken.


Today it is the recent life of an eight-year-old girl named Ana Andino. How two years ago, in her village north of San Miguel, she saw her father shot to death on the street in front of her; how she didn’t want to leave her grandmother and friends and schoolteacher but her mother said they had to go north; their journey through Guatemala and Mexico; the border crossing where the men held her mother back but took her into the desert; her detention in McAllen, her detention in Nashville, her transfer to New York. The HHS placement into foster care. The apartment in Washington Heights where a seventy-year-old woman takes care of her and five other children. The van that arrives early in the morning to take them to the shelter in East Harlem where the little ones sit in a roomful of teenagers trying to learn English. And finally the conversations Phoebe has with Ana in the shelter’s kitchen, learning about the girl’s favorite food and how she prays all the time under her breath. The actual content of those prayers. For her mother in the desert, for her older brothers, for her grandmother to get her diabetes medication.


Carl is beside himself.


Monica, herself once a client of Phoebe’s, having come from Nicaragua as a teenager, just drifts off, as she always does when she has to listen to these stories.


‘This girl,’ Phoebe says, ‘she has enormous eyes, almost too large for her head. I get lost in them just hearing her speak. Don’t sneer, Carl. It happens to all of us, even you, even if you don’t want to admit it. Some clients get under your skin. I’m saying it so it doesn’t just pile up inside. That’s how we shut down, that’s how we become bad lawyers.’


On the top page of his legal pad, Carl has sketched the planet Earth with a large rocket aimed directly at it.


‘That’s one theory,’ he says, ‘the other being learn to live with it. But hey, I’m not in charge of the emotional gestalt around here, so far be it from me to comment. I do however have a hearing to be at.’ And with that, he stands up to leave.


Back in my office, I open my laptop, click on the client folder, and a blizzard of new messages fill the screen. When I began the job, I replied to the emails of the people I represented the day I received them. But that was a long time ago. Now the task at hand is the task at hand. And this afternoon that’s the Rijal application, on which I am behind.


The documentation I have for conditions in Nepal is from an old case and needs updating. Girvesh and a group of other boys were kidnapped by the Maoists when he was eighteen, during the civil war. They were trying to recruit him but also wanted him to be their soccer coach. Neither of these qualifies him for asylum. But when his captors found out he belonged to the Nepal Student Union, they let the others go and kept him, so he’s got a political claim. The civil war is over, which doesn’t help, but the Maoists are in power, which does.


I read State Department reports, NGO reports, newspaper articles, expert witness testimony scraped from filings in other cases, anything I can vacuum up off the internet before having to email experts myself and begin the process of cajoling and bargaining and scheduling them.


Monica is the only one still there when I take a break around eight o’clock. I ask her if she wants barbecue again, and she says yes, so I order it, and when it arrives I eat mine standing in her office doorway.


‘What’s this with you being out next week, anyway?’ I ask.


‘I’m going on vacation.’


‘That’s funny,’ I say.


‘No, I’m serious, that’s why I’m out next week. I’m going to Vermont. I’ve decided I want to learn how to ski.’


‘You’re going skiing?’


‘Why, you think a brown woman can’t be into that?’


‘No, I just can’t believe you’re into it. Did you get a Groupon or something?’


‘Fuck you,’ she says.


For a moment, I picture Monica in a rental car, on her way to some ski resort, driving up the hillside past my mother’s retreat center, but then I doubt that she will go that far north.


After ten years of working with her, what I know of Monica’s life outside the job is that there isn’t a great deal of it. She lives in a rent-stabilized apartment in the West Nineties with her mother, whom she brought over from Nicaragua after Phoebe helped her through college and law school. Her father was disappeared by the Somoza regime during the revolution. Once on a winter evening in the car as we were on the way back from detention, she told me, apropos of nothing, that for a long time she’d hated her father for what his idealism had cost their family, but eventually she’d understood. She’d never meant to be an immigration lawyer. It was just a start after law school in the office of the nonprofit that had helped her. What she meant to do was get a corporate job and buy a house in Jersey where her mother could have a garden and grow vegetables. But that was twenty years ago, and here she still is.


‘I don’t see you taking any vacation,’ she says.


Which is true. I don’t.


‘But at least you’ll be here to cover the Albanian,’ she says. ‘Now that Phoebe forced you to. I take every other Nicaraguan who knocks on the door but you’re the gay one and leave all the gays to me and Phoebe.’


‘No, I had Afsana Ravani. I took that all the way to appeal.’


‘The Baloch woman? It was a political claim. She was incidentally lesbian. You didn’t even argue that.’


‘Are you giving me this person’s phone sheet or not?’ I ask.


She looks across the stack of files on the floor beside her desk, finds what she’s after, and holds it out to me.


‘Here you go,’ she says. ‘I tried to reschedule but he didn’t answer.’


Monica stays till nine, and I leave a few minutes later. Out on King Street, through the parlor windows of Phoebe’s town house, I see her husband, Jack, in the comfortable amber light of the wood-paneled living room, stirring a drink at the sideboard. A tax partner now retired from Davis, Polk. Past chair of the Bar Committee on Professional Ethics. The old epitome of trusted counsel to major concerns. He wears cardigans and collects Art Deco clocks. If Phoebe’s fundraising now and then runs short, Jack is always there, proud sponsor of his wife’s good works. He has more faith in her than in his itinerant children and their romantic dramas. Finished stirring, he places two glasses on a tray and carries them deeper into the chandeliered parlor.


I get a seat on the train and scroll through news—‘Gaddafi’s Forces Bomb Misrata,’ ‘Obama Signs Bill Preventing Government Shutdown,’ ‘Heroin Distribution Network Raided’—until we reach High Street–Brooklyn Bridge. On the stairs up to Cadman Plaza, I consider calling my sister back but text Cliff instead. By the time I reach my lobby, he’s texted to say sure, he’ll come by in an hour.


Which gives me a chance to pull a few more quotes for the Nepal synopsis.


He arrives with three beers in a canvas bag and offers me one. White, thirty, Nebraskan, a web designer of some kind. It’s been three months now that he’s been coming over like this, once or twice a week.


I close my laptop for the day and join him at the other end of the couch.


‘How’s that deranged schnauzer?’ he asks.


The woman in the apartment next to mine, at the end of the hall, is unwell and treats her animal poorly. It whimpers and barks all hours of the day and night. But she’s an owner and I’m a renter and the noise isn’t as bad for the others on the floor and they are scared of the woman so don’t want to get involved.


‘I guess it’s fine,’ I say. ‘I haven’t noticed it tonight.’


He takes his shoes off and swings his legs up, then touches the balls of his feet to my thigh. ‘You look tired,’ he says.


‘Thanks.’


‘I didn’t say you looked bad,’ he says, grinning. ‘I like you in a shirt and tie.’


He’s found a song, an Elliott Smith ballad, and sets his phone down on his chest, pointing the little speaker in my direction. I close my eyes and rest my hand on his shin. It’s wrong to call him innocent—he’s been in the city a while, getting by—but when he’s here he acts it, as if he’s a wide-eyed ingénu and I, ten years older, am somehow impressive. I don’t know if he has a real boyfriend or not, though I doubt it. In any case, it’s not something we’ve discussed.


‘You could tell me things,’ he says. ‘Like about the work you do.’


‘I’ve told you about my job,’ I say.


‘No, actually, you haven’t.’ When I make no reply, he takes another swig of beer and says, ‘But it’s okay, you can be a mystery.’


He prefers the light on in the bedroom but doesn’t object when I turn it off. Once, on a weekend, he slept over. But it’s a Tuesday, and when we’re done he doesn’t ask. He just dresses and checks his phone. By the time I say good night to him at the door, the dog down the hall has begun to bark.














Ann reached for her water glass on the bedside table, Clare still asleep beside her. Coming upright, she took a sip. The solid weight of the clear glass. The mineral taste of the settled water. First gratitude of the day.


Through the window’s unshaded panes she looked down into the twilight. Mist shrouded the remnants of snow in the yard. The branches of the old apple tree were still bare. No morning birdsong here in late winter, but in its place the blessing of silence. Inviting her to notice the dark streaks of moisture on the smooth bark of the tree, its trunk coming slowly into focus in the gathering light. And its gnarled branches also, perfectly motionless, perfectly indifferent to human hurry. The second gratitude of the day: to be present to this and not only to herself. How was it that she had ever prayed thanks to God for granting man dominion over the earth? Or what she’d once called praying. Not yet knowing there could be this receptiveness to an already existing prayer. The warmth of the bed, the warmth of her body in it, the warmth of Clare beside her, the coolness of the air on her neck and face and eyes. And none of it belonging to anyone. And so the third gratitude: for life.


She made up her thermos of tea, put on her boots, and set out for the studio in the still-gray light. All was quiet. Down the drive and across the road, fog blanketed the valley. In the other direction, up the slope of the yard, the curtains were pulled over the floor-to-ceiling windows of the center’s meetinghouse. And in the little windows of the converted barn where the retreatants slept, no lights yet. For all that was here, she was grateful, too. The intentional community that she and Clare and her old friend Roberta had founded together more than two decades ago now. They had left their previous lives behind to move to this hillside in Vermont not far from the Canadian border. A farmhouse, woods, and a dilapidated barn was all the property had consisted of when they purchased it. Their first guests had simply been their friends. Women who believed in what the three of them were doing: trying to create a place for women to talk amongst themselves about the direction of their lives and their spirits. A ministry of hospitality, they called it. Ann was the only one who had been a minister, but still the notion made sense. Clare was a religion professor, Roberta a therapist, and the three of them had met in fellowship at St. Stephen’s Episcopal, Ann’s old parish in Massachusetts. Two decades now of gatherings and circles. Of discussions and occasionally arguments about how to run things, how to extend their welcome beyond only white women and those with the means to donate even the center’s modest suggestion for room and board. And somehow, chipping in what savings they had, asking here and there for contributions from women with more means, they had done it: fixed up the barn into sleeping quarters, had the meetinghouse built, added a work shed, and welcomed guests from all over the country. Some older, like them, some younger. Some who came once, some who came every year. A community—Viriditas, they’d named it—built up out of friendship.


As she headed up the slope, the only sound in this stillness was her boots crunching against the granulated snow. She reached the meadow and entered onto the path. All around her, the high stalks lay flat. There was no mist up here, just the brightening light of dawn picking out the beads of moisture on the coned tips of the dead grass. In the cluster of Scotch pines at the edge of the woods, the air grew dim again, then brightened once more in the clearing. The studio was a small shingled structure, gable-roofed, with a short metal chimney in the middle and sash windows either side of a narrow, dark green door. A gift from Clare is how Ann thought of it, though it wasn’t only that. For years Ann had meditated each morning and evening in their guest room, until seven or eight years ago Clare had taken it upon herself to raise the money and organize the donated labor of the center’s friends to put up this little building in the woods. A place for an even deeper quiet. Others used it, of course—Clare or Roberta occasionally, guests quite regularly—but every morning at this hour, and every evening after supper, and now and then for a week at a time, it was Ann’s alone.


Once the fire was going in the stove, the chill in the room receded. She knelt and tucked her low bench beneath her thighs, keeping her jacket on, then opened the little wooden box on the table beside her and took out the index card on top of the pile, one of the hundreds she’d written quotations and notes to herself on over the years and added to still. Reminders, really, callbacks to the insights that she spent her days forgetting. We must be saved from immersion in the sea of lies and passions which is called the world. And we must be saved above all from that abyss of confusion and absurdity which is our own worldly self. The person must be saved from the individual. Thomas Merton. An old one, clear back to divinity school, faded ink on brittle card. Oh, the self-seriousness of it! The male absolutism. The Catholic disdain for the fallen world of the everyday. And yet the truth in it, too. Persons must be saved from individualism. The capacity for experience rescued from the fear of vulnerability. Merton, her first guide on the long road out of the organized church.


She let the muscles of her throat slacken, and as she did this her head floated slightly back and up, coming to rest with more ease atop her spine. The little discomforts—the ache along the rim of her hip, the tightness between her shoulder blades—never vanished but the need to fix them had diminished over time. She started to sense her breath in her belly, and the gentle repetition of the widening and narrowing of her ribs that went along with it, and the joints of her collarbones as the air reached the top of her torso. And as she noticed all of this, a stream of association set off by the Merton quote floated past her inner eye: the arched entrance of Episcopal Divinity School, walking on Cambridge Common in full sun, the four-story brick building on Garden Street where she’d shared a top-floor apartment full of library books and houseplants, the row of brass mail slots in the lobby where she’d turn the key to find another admiring, even worshipful letter from her then-boyfriend Richard—the man she would soon marry, father of her children.


The ache in her hip asserted itself again, followed by the blistering of a log in the stove; the fact she’d forgotten once more to order wood; that Clare would sigh at her for this oversight. On and on, the ordinary noticing of the unstill mind. We’re like movie projectors, one of her meditation teachers had said, loaded with an endless reel of film, and our minds are the bulbs that light the frames. Get some popcorn, take a seat. The movie has no plot. Eventually it will bore you. Then maybe you can begin.


The stream began to slow. Thoughts still occurred but took up no more space than the sunlight visible now on the floorboards or the dust floating in it. Her mind settled. And soon feeling arose, as it often did, given room. This morning it was sadness. A warm, objectless softening that she sensed throughout her body, her body ceasing then to be a collection of isolated complaints, becoming whole. She welcomed this. And right away, too, she wanted to hold on to it, like a dreamer grabbing at the memory of her dream. It was a state that seemed so much truer than her thoughts, deeper and more resonant. A kind of accession to meaning. Not of anything in particular, just meaning as such. And so all the more seductive, all the better at convincing her that there was a plot to her life after all, a heroic journey that had led to this very point. Oh, the feelings you’ll have! Tomorrow the feeling would be jealousy, and she would berate herself for it, or joy that she would long to bottle and preserve. But for now the sadness felt good. She kept breathing, and then this feeling too faded into the quiet.


The less her mind held on to feelings or stray thoughts—whether of Clare’s irritation with Jeanette, the caretaker, or the family history questions her daughter, Liz, kept asking, or why Peter, her son, had stayed away from this place for so very long—the less her mind possessed. And without possessions, what was there left to narrate? But still the need for narrative remained. The urge in its raw form, stripped of content. To tell a story, any story, if only about the merest scrap of sensation. And yet it turned out that even this habit was no more capable of life without sustenance than any other living thing. Unfed, it too starved, leaving in its absence, if only for a moment, peace.














Monica’s intake looks like a kid. A kid brother accompanied by his older sister, her in navy-blue sweatpants and a bright yellow puffy, him in a pale gray windbreaker zipped to the chin. They’re smiling at something on her phone in the little reception area at the front of the town house’s garden floor, their heads almost touching. His mouth is wide with amazement at whatever she’s showing him, but as soon as he spots me, the light in his face goes out. It happens in an instant. The hardening of his expression, as if I’ve caught him at something.


Vasel Marku, Albanian, twenty-one. Entered two years ago on a false passport; could have sought juvenile status if he’d applied earlier, but he missed that deadline, then applied for asylum without a lawyer. The only evidence he provided was a cursory letter and a dated newspaper clipping about a gay bashing in Tirana, which clearly didn’t impress the USCIS officer who interviewed him, denied him, and referred him to court. What’s more, he didn’t get a lawyer for his first appearance in front of an immigration judge and now he’s wasted seven of the nine months he had to prepare for his merits hearing. He has a filing due in eight weeks and a story that needs a ton of work. It’s a reach, even for someone as relentlessly efficient as Monica.


I signal for the two of them to follow me into the conference room. They are my last appointment of the day, and the mid-March light coming through the glass ceiling is already beginning to fade.


The young woman—not his sister, it turns out—introduces herself as Artea Dodaj. Says she comes from the same town, no blood relation, she’s here to translate. Which suggests she understands how family sponsorship works and wants to make clear she can’t help him that way. She’s in her late twenties.


‘Vasel lives in my apartment,’ she says. ‘He works at my uncles’ market and also downtown for those people who sell the 9/11 things.’


Vasel says nothing. He sits with his arms crossed, impassive.


I give them the rundown on the process, the fraction of people we’re able to represent, the caveat that I won’t have an answer for them today, et cetera, then explain the posture of the case, namely, that his application left out a whole lot of what he would need to file before his hearing. Then I ask him to tell me what happened, why he left. He’s been in the U.S. a while so I assume he understands most of what I’ve said even if he isn’t fluent, but I wait for Artea to translate anyway.


Instead, she leans forward, places both hands flat on the table, and says to me, ‘What you need to understand is, where we come from, family is the most important thing. Nothing matters more than this, nothing. Children, they keep living with their parents when they grow up. They have no choice, they can’t afford anything else, thirty years old, forty years old. If you don’t have a family, you have nothing, you have nowhere to go. That is Vasel. He cannot go back to his family. You want to know why? Because there was a rumor. At his school, they say he kissed another boy—it is a lie. But like they say a girl isn’t a virgin—the truth, it doesn’t matter. No one will believe her, the thing is done. You understand? And in the north, where we come from, people can kill you for this. The police, it is not their business. Now they try to say that it is, because they want to join the EU, but it’s bullshit. In the north, in the villages, they do what they want, no one interferes, no one ever has. A thousand years they have not interfered. It doesn’t matter what the EU says. So there’s a rumor, and these men, they follow Vasel in a van, they are going to hurt him. Only there is an older woman who comes by and they will not do it in front of her, so they leave him there. That’s the only reason he’s alive. If he goes back, they will try again. It doesn’t matter where, they will find him.’


My phone rings. It’s Jasmine Musa, Joseph’s wife, probably about his medication again. I send the call to voicemail.


Politely, I tell Artea that I need Vasel’s version of events, not hers. She raises an eyebrow at me and sits back in her chair. Her bit was supposed to suffice. I’m about to become another useless bureaucrat in her eyes, someone who doesn’t get it.


Reluctantly, she speaks a few sentences to him in their mother tongue, then leans back and waits. Vasel has kept his eyes on me from the moment we sat down, monitoring my reaction to the story being told about him. When he speaks in Albanian—brief, uninflected words delivered without uncrossing his arms—it’s with none of Artea’s passion. As she translates what he’s said, he scans my face more intently still.


‘It began at school,’ she says, remonstrance in her tone, as if to say, See, it’s just what I told you. ‘Some younger kids, they are trying to make trouble, they want to impress their older brothers, so they tease Vasel in front of them, about him and a friend of his. And that’s it, that’s all it takes. People talk. You have no idea what it’s like,’ she says, apparently unable to refrain from unleashing her commentary. ‘They’re so fucking bored—the kids and the parents too. The parents, they sit in their front rooms talking about everybody’s business. People here, they gossip, but it’s nothing like this. There it is like religion, like sports, every day. A girl walks two minutes down the street with a boy and that’s it. Did they have permission? Will they marry? On and on. So this? Vasel—the talk about him and this boy? It’s like the Super Bowl. Like Easter. They go crazy for it. Only they don’t tell Vasel’s family, certainly they do not tell his father. This is important, you must understand this. That would be a dishonor to his family, and unless they are absolutely sure, they will not say this to his father, because if they are wrong and they have spoken against his son this way, he will have to protect his honor against them, he will have no choice. But everybody else, they hear it, they talk about it.’


When Artea is done, Vasel speaks again, longer this time but in the same blank tone.


‘What he’s saying,’ Artea continues, ‘is that at school, after this happened, they treated him like shit. They took his books, they hit him. The teachers, they didn’t say anything, they laugh too. And I will shut up in a minute, but let me tell you, what he is saying—it’s true. The way the teachers are. You know if I want a good grade, I have to pay them. I am not lying. You bring the money, you get the grade. Okay? That is what we are talking about. So, boys and girls, here is your lesson on how to succeed. Think about that. People say I hate my country. I don’t hate it. I just don’t lie about it. Anyway. Sometimes Vasel, to get away, he doesn’t go to the school, he goes for a walk instead. On the little roads up in the hills. It is very beautiful where we come from, that is true also. He does this for a few weeks. But then those younger kids, they see him there, they know that is where he goes. And afterwards, that is when these men in the van follow him. They take him to the woods, to the stream. And they beat him. They tell him he should pray to God, that they are going to kill him, that he will die. There is a path there along the stream—I know where he means—and the woman is on it, she sees them, and she says to these men, What are you doing? And the men say it is not her business, but she stays there, she doesn’t keep going. Then they push him in the stream, and they tell him today he is lucky.’


As I listen to her tell this story—a boy pushed into a stream, a boy beaten—I both hear it and don’t. My eyes drift to the far end of the conference room to rest on the houseplants that sit on the low filing drawers. Their leaves have begun to fade. Is this because they need watering, I wonder, or is it a natural part of their life cycle? In which case, why have I never noticed it before, in winters past?


‘These men,’ I say, ‘the ones that attacked you. Who were they? Did you know them?’


Before Artea finishes posing my question, Vasel’s expression changes, his impassivity pierced by interest. He’s curious about what I’ve asked, or maybe that I would ask it at all. But then the spark goes out, and his look of indifference returns with all the precision of an actor communicating as much with his face and eyes as with words. For an instant, I have the uncanny sense he and I are onstage together, as I haven’t been since high school, the two of us scene partners; he’s in character, but I’m not, and so am about to be embarrassed. And then, just as quickly, the impression is gone, and he’s an intake again, interpreting my question as doubt. Which isn’t wrong. His application, Artea’s summary, his own retelling—they track too neatly, the way rehearsed stories often do.


When eventually he answers my question about the men, he speaks only a few words.


‘They were from the town,’ Artea says.


‘So you recognized them?’ I say.


‘No,’ she says without posing the question to him. ‘They weren’t people he knew.’


‘Could you say how old they were? How they were dressed?’


She asks him this and he considers it for a moment, then says something brief. Artea chuckles. ‘About your age,’ she says. ‘Fortyish. And they dressed badly, like they all do.’


‘Okay,’ I say, playing along to see if it will get me somewhere. ‘What about the older woman? Did you know her? Was she badly dressed too?’


As Artea puts the questions to Vasel, it’s clear he doesn’t like them. I’ve misspoken somehow, misunderstood the joke.


‘Like the men,’ Artea says after he speaks. ‘He doesn’t know her either.’


‘Would you be able to get in touch with this woman if you had to? Would she give you a statement about what she saw?’


They discuss this briefly. ‘No,’ Artea says when they’re done. ‘He doesn’t know where she lives.’


‘That kind of statement would help a lot,’ I say.


‘He cannot find her,’ Artea says.


‘Did you report the attack to anyone? To the police?’


‘Are you crazy?’ Artea says. ‘They would do nothing except laugh at him. He would be lucky if that’s all they did.’


I tell her again that I need Vasel to answer.


She spits my question at him dismissively and Vasel shakes his head.


‘And what about your family? Did you tell anyone in your family?’


‘Aren’t you listening?’ Artea says. ‘Didn’t you hear anything I said? You expect him to bring that shame to his family? Is that what you would do?’


That I would be a bit drowsy now, at the very end of the day, is hardly unusual, but what comes over me in the face of Artea’s interrogation is more than mere sleepiness. It’s a fatigue that arrives all at once, strong as a potion.


‘Okay,’ I say, willing myself to attention. ‘So you didn’t report what happened. You kept it to yourself. But you’d been beaten up. How did you explain it? What did you tell your parents?’


Artea translates, but her derision for me is open now.


Vasel doesn’t answer right away. He considers the question, no longer looking at me but over my shoulder, already glancing at the exit.


Without his eyes on me, I can gaze at him directly for the first time. A narrow face angled down to a slightly dimpled chin. Eyebrows nearly flat. Jet-black hair, short on the sides and longer on top. A bit of product in it to hold the wave of his bangs in place. A Euro kid, we would have called him in high school.


When eventually he answers, it’s a single sentence, spoken practically under his breath to Artea.


‘He told his parents it was the older brothers at school,’ she says. ‘That they were the ones who did it.’


The next yawn I can’t stifle, but I at least cover my mouth. I’m suddenly wiped. Which is probably why I’m doing this intake wrong, starting with the assault rather than the background material, a beginner’s error. By the looks on their faces, the two of them can’t wait to get out of here.


‘Okay,’ I say, shifting gears. ‘Your trip to the U.S. The passport—how did you obtain it?’


They discuss this longer than should be necessary. ‘He bought it in Tirana,’ Artea says finally.


‘That would be ten thousand dollars, wouldn’t it?’ I ask her, no longer bothering to address him.


‘I helped him,’ Artea says, more defiant than convincing. ‘But why does it matter? Gossip, that’s the problem, okay? I should know. That’s a longer story, I won’t tell you that story, it doesn’t matter here. But believe me, I should know. It is lies and gossip. And it gets people killed. That’s why we came here, because you are supposed to help him.’


By the time I get home and go out for my run that evening, it’s already late. I head down the hill to the park being built along the Brooklyn waterfront. The piers are dark squares protruding into the East River. Only the one with the soccer pitches on it is lit, teams running in packs back and forth across the bright turf. At the bottom of Atlantic Avenue, the gates to the beer distributor are all locked up. Columbia Street is quiet. The homeless man who wears ten or more layers in all seasons sits at his encampment at the end of Kane Street, reading a newspaper by streetlight. There’s no stench from the poultry slaughterhouse at this hour, just a lowered grate. Around the corner, a minivan backs its food cart into the overnight garage already full of them. The container port is idle, its giant cranes outlined in safety lights against the night haze. Beyond them, pools of lamplight lead down to the trucks backed up to the mouths of the warehouses. Past these is the cruise ship terminal, its vast parking lot empty. The water moves unbothered through the channel. Across it, Governors Island is all darkened trees.


There’s no traffic along Conover Street. Kids smoke and pose on a bench in the park by the mouth of the canal. The fencing is covered in vines. Behind a stack of cinder blocks, MTA vans fill the lot where the grass stops and the tail end of Columbia reaches the water. The wind gusts up off the harbor. A night fisherman stands at the railing alone, the Bee Gees playing from the tinny radio perched on his cooler. He doesn’t see me in the dark.


At the gate of the auto pound, I turn to start back. And there, north across the canal, is the old grain elevator, massive and derelict, a structure I’ve passed by on this same run hundreds of times without much noticing. But tonight, in the murky yellow light of what passes for darkness in the city, that row of huge silos—mottled gray and white—appears to me as a series of giant x-rayed spines, as though the aging structure were being held upright by creatures long dead. And then, out of nowhere, I think of the Albanian kid. What didn’t he tell me?


It’s only when I reach the door of my building back at the northern tip of Brooklyn Heights that I realize I’ve forgotten my keys. This seems impossible. I’ve never forgotten them, not in the ten years I’ve lived here. Someone exiting the lobby lets me in and I ride the elevator up to my floor, imagining without believing that maybe I somehow decided to leave the apartment unlocked. But of course I didn’t. Behind the door at the end of the hall, the schnauzer yaps. Its owner, my neighbor, comes out only at night and only occasionally to buy groceries that she wheels in a cart. The way she treats that animal is cruel, I’ve heard others on the floor say. I hardly ever see her or the dog. Certainly she has no key to my apartment, nor I to hers.


I go back to the lobby, call a locksmith, and order delivery. When a half hour later neither has arrived and I’ve sated myself on the news, I scan my list of voicemails and notice my sister’s from last week. I’m not sure what it is that inclines me to call her, but I do.


‘This is late,’ she says when she picks up. ‘I should be asleep. I told you Nor-person has one of those breathing machines now, right?’


At some point in the last year, for reasons unclear to me, Liz began referring to Norman, her husband, as Nor-person.


‘The sound that thing generates,’ she says, ‘it reminds me of global warming. Like the air has gotten that bad and Nor-person is filtering it out, which means that I’m not. Does that make sense?’


Little that my sister says makes sense to me. It hasn’t since we were teenagers. For a long time, she lived in Seattle, as far away as she could get, working in bars and coffee shops, dating a series of men she went on about ad infinitum, back when we spoke more often—a bike mechanic living in his parents’ attic; an aging grunge-band drummer; a tattoo artist who, to our mother’s fury, Liz allowed to practice on her—one long antic narration, as if her life were a screwball comedy that sent her into stitches. At some point, she became a tarot card reader, later a Reiki practitioner. Then one day in her early thirties, she announced she was marrying a software engineer named Norman who played in video-game championships and fostered large dogs and that they were moving to Portland, Maine, to be close to his ailing mother. More mysterious still, four years ago, having until that point in her life expressed only animus at the idea of children, she decided to have one of her own. Her latest enthusiasm, and gig, is helping to stage cosplay conventions. Norman, Charlie, and the dog all travel with her. I can’t picture this, or the events, or what compels her about any of it, but then we talk less than we used to, and I often find it hard to follow what she tells me. I haven’t seen her in a year and a half or more, not since the three of them passed through the city on the way back from one of her gatherings in Philadelphia.


‘Anyway,’ Liz says, ‘what’s the occasion? You never return my calls.’


‘That’s not true,’ I tell her.


‘You’re a terrible liar. You always have been, you know that? You couldn’t even lie about your homework. But then I guess you always did it. Anyway, what are we talking about?’


‘Your voicemail.’


‘Jesus,’ she says, ‘you sound like Nor-person. So literal. I’ve put him on a personality watch. He’s not allowed to bore me. But I can’t say anything bad about him right now because he’s taken night duty for the little shitter. You wouldn’t even believe it. My son shits like a Great Dane. It’s weird. It’s not even diarrhea, it’s just the sheer volume. Like a bull in a pasture. Nor-person says it’s psychological, as he would, which is whatever. I’m just like, where does it all come from?’


‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ I say.


‘Meanwhile, Maisie, our actual dog—the shelter knows we won’t be able to stop ourselves, so they push all the sick ones on us—she’s got a kidney tumor. What are we supposed to do, let her die? But why am I talking about this? We’re going to visit Mom and Clare, that’s why I called.’


‘Weren’t you just there?’ I ask.


‘Your sense of time’s all fucked up,’ she says. ‘That was Christmas, when normal people—unlike you—visit their families. Anyway, what I wanted to say is you should come with us. You know, spend time with your nephew? Actually see Mom? It’s been, like, years since you saw her. Which is frankly messed up. So maybe you could make an effort for once? You could help me get more genealogy stuff out of her. I told you I’m mapping the family, right? So the little shitter will understand where he came from. Dad’s side is pretty uneventful, all German and Irish laborers in Minnesota—beer and cows. But did you know Mom’s great–great–et cetera–grandfather was a captain in the British expedition that took Manhattan from the Dutch?’


‘No,’ I say, mystified by my sister’s interest in the subject. It’s entirely unlike her.


‘But you remember Dad calling Mom a snob, right?’ Liz says. ‘That was because of her family—Colonial, Anglican, all buttoned up and snooty. She’d tell him he was being ridiculous, that all that history had nothing to do with her, but I realize it’s because she didn’t want to talk about it. Her ancestors don’t fit her politics. She doesn’t want anything to do with them. Which is probably why she doesn’t help me when I ask her questions. You’re the immigration guy,’ she says. ‘Aren’t you curious how we got here?’


Across the lobby, a white man, a decade or so older than me—gay by the exactitude of his cropped hair and tightly fitted suit—turns his key in a mail slot. I’ve seen him before a few times, always alone. His mail is junk. He pulls one bill from the stack and tosses the rest into the recycling.


‘Hello?’ Liz says. ‘Are you there?’


‘Yeah, I’m here.’


‘The point,’ Liz says, ‘is that you have a whole month. We’re not going until the middle of April. I’m giving you notice so you have plenty of time to get your little duckies in a row and you can’t invent some lame excuse.’


‘Okay,’ I say. ‘I’ll think about it.’


‘No, you won’t. You never do.’


Through the glass door, I see the delivery guy approach. The locksmith is right behind him.


‘I have to go,’ I say. ‘My dinner is here.’


‘You’re an odd one.’ my sister says. ‘You know that, right?’
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