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L ara  Prescot t

Swimming Lessons

On the last day of rainy season, or the first day of dry season, however 
you want to put it, a deal was struck over a late-night chess match played 

on an overturned milk crate.
 Knight takes pawn. “Better make it six.”
 King castles rook. “Six? How fast does your hair grow?”
 “It’s grown a centimeter since we started this game. I’ve had mufflers that didn’t 
drag like this.” Bishop advances. “How old’s your daughter?”
 “Eight.”
 “Make that six haircuts and a beard trim then. Eight can be a difficult age.”
 “She’s not difficult. And she needs to learn fast.”
 “I’ll throw in a Discman. Slightly used.”
 Knight advances. “But I don’t have any CDs here.”
 Bishop takes knight. “I’ll include a copy of Appetite for Destruction.”
 “That’s not the type of music I—”
 “I can’t do business with anyone who doesn’t enjoy Guns N’ Roses. Skinny Axl. 
Before the guy in the bucket.”
 Queen advances. “OK, I’ll take it. Deal.”
 Ali and Yasir shook on it. Then Yasir took Ali’s queen and the match was over. 
The two men, slightly inebriated—not from alcohol, but from the newly emerged, 
postmonsoon stars they hadn’t had a good look at in weeks—stumbled back to 
their separate apartments arranged by their separate smugglers. Their smugglers 
did share a name, but neither man ever spoke it.
 The first lesson would be tomorrow.

When he couldn’t get ahold of chlorine, Ali improvised with dishwashing powder. It 
didn’t have the desired effect. Instead of water resembling a crystalline-blue energy 
drink, the algae-sheathed pool looked no different than the rain-swollen, polluted 
river, which ran parallel to the walled apartment complex. Not that it mattered to 
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anyone but Ali. No one had been in the pool in months, maybe years. The pool’s 
metal ladder hung by a hinge in the deep end, its missing diving board now a coffee 
table for the family in 13D. Islands of bubbles flecked with dead insects mingled 
with empty beer and vodka bottles that clinked against the shallow end’s steps.
 “Looking better,” Ali said, putting down the pool skimmer he’d fashioned out 
of a window screen and broom handle.
 Sabeen stuck her tiny foot in the pool and touched a bubble island with her toe, 
leaving an indent like a small volcano.
 Ali dipped his skimmer back in and fished out a soggy, once-pink bedroom 
slipper. “We’ll get this water clean. It will be fun. An adventure.”
 “It won’t,” Sabeen said. She pulled on a string hanging from her faded Tweety 
Bird nightshirt. “And I don’t even have a swimsuit.”
 Ali rubbed the two thin scars that cut through his short-cropped beard like 
scored bread. “I told you before. This isn’t a debate.”
 Sabeen splashed her foot into the bubble island, dispersing the dead bugs back 
into the water. “If I die, you’ll have to think about how it was your fault.”
 Ali squinted into the sun slanting between Tower A and Tower C. He shielded 
his eyes as if he could see all the way to the ocean and the boat that was supposed 
to take them across it. His chest tightened.
 “Mama wouldn’t make me,” Sabeen added, looking away from her father.
 Ali’s hand returned to his scars. “Your mother isn’t here.” The last time he saw his 
wife was in a makeshift hospital room. Shrapnel travels great distances unimpeded.  
Though the bus exploded two streets away from the market where Tira was pick-
ing through a stack of still-green bananas, the rusted nail wrapped in barbed wire 
managed to reach her. But it wasn’t the bombing, nor the danger of the journey 
ahead that kept his wife from joining them—it was the man she stayed behind for. 
The man who was standing next to her in that market stall when the nail impacted 
her left shoulder. The man who brought his hands to his ears, not from the din of 
the bombing, which was loud enough to vibrate teeth, but from the unbearable 
sound that came from the woman he loved as she crumbled. The man who, in 
turn, went to his knees. The man who couldn’t look Ali in the eye when they met 
in that makeshift hospital room and who kept Ali’s wife in a war zone when Ali 
offered her a way out.
 The last they spoke, Tira told him the wound was healing, that the scar looked 
like spilt wax. Ali said he would leave her plane ticket and papers in their nightstand 
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if she changed her mind. She squeezed his hand, which was just slightly larger than 
her own, but didn’t say anything else.
 Ali told himself No, which is what he told himself when thoughts of his wife 
refused to dissipate. No.
 He looked around the courtyard for Yasir. Groups of men huddled around various  
chess matches, occasionally throwing their hands up and gesturing wildly. A cluster 
of teenagers formed a semicircle around a laptop playing American pop music. 
A boy with an oblong face and eyes the color of silt moved from group to group 
selling bottles of soda out of an ice chest hauled on a wobbly skateboard. Women 
walked in twos and threes around the perimeter of the complex, pausing every so 
often to lift their faces and feel the newly returned sun on their cheeks.
 No sign of Yasir. Ali looked at his watch.
 “Why can’t you teach me?” Sabeen asked, throwing a discarded bottle cap into 
the water.
 “I’m not a strong swimmer,” he replied.
 “But you know a little?”
 Ali held his thumb and index finger a centimeter apart.
 “Then why aren’t you taking lessons too?”
 “I will pay very close attention,” he assured her.
 “But why must it be him? He’s fat and loud and smells like lamb.”
 “That’s not reason enough—”
  “And everyone says he sells drugs.”
 Ali knelt next to Sabeen. “Because he knows how to swim. They say he was a 
champion back home.”
 Sabeen folded her arms across her chest. “I don’t believe it.”
 “Doesn’t matter.” He placed his hands on his daughter’s shoulders. “And that other  
thing. That’s a rumor. I don’t want you repeating it. Not ever. Understand?”
 Sabeen wriggled away. “I’m hungry.”
 “Do you understand?”
 She nodded. “But I’m still hungry.”
 Ali was hungry too. In the northeastern corner of the courtyard, underneath 
the shade of an overhanging sandalwood tree, several women were setting up 
their folding tables and lighting their propane stoves. With the apartment complex 
being a holding hub of sorts, some of the women made extra money by providing 
home-cooked meals: kabuli pulao, ghalieh mahi, galnish, kebab karaz—a world 
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tasting tour of the displaced. The smells of garlic and ginger and coriander soon 
filled the courtyard.
 “We’ll eat after,” Ali told his daughter, thinking of the instant noodles they’d 
have to settle for. “You can’t swim for two hours after eating anyway. Your leg will 
cramp.”
 She gave the sly half smile she inherited from her mother. “Then let’s eat now.”
 Just as Ali was about to buy Sabeen a Coke from the soda boy, Yasir ambled 
into the courtyard, waving hello to friends with one hand and hiking his pants up 
over his robust belly with the other. His belly was a status symbol of sorts, as most 
residents had lost weight since arriving. Ali was no exception. Between the stress 
of dwindling funds and waiting for the smuggler to call and say it was time, he 
too had notched additional holes in his belt. Not Yasir. Yasir had to have his pants 
taken out twice. He had “a good thing going” around the complex and had been 
living there far longer than anyone. He was a problem solver, a source of news 
from the outside, and the man to go to if you needed something—a new mattress, 
cooking oil, SIM cards, fresh yellowfin tuna, vodka. And, like the rumors Sabeen 
had heard, other things.
 As he made his way toward the pool, food vendors called out to him, offering free 
samples. A hollow-eyed woman sitting behind a table piled high with cellophane-
wrapped pastries reached out as he passed, handing him an envelope, which he 
quickly pocketed. A dough-faced man then shouted for him to join a chess match. 
Children trailed in his wake, asking for pieces of the army-issued hard candies he 
carried in his pockets. He waved to everyone—the mayor of this unofficial village.
 “Ali,” Yasir said, extending his hands.
 “Finally,” Ali replied.
 “I apologize—”
 “You’re late.”
 “There’s been a change,” Yasir continued. “I must cancel today’s lesson.”
 Ali rubbed the scars on his cheek. “We had a deal.”
 “I assure you, the deal will be honored.”
 “We shook on it.”
 Yasir plucked his linen shirt from the sweat on his belly. “Look.” He glanced down  
and noticed Sabeen for the first time, giving her a small wave. Sabeen didn’t budge. 
He turned his attention back to Ali. “What can I tell you? These aren’t the kind of 
people you cancel meetings with. I’m sorry, man, but we’ll have to start tomorrow.”
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 “We don’t have much time.”
 “Remind me. How long have you been here?”
 “Two months.”
 Yasir grinned. “You have time.”
 “He said the call could come this week.”
 Yasir chuckled. “OK, listen. I’ll give you a quick lesson before I go.”
 “That’s a start.”
 “Girl?”
 “It’s Sabeen.”
 “I once had an aunt by that name. Wonderful woman. Died of typhus.” He 
signaled for Sabeen to come closer. “Now, girl? Sabeen?”
 She stared at Yasir’s sweaty rotund belly.
 “Swimming lesson number one. Are you ready?”
 “No.”
 “Why is that?”
 “I don’t want to swim.”
 “Well good news for you then, because you won’t be swimming today. And that, 
my dear, is your first lesson.”
 “You’re not even going to get her in the water?” Ali asked.
 Yasir held up his index finger. “Swimming lesson number one: you can never 
predict when you’re going to have to swim. For instance, today you thought you 
were going to swim—”
 “No, I didn’t,” Sabeen interrupted.
 “Good. Never expect anything. One day you might think you’re going to swim 
and then you don’t. Another day, you’ll have to swim when you thought you 
wouldn’t. Always be prepared. Make sense?”
 Sabeen stared up at Yasir.
 “You’ll be a fine swimmer. I can tell already.” He tapped an imaginary watch. 
“And with that, I go.”

It was noon and the air was heavy. The humidity was like breathing through a wet 
sponge. To cool off, Ali and Sabeen sat at the pool’s edge, their feet dangling in the  
water. Bubbles from the dishwashing powder still lingered, but the pool looked con- 
siderably better than it had the day before. But like the day prior, Yasir was late.
 “Aren’t you hot?” Ali asked his daughter.
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 Sabeen had pulled her thick black hair into a ponytail and stuffed it under a 
hotel shower cap she found in the stairwell of Tower D. Sweat collected where the 
elastic met her forehead. “No,” she said.
 “It’s hotter here than we’re used to, no?” Ali exaggeratedly wiped away the sweat 
on his upper lip. “It’ll be nice to cool off in the water.”
 She itched her head. “I’m not hot.”
 Ali looked around the courtyard. Still no Yasir. “Want to play the animal game?” 
he asked.
 Sabeen lazily kicked her feet in the water. She had painted her toenails the color 
of indigestion medicine the night before they left. Now the pink paint was barely 
hanging on to the tips of her nails. “OK.”
 Ali looked to the cloudless sky, then back to Sabeen. “Got one.”
 “Does it hate swimming?”
 “Funny. No.”
 Sabeen scratched the cluster of mosquito bites above her knee. “Is it a carnivore?”
 “No.”
 “Does it live in the ocean?”
 “Yes.”
 Sabeen bit her bottom lip. “Is it a jellyfish?”
 “No.”
 “Can it cut hair?” someone behind them asked.
 “Ah!” Ali said, getting to his feet. “He arrives.”
 Yasir extended his hands again and the men shook. “Used to love that game. So 
what was it, Ali?”
 “A barnacle.”
 “Hey!” Sabeen protested.
 “But a barnacle’s not an animal,” Yasir said.
 “It is,” Ali replied.
 “No.”
 “Yes.”
 “Can’t be.”
 “It can.”
 “Does it feel pain?”
 “I don’t know.”
 “If it feels pain, it’s an animal. If not, it’s not.”
 “That’s not how it works.”
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 “If I kick a cat, would it hiss?”
 “Yes.”
 “If I kick a dog, would it whine?”
 “Yes, but—”
 “If I kick a barnacle, would it react? A tiny scream? Anything?”
 “Doesn’t matter.”
 “Who says?”
 “Science.”
 “Unconvinced.”
 Ali exhaled. “All right, well, we’re ready to start.”
 Yasir rubbed the top of his head until his salt-and-pepper hair stuck out in all 
directions. “Bring your scissors? Don’t know the last time I had a proper cut. Used 
to have that little boy who sells Cokes do it, but it always came out uneven. He 
couldn’t reach the top.”
 Ali pulled his scissors from his back pocket, feeling a jolt of happiness from 
their weight. When he sold his shop, he told his customers he was leaving to take 
care of an ailing cousin. Family, he told them. His customers nodded, thinking of 
all the people who’d left to take care of an “ailing cousin” and never came back.
 Ali often thought of his customers, especially late at night when the voices of 
men playing chess in the courtyard drifted up into his open apartment window. 
Rashid had just four hairs on his head, but a beard thicker than shag carpeting. 
Always a smile on his face, always a new joke. I met an Egyptian the other day.  
Know what he told me? He said, In my country, bear wrestling is the most popular 
sport. That’s revolting, I told him. No, he said. That’s our second most popular. There 
was Nasir, the baker with a mole-studded neck who paid for cuts in pastries: 
baklava, fried kollaj, and Sabeen’s favorite, kenafeh. And Bashar, the curly-haired 
gossip who knew everything about everyone and what he didn’t know, he made 
up. Ali wondered if Bashar’s gossip now included him. Think he’ll try by boat?  
By foot? Why’s his wife still here? How will their daughter, so young, get on without 
her—
 No, Ali told himself. No.
 Yasir clapped Ali on the back, shaking him out of it. “Almost ready,” Yasir said. 
He turned and walked over to the men playing chess and brought back a white 
plastic chair. Yasir set the chair in front of Ali, held up a finger, then walked over 
to a kerchiefed woman selling bootleg DVDs on the opposite end of the court-
yard. He said something to make her laugh, stacked her wares into a tower, and 
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whisked the red-and-white checked tablecloth out from under them. She clapped. 
Yasir returned, tying the tablecloth around his thick neck and draping it over his 
shoulders like a giant bib. “Ready.”
 “Can’t we do the lesson first?” Ali looked at Sabeen scooping water onto the hot 
concrete and drawing hearts with her finger before it dried. “She’s ready now.”
 Sabeen didn’t look up from her already half-dried hearts. “No, I’m not.”
 Yasir chuckled and took a seat. “Can’t we do both?”
 Ali gestured toward the pool. “Aren’t you going to get in?”
 “Oh, we’re not getting in today.”
 “Why not?”
 “You questioning my methods, man?”
 “No, it’s just—”
 “Trust must be established. Would you put your life in someone’s hands you 
didn’t trust?”
 “The pool’s not very deep, I don’t think—”
 “A fool could drown in a bathtub.” Yasir rocked back on his toes, the plastic 
chair squeaking. “But you don’t look like a fool, do you, girl?”
 “I’m not the fool,” Sabeen said.
 “Maybe not,” Yasir continued, “but the real question is, do you trust me?”
 She shook her head no. Yasir laughed, his belly quaking under the tablecloth. 
“See! Much work to be done. Now, Ali, you can start while I give the girl her second 
swimming lesson.”
 “Second?” Ali asked.
 “Forget already?”
 “You have to be prepared to swim,” Sabeen said.
 “Ah! See, I knew you weren’t a fool. Come. Sit.” He tapped his foot in front of 
him. Sabeen gave up on her disappearing hearts and sat cross-legged in front of 
Yasir, who held two fingers in the air. “Swimming lesson number two: swimming 
is mostly in your head.”
 “I thought it was mostly in the water,” Ali said. “At least, I used to think that.”
 “And I thought scissors were supposed to cut,” Yasir said, patting the top of his 
head. “Now, where was I?”
 “Your head,” Sabeen said.
 “Right. Swimming’s mostly in your head because your head’s the heaviest part 
of your body. Do you follow me?”
 Sabeen shrugged.
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 “So, the more you think, the heavier your head gets, and then you can’t float. 
So the goal’s to stop thinking.”
 “That doesn’t sound right.” Ali said.
 “And your scissors not clipping doesn’t sound right.” He pantomimed scissors 
cutting. “Let me explain. To swim, you must first float, and to float, you must empty 
your head to concentrate. Thoughts can be heavy. So no more thinking.”
 “No more thinking,” Sabeen repeated.
 “I don’t care if it’s about what you had for breakfast or how some boy said you 
were ugly or how your poor aunt died of typhus.”
 “I’m not ugly and my aunt died of cancer when I was four.”
 “Good, not much to think about then. But really, whatever it is, you’ve got to 
let it go.”
 Sabeen pulled her knees up under her Tweety Bird nightshirt. “Where will it go?”
 Yasir flicked his fingertips. “Away.”
 Sabeen rested her chin on her knees. “How?”
 Yasir raised his hand so Ali would stop cutting. “I think you’ll want to hear this 
too, my friend.” He cleared his throat, closed his eyes, and began breathing. Deep 
in through his nose, then out through his mouth. He continued, in and out and 
in and out. Yasir opened his eyes. “See? Easy.”
 “But you didn’t do anything,” Sabeen said.
 “That’s the trick. I did. I did something very important. Now close your eyes.” 
Sabeen looked at her father and he shrugged. She closed her eyes and Yasir started 
softly counting, “Breathe in—two, three, four. And out—two, three, four. And 
in—thoughts going. And out—thoughts floating away.”
 Sabeen opened her eyes. “Feels like what you do when you can’t fall asleep.”
 “Exactly,” Yasir said. “And again.”
 As Yasir and Sabeen emptied their heads, Ali returned to cutting, his hands 
darting in and out of Yasir’s hair like a chicken pecking for worms. It felt good to 
cut hair again. It’s how he emptied his head. Ali started working at his father’s shop 
as soon as he could hold a broom and sweep. At six, he was handing out flyers. 
At eight, he made his first cut, on a bald man clinging to a few strands lacquered 
across his scalp. Three snips and it was done: Ali was a barber. When his father 
retired, Ali took to running the business with vigor—making improvements, such 
as purchasing a chair with red vinyl covering; replacing the upside-down hand 
mirror hung on a nail with a large, rectangular mirror; and creating a window 
sign listing every haircut Ali knew and some he didn’t. Some cuts, like the “Chuck 
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Norris,” had staying power. Others, like the “Obama,” went out of fashion quickly 
and had to be renamed. Even after violence in the city escalated, Ali kept his shop 
open seven days a week. His customers braved curfews and barricaded streets to 
come. After all, Ali would joke, Hair still grows in war, does it not?
 When Ali finished, Yasir ran his fingers through his freshly shorn hair. “What 
do you think? Did Papa do a good job?”
 “He always does a good job,” Sabeen answered.
 “Well then.” Yasir stood up, brushing off the tiny hairs clinging to his neck and 
undoing the tablecloth. “That concludes our second lesson.”
 “Already?” Ali asked.
 “You’re done, are you not?” He turned to Sabeen and placed a hand on her 
shoulder. “Besides, I think the girl’s got it.”

Her new name would’ve been Meltem Bulut. Meltem meant “sea wind,” which Ali 
took as a good sign when the smuggler handed him the papers. It was a name that 
could carry them safely across the ocean. A new name for a new start. All would 
be forgiven. All would be new.
 When Tira didn’t come home after the hospital, Ali wanted to tell his daughter 
a watered-down version of the truth, but he didn’t know how. In turn, Sabeen con-
cocted her own story. She’s waiting for us. She went ahead to make our home pretty. 
And anytime these thoughts came, she clenched her fists and shut her eyes, as if the  
magic would disappear if she opened them. This was a magic Ali helped foster.
 “Are there curfews?” she asked him one night in the apartment, over another 
dinner of instant noodles.
 “Just the ones I give you.”
 “Protests?”
 “What’s to protest? Too much sun?”
 “Kids?”
 “Everywhere.”
 “Funerals?”
 “Only for people who die of old age.”
 “How much farther do we have to go?”
 Ali held up his palm. “If we’re here now,” he pointed to his wrist, “then we’re 
going way up here.” He wiggled his middle finger.
 “Where’s our old home then?”
 He closed his fist. “Not even on our map.”
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* * *
Sabeen scratched her head. “Are we getting in today?” She couldn’t find her shower 
cap so she’d worn a plastic bag tied tight with a rubber band. “The water’s still so dirty.”
 Ali slapped a mosquito off his forearm. “You’ll be swimming. Not me.”
 “Why?”
 Ali breathed in and out. The thought of his daughter in the water reminded him 
of a conversation he once had with one of his customers, Omar. He never did like 
Omar.
 “Everyone died,” Omar had told Ali. “Nothing left of the boat. Not even a splinter.”
 Ali tilted Omar’s head back and pulled his loose skin taut to shave his double 
chin. “Where did you hear this?”
 “My uncle. He knew people on a boat.”
 “Everyone has an uncle who knew someone on a boat, or in the camps, or who 
disappeared. I have four uncles like that myself.”
 Omar wiped a spot of shaving cream from his bottom lip. “They say one in five 
sinks.”
 Ali ran the razor slowly up Omar’s neck. “You could say I cut one in five cus-
tomers, but if you don’t have proof, who’d believe it?”
 “Saw it in the newspaper. Barely looked like a boat. More like an overstuffed 
dinghy.”
 “Newspaper?” Ali set his razor down. “You can’t see propaganda when it smacks 
you in the face?”
 “All I’m saying is . . . maybe if I was on my own, but not with a family.”
 Ali had wanted to ask him how he couldn’t see what a risk staying was, but 
didn’t say anything. Now, as he watched Sabeen standing next to the pool in her 
Tweety Bird nightshirt, cautiously eyeing the water below, he couldn’t pinpoint 
why he thought certain risks outweighed others.
 “My friend—” Yasir surprised them from behind. “Ready for my beard trim.”
 “Are you ready for the lesson as well?” Ali asked.
 “Of course. Today we jump right in.”
 Sabeen watched an empty cat food can with a beetle riding atop it drift into the 
pool’s nonfunctioning filter. “In?”
 “Just a little. You have to get used to the water.” He turned to Ali. “Ready?”
 Ali motioned for Yasir to take a seat. He took out the disposable razor for which 
he had traded ten packets of instant noodles—the best he could do, having left his 
straight blade behind.
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 Yasir pulled on the wiry gray hairs that extended past the bulk of his beard. 
“Not too short.” He turned his attention to Sabeen. “Now, girl, Sabeen, I want you 
to go sit on the first step there.”
 “If she’s getting in, shouldn’t you be getting in too?” Ali asked. “What if—”
 “I’m right here. Ready to spring into action if needed.” Yasir stood up. “Oh 
wait, almost forgot.” He walked over to the shaded side of the courtyard, where a 
woman wearing a New York Yankees cap cooked chicken kebabs on a small camping 
stove. The woman reached under her table, pulled out a skin-colored inner tube, 
and handed it to Yasir. “Here we go,” Yasir said, coming back to the pool with his 
arm looped through the tube. “For you, Sabeen.” He handed the tube to Sabeen 
and turned to Ali. “Traded Sima an ice chest full of frozen chicken breasts. It’s for 
hem-or-rhoids, but it will do.” He motioned for her to step through it. With a bit 
of wiggling, the tube just fit around her waist.
 “I feel so much better,” Ali said.
 Yasir ignored Ali and pointed Sabeen to the shallow end.
 Sabeen put one foot onto the first step, then hopped right out. “Too cold!”
 “Give it time,” Yasir said. “Another important lesson, don’t you think, Ali?”
 “What’s that?”
 Yasir held up three fingers. “Lesson number three: one can get used to anything. 
Isn’t that right?”
 “Perhaps,” Ali said.
 “Believe me, you can get used to anything. Just takes time. Now try it again, 
Sabeen. This time, stay in until you count to ten. And don’t forget to empty your 
thoughts first.”
 Sabeen eased herself back onto the first step, then the next step, then another, 
until she was floating with the aid of the tube in the shallow end. She counted to 
ten, then continued to thirty. “It’s not so cold now.”
 “See?” Yasir said, taking a seat for his beard trim.

Ali started suspecting Yasir didn’t know how to swim around Sabeen’s fifth lesson,  
but he held his tongue; Sabeen was coming along regardless of Yasir never having 
gotten into the pool himself. She could float, kick, and stay underwater for twenty 
seconds.
 “Look!” Sabeen shouted as she floated on her back. “No hands.”
 Yasir beamed. “You’re a tadpole on your way to becoming a catfish.”
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 Sabeen doggy-paddled over to the side of the pool and draped herself over the 
ledge. “Tadpoles turn into frogs. And catfish are ugly.”
 “Nonsense. Catfish are majestic animals. When hooked, they fight to be free 
until the very end. They never give up. Another lesson.”
 “I don’t want to be a catfish. I want to be a narwhal,” Sabeen said.
 “What’s this ‘nar whale’?” Yasir asked.
 “It’s nar-whal,” she sounded it out, “a whale with a unicorn horn.”
 “I don’t believe it.”
 “It’s true. I saw it in the in-flight magazine.”
 “What’s this ‘in-flight magazine’?”
 “The magazine they give you on the airplane. They’re endangered.”
 “The magazine or the unicorn fish?”
 Sabeen splashed Yasir’s feet. “The narwhal.”
 “Endangered just means they didn’t fight hard enough. You need to remember that  
no matter what happens, you continue to fight. No matter what. Understand?”
 Sabeen nodded and wiped away a dollop of snot hanging from her nose.
 “And I think you need to reconsider the catfish.”

Most nights, Yasir walked alone, but the night when the moon was orange and full 
and unfettered by clouds, he knocked on Ali’s door.
 “What’s wrong?” Ali asked, rubbing his eyes.
 “Nothing,” Yasir said. “Just thought I’d see if you wanted to walk with me.”
 “I was sleeping.”
 Yasir peered behind Ali, pointing to the open window. “Saw your cigarette from 
the courtyard. Don’t tell me you didn’t see the moon tonight. A moon like that 
begs to be walked under.”
 Ali had seen the moon from his perch. It was the burnt-orange color of the 
apartment complex’s ancient hallway carpeting, but up against the blackness of 
the night sky, it did beg to be walked under. “OK,” he said, gently shutting the door 
behind him and locking it. “But I can’t stay out long.”
 The night air was hot and thick. The two men walked the perimeter of the court-
yard as things were winding down: the old-timers had finished their last chess-
related arguments and gone to bed; four young men sat on the concrete wall, 
passing a paper-bagged bottle back and forth; the soda boy went from one to the 
next, trying to sell the last beer rattling around in his ice chest.
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 “Shall we sit?” Yasir asked, stopping and taking a seat in the reclinable lounge 
chair for which he’d traded the building manager a rack of lamb.
 Ali pulled a white plastic chair over. The two men looked at the quivering orange 
moon in the pool’s reflection. They were silent for a moment.
 Yasir adjusted the rusted chair. “I envy you, you know.”
 Ali traced invisible circles with the tip of his scuffed sneaker. “Can’t see why.”
 “No?”
 Ali kept his focus on his circles.
 “You have the one thing that matters,” Yasir said. “That thing that makes you 
get out of bed each day. That makes the night bearable.”
 Ali looked up to the eighth floor of Tower D. The window he smoked from was 
still open. He pictured Sabeen, sleeping on the bare, flea-ridden mattress on the 
other side of that window. An ache crept across his rib cage. “But you have a good 
thing going here,” he said. “You’ve said as much.”
 “See that?” Yasir asked, pointing to the moon’s reflection. “Beautiful, but it isn’t 
real. Something small can destroy it.” He picked up a piece of loose concrete and 
tossed it into the pool, sending ripples through the moon. He snapped his fingers. 
“Just like that.”
 They held the silence between them like tissue paper.
 Yasir looked up at the actual moon. “You’ve heard about the boats, no? What 
happens in the camps?”
 Ali swallowed. “I have to try.”
 “That’s what I’m saying. You still have to try.” He rubbed his hands on his thighs. 
“Why do you think I stay?”
 Ali wasn’t sure he wanted to know, but asked anyway. “Why?”
 There was a long pause.
 “I had a wife once too,” Yasir said. “And yes, I know of your wife.”
 “This place,” Ali said, shaking his head. “The rumors.”
 “Sabeen told me. She knows a lot, that one. And worries about you, you know.” 
Yasir pulled a flask from his jacket pocket, moonlight glinting off its side. He took 
a sip and passed it to Ali, who waved it away. “Sometimes, I’d wake up next to 
Hafa in a panic. I never had something so . . .” He trailed off, then drained the 
flask. “The women were below decks, but on the third night, she snuck up to see 
me. The water was flat and the stars seemed to melt into it. She slept against my 
shoulder, snoring a little. She’d kill me if she knew I told anyone she snored, but 
I loved it. A little whistle.” He brought the flask to his lips again, forgetting it 
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was empty. “You could see the lights on the shore—that close. Then something  
happened. The engine went silent. The captain lit something on fire for a signal. 
When the others woke, they panicked. People shifted, then the boat . . .” Yasir stood 
up and walked to the head of the pool where the missing diving board’s imprint 
was bleached into the concrete. He stretched his arms up over his head. “I know 
you think I can’t swim.”
 “I never said . . .”
 Yasir untied his shoes. He unbuttoned his shirt, undid his belt, and slipped off 
his pants. Ali looked away, but turned back when he heard a splash. Yasir swam 
from one end of the pool to the other without coming up for air. When he got to 
the middle again, he rose to the surface, and floated on his back. “To swim,” he 
said, looking up at the big orange moon. “Unlike hope, you never forget it.”

When Ali got back to his apartment, Sabeen was sitting up in bed, her face illumi-
nated by the blue light of the mobile phone the smuggler had given him. “It beeped,” 
she said.
 “When?” he asked.
 “A minute ago.” She handed it to him.
 Every night while Sabeen slept, Ali paced the apartment—exactly eleven steps 
across—smoking and visualizing what would happen when he got the smuggler’s 
call. Sometimes, he’d wake Sabeen and have her practice getting ready in a hurry 
like the bombing drills his parents had made him do as a child.
 Sabeen dressed and zipped her purple suitcase that Ali had forbid her to com-
pletely unpack since they first arrived at the apartment. “Don’t forget your raincoat,” 
he said, putting on his own.
 She was going to say it was too hot but didn’t, because her father’s face looked 
as serious as it did when he came home from the hospital without her mother. She 
put on the coat, bright yellow with tiny blue whales printed on the lining.
 “Ready?” he asked before locking the door to the apartment for the last time.
 Sabeen nodded, even though she wasn’t sure.
 In front of the apartment complex, Ali flagged down one of the ramshackle vans 
that took workers into the city each day before the sun came up. One stopped, 
packed with maids in various uniforms, heading to the hotels in the city center. A 
woman in her early fifties wearing a crisp white apron over a maroon jumper pulled 
Sabeen onto her lap to make room. The woman—the name Karina pinned to her 
chest—smiled at Ali, then nodded, then looked out the window. Ali wondered if 
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she knew, if she could feel the fear pressing down on his chest like sandbags. She 
could. They all could. And they all stared out the windows as the van rolled toward 
the city.
 Another van, white and windowless, was waiting for them in the parking garage 
they’d been directed to by the smuggler’s message. The driver, a young man wearing 
knockoff Ray-Bans and ironed jeans, dropped his cigarette as they approached. He 
extended his hand, which Ali mistook for a handshake. “Mobile,” the man said. 
Ali reached into his jacket and handed him the phone. The man pocketed it and 
flung the van door open. Inside, the occupants squinted to see who’d be joining 
them, then settled back into their shared silence. A man sat shoulder-to-shoulder 
with his three teenage sons. A young couple leaned against the back door, the man 
whispering into the woman’s ear while she stared at her sandals. A middle-aged 
woman played with the many rings on her fingers, muttering prayers. Ali helped 
Sabeen climb in. The van door slammed and everything went dark except for the 
glow of the cigarette the man shared with his sons.
 Ali thought of Yasir. Maybe someday he’d answer his smuggler’s call, if his 
smuggler still bothered calling him. Maybe they’d take another nighttime walk, 
but in a better place. Maybe he’d beat him at chess the next time around. Maybe 
he’d get the chance to thank him.
 The van’s engine started. Sabeen reached for Ali’s hand.
 “Time to empty our thoughts,” Ali said loud enough for everyone to hear. “Time 
to float.”


