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Nayara didn’t want to move. She wanted to stay in the apartment she had 
rented with her teacher’s salary, the one she had lived in for twenty years 
after her father, mother, and, finally, her brother, had died. She had been 
finding every opportunity to plead her case with Samir, the owner and land-
lord of the apartment building, who looked like he was as young as one of 
her students and lived across the town with his wife, who, in fact, had been 
at St. Anthony’s not too long ago. He was kneeling next to the kitchen stove, 
his head peering into the oven as he twisted something in the back of it with 
pliers.

“Look,” she said, stepping up close to him. “Look.” 
She held a wrinkled copy of Pakistan Times toward his ponytailed head. 
“They say that young lawyer woman is fighting to overturn the law? 

See? Here. And when the government sees sense, they have to—then no 
need to move us—people—to these, what are they calling them? Districts.” 
She made squares in the air with the newspaper.

Samir grunted at her so she turned around and sat down next to Samir’s 
wife, a small, bored woman with a face that looked like it had all the virtues 
of wax melting off a candle. She was sitting at the very edge of the white 
plastic chair, under a faded and framed print of Mary and Child, playing 
with her phone, thumbs flying over the screen. 

“It’s such a lovely building,” Nayara said. “So much history. I was think-
ing of renting one more apartment. I was thinking I could open a tuition 
center, you know, for you girls—I mean—the girls.” She waved toward the 
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window where the marble spire from St. Anthony’s Cathedral and High 
School for Girls glowed in the September sun. “I could pay more.”

The small woman did not appear interested, but Samir pulled his head 
out of the oven, alert and sharp of feature, and said, “I’ll send someone for 
that leak before the weekend.” He stood up and balanced the pliers on the 
twin stove burners. “It’s hard to keep up with these old apartments.” He 
washed his hands in the sink. “And you being retired, I can’t imagine the 
trouble.”

“I just retired,” Nayara prickled at him, “two months ago.” She rolled up 
the newspaper and pointed it at him. “I have enough saved to maintain my 
own house.”

“Aunty.” Samir took two steps across the kitchen and placed sharp, pre-
cise, fingers on his wife’s waxy shoulder. “It’s hard to live alone. And once 
the people speak up, the laws always follow. Everyone voted for the districts 
in the referendum. It has already started. The city is getting sectioned off, 
whether you like it or not. Trust me, it will be better for you if you don’t 
fight this.” 

His wife stood up and slid her phone in the pocket of her tight, ripped 
jeans.

“Besides.” Samir dropped his hand off his wife’s shoulder. “If all parts 
of the Make Lahore Great Again project get approved, the wall between 
districts will run right by here. This,” he waved his arm at her kitchen, “and 
all the other old buildings around here will have to be demolished anyway.”

“Well,” Nayara said. “I will have you know that ‘old’ means it’s sturdy, 
not that it’s time to demolish it.” She stood up. “This is my home; I’m not 
leaving.”

Samir turned on his heel and led his wife out the door.

The next morning, Nayara was up at five, showered, combed, and waiting 
by the door she had cracked open just a bit so she could see anyone passing 
in the hallway. She had a brown leather satchel on her shoulder, a worn, 
buckled thing she had used to transport notebooks and papers from school 
to home and home to school again. In the bag, beside a row of red pens 
neatly hooked into a pocket, she had a carefully folded petition that she had 
spent the better part of the last evening penning. The petition said that the 
residents of Golden Towers II believed in the building as a community and 
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objected to the displacement of any of its residents to any other parts of the 
city. If it was the people’s voice that mattered, as Samir had said, then she 
was going to make sure that hers would be louder than the rest.

Samir’s support of this whole supposed “progress” was disappointing, 
Nayara thought, for someone of his education and smarts. A betrayal, really. 
But then, wisdom wasn’t in vogue anymore.

 She slid her hand inside the bag to make sure the paper was still there. 
Under the meticulously penned paragraphs, she had lined the paper with 
three columns: Name, age, signature. The columns were sparsely populated 
since she knew only a handful of her neighbors. All the old, decent families 
had been replaced by a new crop of residents who always rushed inside 
their apartments before she could reach them in the hallways, hurrying to 
their computers, or phones, or televisions, or whatever it was that they used 
to navigate their lives. She had no idea what their lives were like. Now, she 
planned to plant herself at the front door of the building just in time for 
many of the residents to file past her on the way out toward their daily 
occupations. They would have to stop and speak to her if she stood author-
itatively in the entrance; it had worked with her students and she was sure 
it would work now.  

When the first sound of children echoed in the hallway, Nayara stood 
up. No one in the building ever seemed to be up this early anymore. She 
adjusted a scarf around her neck and peered out her front door. Near the 
stairway, a sleepy, wrinkled man was holding a metal lunch box and urging 
his two young children to follow him down the stairs. He was the newest 
addition to the top floor of the building.

“Good Morning,” Nayara said, in the brightest voice she could muster. 
The greeting echoed down the empty grey corridor. The three turned.

“Good morning,” the man responded. The children looked back at her 
with sullen faces.

“I’m your neighbor.” Nayara walked over toward them and lifted the 
flap of her bag to retrieve the list. “Miss Gonclaves. I am—was—a teacher 
at St. Anthony’s.” 

“Yes.” The man lifted his head and his mouth opened as if understand-
ing something he had been wondering about for a while. “Of course.” 

Nayara thought he looked like a fish at the end of a hook.
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“I was wondering if I may have a minute of your time.” She stepped 
closer to him.

“The government is looking to pass a new law that affects all of us.” She 
paused and tilted her head. “The Make Lahore Great Again thing.” Forty-
seven years of teaching had left her with a habit of posing her questions as 
statements. Silence, she had found, often spurred people into trying to find 
an agreeable response.

“Yes,” the man responded after a pause and then nudged his children 
toward the stairs. “Sorry, I have to drive the kids to Beacon House on the 
other side of town. It’s their first day. We don’t want to be late.”

Nayara stepped in front of him, her back to the bottom of the stairway. 
“I understand punctuality all too well, of course.” She held the paper 

in front of the man. “But this is important. Are you comfortable with these 
so-called Inspectors showing up at your door, inquiring into your personal 
business?” 

The man sniffled, then rubbed his nose with the back of his hand. 
Nayara resisted the urge to hand him the tissue that was tucked just inside 
her sleeve. 

“Would you want to move your family back to . . . ?” She raised her eye-
brows at him, unsure of where it was that he had moved from. Even though 
so many of the new residents had crawled in from less desirable parts of 
the city as rents had dropped, she thought it best to contain her judgement.

The man looked down and then around him as if he was searching for 
another exit. When Nayara did not move out of the way, he held up his 
hands as if he was expecting an attack from her. The lunch box dangled 
from his fingers.

“I don’t want any trouble, Aunty.” He shuffled sideways, his foot finding 
the first stair. “I’m sorry.” With this, and with his back against the wall, he 
quick-footed his way down the steps. His children followed after him, back-
packs bouncing on their backs.

Nayara was not disheartened. This was only the first of the building 
residents, and a new one at that. There were twelve floors, six doors on each 
floor, which made it forty-seven households, not including her. With at 
least two adults per household, and she knew there were extended families 
living in some apartments despite what the building occupancy rules stated, 
she was hoping to have the support of at least sixty or seventy people.  
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Taking care to avoid touching the walls as she would in a public rest-
room, Nayara descended the staircase, which was lit by small square sky-
lights on each landing. At this time of the morning, only the smallest bit of 
light made its way past the thick layer of grime and cobweb.  In her younger 
days, as a new teacher at St. Anthony’s, she had visited colleagues in this 
very building, impressed with how impeccable the hallways had been: shiny 
banisters, spotless landings. Even the residents would stop and pick up er-
rant remains of garbage from the stairways. 

The discipline from school and work life bleeding over into personal 
habits, she supposed. Or maybe that generation just cared more.

She had wanted nothing more than to live here. Now, chewed up wads 
of pink, yellow, and white gum stuck to the walls provided a mountainous 
landscape for roaches that had taken up residence in all the cracks they 
could find along the forgotten, once white walls. No one noticed. Nayara 
shook her head. Children had been better then: better at being clean, better 
at being quiet, better at listening. Not that she had seen any kids on bicycles 
or playing footballs on the patch of grass behind the building either. Not 
like when she had first moved in. People walked in the grass for fresh air 
back then, people talked to each other, people knew she was a teacher and 
that her parents had died. People cared. She missed the familiarity.

Nayara stopped in the small, dark foyer at the bottom floor and caught 
her breath. Samir was not wrong about the effort it took to make her way 
up and down the twelve flights of stairs. At least she no longer had to make 
the trip with biology and literature notebooks weighing her arms down.  

How could she have thought she would miss that, she thought. 
The front door to the building was permanently cracked open, and the 

spring from the arm that was supposed to swing it back into place hung 
from its sleeve, like a piece of old bone that had given way at the elbow. A 
chilly morning draft made a whistling sound through the space. Across the 
main road, at a distance from the building, St. Anthony’s shone even though 
the sky was still grey and cloudy, and the steeple bell chanted the time. Six 
o’clock. All the girls would be waking up for their first day now, full of ner-
vousness, worried about what awaited them in this new year.

It was hard to stare down the unknown, she supposed, to reset every 
September. The girls had certainly found it difficult.  She wondered if she 
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should be glad that she finally understood how they might have felt.  It was 
something to be able to understand others, wasn’t it?

Nayara shivered and looked for a place to park herself. To her left side, 
out of reach of the draft, were rows of mailboxes, open-mouthed wooden 
slots where the postman deposited mail at 11:00 a.m. each day. Fewer and 
fewer people received mail in those mailboxes anymore, and Nayara won-
dered if they didn’t trust that system, or each other. Either way, the empty 
cubes made her uncomfortable.    

She waited by the mailboxes, expecting to hear footsteps coming down 
the stairs. When a few minutes passed and her knee, increasingly rigid of 
late, ached, and her back begged to be rested, Nayara conceded that her 
wait might be a long one. She walked over to the corner under the stair-
well, to a pile of discarded furniture, castoffs from different apartments over 
the years. There were perfectly good chairs and small tables and a red sofa 
much like the one that sat in her own living room. Often, the workers Samir 
hired for bigger jobs ate their lunches and took their naps here. The corner 
smelled like sweat and pickles and fried onions.

 Nayara selected a wooden chair easy to move, and dragged it across 
the checkerboard floor to the mail slots. From here, she would be able to 
see anyone who came down the stairs and stop them before they exited the 
front door, which was in front of her. Prepared, she placed the back of the 
chair against the empty mail slots, retrieved the petition from her bag, sat 
down, and waited.

Although the chair was not comfortable, Nayara fell asleep. Even while the 
fog lifted and some of the residents of the building creaked in and out of 
the front door, letting in cold air and autumn-touched sunlight, she slept. 
Around eight, she was awoken by a touch to her shoulder.  

“Is she alive?”
Looking down at her was a young man. Nayara guessed he must be in 

his late twenties, perhaps early thirties. He had that look of seriousness that 
most young men seemed to have these days, either because they had not yet 
found their purpose in life or because their purpose required them to live 
life very earnestly. His hair was slicked back in the way of news anchors on 
the television: a shiny, coiffed helmet. His body fit inside his suit well, too, 
although she thought it too sharp, too clean, for his current surroundings. 
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His lips were thin and stern and his eyes were looking at her with concern. 
He looked ordered.

In her day she preferred a much less contained man, Nayara thought. 
She smiled at him. 

“Is she alright?” Someone spoke from behind the young man. Nayara 
leaned her head to the right to take a look. Another young man of similar 
features was standing at the end of the staircase with a black leather bag in 
one hand. From the way the sides of the bag jutted out in angles and curves, 
it looked like he was carrying tools. In his other hand, he clutched a white 
handkerchief. He was looking at her with the same concern as the other 
young man but with much less composure. Nayara thought he looked like 
a woman in distress.  

“Madam?” The young man in front of her gently squeezed her shoulder.
His feet were planted together, military style, just an inch away from 

her indelicately splayed legs. Almost between hers. She straightened herself 
quickly, grimacing against her stiff back, and gathered her heels on the bar 
under the chair, the tips of her shoes touching the ground.

“Do you know where you are?” The young man dropped his hand from 
her shoulder but stayed in front of her.

Nayara lifted her chin and ran a quick hand over her hair to make sure 
it was in place. She felt like a child who had been caught at her desk by the 
teacher, scratching her name into the wood, drawing inappropriate pictures 
of the teachers, eating. She cleared her throat.

“Hmm? What? Yes, I am quite alright.” She squeezed her knees to-
gether, pulled her leather satchel upright in her lap. She may have been 
caught sleeping in the foyer of her building but she would not have the 
young men think she was not proper.

The young man placed his hands on his knees and lowered himself so 
that his eyes were at the same level as hers.

“Do you know where you are, Mrs. . . ?” He raised his eyebrows.
“It’s Miss,” she said. “Miss Nayara. Well, Miss Gonclaves. But my stu-

dents call me Miss Nayara. It’s because most of the other teachers at the 
school are nuns and only have the one name and so, I think, most of the 
girls just naturally want to fit into that pattern. Most people want to fit into 
patterns, you see, even if the pattern doesn’t fit them.” She trailed off, then 
looked the young man up and down. “Who are you?”
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“Miss Gonclaves,” the young man repeated and offered his hand as if he 
was asking her to dance or presenting her at the school assembly.

From behind him, there was a sound of something being unzipped, and 
then the other young man spoke up and said, “Ah. Floor 12. Number 3.”

Nayara leaned her head again and frowned. “How do you know my 
address?” 

The young man on the stairs nodded his head at whatever his tapping 
was yielding on the small rectangular tablet. 

“Who are you?” She rotated herself to the left, knees together, and, still 
ignoring the hand in front of her, stood. 

The young man also straightened himself, and she noticed that even at 
her full height, she was at level with the chest pocket of his suit.  Across the 
pocket, in tiny blue thread, the initials E.C.U. were embroidered. 

Ejaz, Ehsan, Ebrahim, she listed off boy names in her head. Something 
about the straight, defined nose; the olive skin; his thick hair, so similar to 
most of the girls who had attended St. Anthony’s, was familiar. Definitely 
from Punjab, she decided. He looked like an Ebrahim to her. 

“Miss Nayara, can we help you back to your apartment?” He offered his 
arm to her and nodded at his companion, who replaced the tablet in the bag 
and turned toward the stairs, ready to walk up again. “And perhaps ask you 
some questions?”

“What time is it?” Nayara asked. She had probably missed the entire 
morning traffic through the foyer, and besides, having been caught sleeping 
in the entrance like some common worker had her feeling like she needed to 
return to the safety of her apartment to gather herself. She refused the arm 
and took a few stiff steps toward the staircase. 

“No thank you,” she told him. “I can make my own way.”
The second young man stepped aside to let her pass, and as she did, she 

saw that his pocket, too, had the same initials embroidered on it with the 
same blue thread.

How odd, she thought. And then, as another thought struck her, 
she stopped on the first step, turned around, and said, “Are you from the 
government?”

The two young men looked at each other. The one who had woken her 
up stepped closer to her and said, “Sort of, Miss Gonclaves.” He stepped 
around her and started climbing the stairs, then stopped and turned, his 
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hand on the banister. “We are from the Elderly Citizens Unit. I think it’s 
best if we speak upstairs.” 

Nayara followed the young men up the stairs and wondered if they 
could feel the sticky layer that seemed to cover the banisters permanently 
lately. She clutched her bag stiffly in front of her and breathed through her 
mouth, determined to keep pace. 

It was better to speak to them in her apartment, she told herself, be-
cause to stand in the foyer of her building and argue with kids half her age 
suited neither her inclinations nor her dignity.

As Nayara and the two young men rounded the last corner and took 
the last step into her hallway, she noticed that the door to her apartment 
was ajar. 

“Someone has been in my apartment.” Her face burned in an immedi-
ate impression of having been violated, or as if she had been assaulted. She 
panted, “Someone has broken in.” She looked from one young man to the 
other.  

 Her immediate thought: the money that she had stashed in a box of 
Cornflakes behind the refrigerator. A few years ago, after reading in the 
newspapers that the government was asking banks to report all accounts 
and earnings, she had withdrawn all her money, closed the account, and 
told the bank she was moving out of the city. Someone could have taken her 
entire life savings. She looked from one young man to the other.

The two young men studied the open door. Ebrahim walked ahead and 
peered inside.  

“There seems to be no one here.” He leaned his head into the doorway. 
“Nothing seems disturbed either, I think.”

“I locked the door when I left.” Nayara moved closer herself, her breath 
still short. The young men stood beside her but did not say anything. Young 
men these days had trouble seeing things even when they were right in front 
of their faces. 

“It was locked,” she insisted.
“Do you want us to take a look and see if anything’s missing?” Ebrahim 

asked her.
Nayara walked inside the apartment and looked around the room. She 

could walk this place with her eyes closed. To her right, behind where the 
front door swung open, was a somber picture of her parents. Next to that 
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was the entrance to the kitchen where the door had fallen off the green 
frame long ago, and she had left it, thinking she liked the light that the 
kitchen window threw into the living room in the morning. In front of 
her was the sofa, set in the middle of the room to accommodate the ceil-
ing-length bookshelf behind. A small TV stood on a side table in front of 
the sofa, the wires running across the carpet. She knew to step over them 
even without thinking. In fact, she knew every thread of every rug that was 
snagged, every stain on her mother’s lace curtains, every doily that was mis-
shapen, every cobweb that she had not been able to reach.   

She took a deep breath. Everything seemed as it had been when she 
left. And yet, convinced that someone else had come into her space, she 
thought the apartment looked different. Had that newspaper been on the 
floor when she left? Was that water she heard dripping in the kitchen sink? 
When had those walls gone from the fresh turquoise they had been to that 
shade of lichen around the school pond? Her mouth felt dry.

“I don’t know,” she said to the young men. And then, thinking of the 
money, “I need to get some water.” She set her bag down on the floor and 
walked toward the kitchen. At the entrance she stopped and pointed to the 
sofa. “If you sit down, I’ll bring you some.”

After making sure they were not following, she pretended to pick up a 
glass and walked over to the fridge which was in a corner, out of sight of the 
entrance. She reached her hand behind it carefully, feeling the back panel 
buzzing against her hand, and searched. Her fingers touched the corner 
of the cereal box, which she pulled out. On top of the box, she had laid 
old rags, a few pencils and a small notebook, some thread and a packet of 
needles. If anyone found it, they would not immediately think it the savings 
of an old woman. Relieved to find the rolls of money safe, she replaced the 
box, then filled three glasses with water, placed them on a tray, and returned 
to the living room.

“I always close the door when I leave.” She placed the tray on top of the 
TV and stood in front of the two young men. Perhaps it was a prank, one 
of the children from the building looking for entertainment.

They looked up at her from the sofa where they were both seated at 
the edge of the cushion, too large and too present for her space. Neither 
Ebrahim nor the other young man moved.

“Maybe you forgot this time,” the latter said. Nayara tried to assess  
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him. She could not place his heritage; he was entirely too fair to be from 
Punjab but his eyes were too dark to be from the North. She decided he was 
probably one of those mixed kids. His name was probably Adam.

“I have a great memory.” Nayara walked back to the kitchen and brought 
a plastic chair. “I can recite Wordsworth and Shakespeare by heart, and I 
learned that when I was fifteen.” 

She stood in front of the boys again, expecting that one of them would 
move and offer her a seat on the sofa as protocol dictated, but neither 
moved, and with a huff, she picked up a glass of water and sat down on the 
chair in front of them.

“Well, we can check,” Ebrahim said. “We can probably find security 
camera footage.”

“Security cameras? This is an old building, child.” She tried to laugh. 
“We don’t have security cameras.”

“Miss Gonclaves,” Ebrahim said. “We—the government—has cameras 
everywhere, even in old buildings. It is our duty to make sure the city is safe.”

“Cameras? Here?” Nayara felt a wave of weakness run through her 
legs. She held the glass tighter. They would have seen her then, making 
her slow way down the stairs every day, stopping to catch her breath, and 
then today—sleeping in the foyer, mouth hanging open like some common 
woman. They would have seen her weak.

“Yes, even here,” Adam said, nudged by Ebrahim. They both studied 
her intently.

“I see.” She had been seen. Year after year of students attempting to get 
a reaction from her had not managed to unnerve her like this. These young 
men would not now. She sipped her water. “You had some questions for me.”

“Oh okay. Um. We were looking at your history. Um.” Adam fidgeted 
with his lapel. 

“Please don’t say um. It reflects a lack of confidence.” She crossed her 
legs at the ankle. “And history? What history do I have?”

“Well, not history, I suppose.” Adam looked at his tablet, then at her. 
“Your records. It says here that you were born before Partition and so you 
don’t have valid birth records, you have never been married and have no 
children or next of kin, and you have no bank account?” He raised his eye-
brows at her as if he was wanting her to confirm what he was reading. “And 
we don’t know how old you are exactly.”
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Nayara felt her lips squeeze into a disapproving pout. How could any-
one but her know anything about her history? How could they know how 
much she liked to study as a child, or when she and her brother developed 
measles, or what teacher was her favorite, or what it felt like the first time 
her mother slapped her, or what her father smelled like, what grocery store 
carried her favorite imported Johnson’s baby lotion that she still used every 
night before bed, or how she felt when her fiancé died in the war in 1969, 
or what it was like to not have any family left, or what she felt sitting at her 
kitchen table and looking across at St. Anthony’s—the only place she had 
ever worked—and know that that was gone too? That was history, those 
were the things about her to know, not her public records. 

“Is that right?” she said, not being able to manage anything else.
“We need to confirm some information, Miss Nayara,” Ebrahim spoke 

up. “Birthdate, if you know it. Earnings, family medical history, things like 
that. It will help the government make a better decision on your District 
Placement, which we are prepared to assist you with today.” 

“I don’t know why I need to be giving the government any information.” 
She dropped her voice to a low, stern tone. She did not need assistance; 
she did not need anything. “I owe them nothing. They owe me nothing. 
Snatching people from their homes, putting them behind walls. This is not 
right and I don’t like it. And now, these cameras in our homes?” She bit the 
inside of her lips to stop herself from raising her voice.

Already, there were so many of these cameras. In stores. In schools. In 
streets. Even in places of worship. Everywhere she looked, there they were, 
crawling inside everyone’s lives, eyes, ears, watching. To have them here, at 
home, was too much. 

“Well.” Ebrahim leaned forward, his palms out toward her like Jesus. 
“That is the old way of thinking, Miss Gonc—Nayara. People no longer 
want to live in uncertainty, you see? No one believes in the old way of think-
ing.” He put his tablet beside him and leaned forward toward her.

“Some people still do.” She lifted her chin even higher. “It’s called 
tradition.”

“In fact,” Ebrahim ignored her and continued, “this new system is going 
to bring a lot of progress to this city and to the public. There will be new 
laws, a society that is ruled by order.” He was more animated than Nayara 
had seen him, “Under this new system, we will be able to identify the 
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problems before they happen; you will not have the kind of things that have 
been happening in the past: Bomb blasts, robberies, injustice. Everyone will 
have a place to be. Everyone will be identified, monitored. There simply 
won’t be any scope for disorder.”

His hands were moving in lines and angles, as if all that explanation 
could simply be fit in the little box he kept making in the air. She wondered 
if this is what she looked like lecturing her students.

“Imagine a world of people who know what you know, who understand 
your context, your references, your struggles. We are working hard to set up 
a world that will protect you from unknown, unwanted elements.” Ebrahim 
looked at her as if he was waiting for her to have a realization.

“And everyone in your district is like you.” Adam pitched in. “You walk 
out to your garden, and you don’t have to worry about loud kids or leering 
young men because it is filled with people just like you. And flowers. You 
like flowers?”

“I have all the plants I need right here.” Nayara pointed to the two pots 
sitting beside the bookshelf, in each a money plant vine wrapped around 
a cane bracket. She had spent a lifetime instructing young girls on how to 
protect themselves from leering men. She didn’t need safety from men at 
this age; she needed dignity. “I don’t need context.” She turned her face at an 
angle and stared at the bookshelf above their heads.

Adam and Ebrahim looked at each other, disappointed, and resumed 
their earlier positions. Adam tapped the screen of his tablet. 

“The landlord told us you might be resistant.” Ebrahim looked grave 
and disheartened. 

“I already told Samir,” Nayara said, crossing her arms and feeling some 
water from the glass splash against her side. “I don’t believe in this project. 
I’m not leaving.” She had not reorganized her books for a little while, she 
could see. She would have to fix that.

“You know each other well?” Ebrahim retrieved a phone from inside 
his jacket.

“Clearly not.” Nayara wished Samir was there so she could slap him as 
she had been able to slap her students. “Or he wouldn’t have sent you two 
here without asking me.” She looked back at the young man.

“He meant well, Miss Nayara. He is right to cooperate with the gov-
ernment.” Ebrahim gave Adam a look which made him place his tablet back 
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in the bag. “And we can’t force you to do anything you don’t want to, you 
understand?”

“Oh.” Nayara was surprised. She had been ready for a fight. “You can’t?”
“No.” He shook his head. “We are not authorized. Our metrics suggest 

that coercing people will only lead to unruly behavior following removal. 
District signup must be voluntary.”

Nayara leaned back against the chair.  “Well,” she said, “well, well, well,” 
and looked at Ebrahim, who smiled at her unexpectedly.

His smile was brief, but she was so struck by the sudden candidness of 
his face, and what he had just said, that she found herself disarmed.

“That’s great, then. I can stay here?” She fidgeted in her chair in a way 
she would have never approved of for her girls at school. 

“Yes.” He nodded. “And you can confirm that you are you are declining 
the offer to participate in voluntary transfer to an appropriate District?” He 
held the phone out toward her, indicating that she needed to speak into it. 

“Yes.” She leaned in. “I am staying in my house.” She contained a smile. 
This was too good to be true. She would have to call Samir and tell him that 
he was wrong after all. He would probably be disappointed, furious even, 
that he couldn’t have this apartment back. 

“I have lived here for a long time, you know,” she said. “This is where all 
my students know to find me.”

“Yes,” said Ebrahim, with a smile again and replaced his phone inside 
his jacket. “We see that.” 

Adam gathered up the tablets and replaced them in the black bag. “Is 
there anything else we can help you with?”

Nayara sipped her water and thought them very polite after all. Perhaps 
she had misjudged them, she thought, lumped them in with all the other 
youth. They certainly seemed to be much more reasonable than she had 
expected.  

“No.” A lightness had returned to her voice, and she stood up. “Nothing 
at all.” She took a few steps toward the door and then back toward them. 
They smiled at her.

“You look pleased,” Ebrahim said and stood.
Nayara moved closer to him and patted him on the shoulder. “Yes, I am, 

actually.” She rested her hand on his arm. “I am very pleased.” 
Ebrahim and Adam looked at each other. 
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“I misjudged you, perhaps.” Nayara dropped her hand. “Maybe I am 
getting old.” She tapped her finger on the side of her head.

“Well, thank you for dropping by.” She reached for the tray on top of 
the television.

Ebrahim moved toward her as if to stop her. “Miss Nayara. If you don’t 
mind, those banisters were pretty dirty, and my colleague here would like 
to wash his hands.”

“The banisters?” Nayara said, leaving the tray sitting, “Yes, of course 
they are.” And then propelled by the sudden feeling of generosity toward 
the young men, she said, “Yes, of course!” 

She waved toward the kitchen. “In there.” Then she called out after 
Adam as he left looking like a reluctant schoolboy, “Don’t mind the mess or 
the smell. The oven was leaking earlier. Switch is off but the smell lingers. 
No danger.” She laughed again.

Ebrahim picked up the black bag and walked over to the front door. 
Nayara followed him. 

“I can’t wait to see what Samir’s face looks like when I tell him this,” she 
said to Ebrahim. “He will be so mad.” He had been so sure, so insistent. Had 
probably already planned what to do with the apartment once she left. But 
then wasn’t that the trouble with young people these days, the cart always 
ahead of the horse.

“Yes, I imagine so,” Ebrahim said and waited with her at the front door. 
After a few minutes, Adam emerged from the kitchen and came and 

stood by Nayara. 
“Well,” Ebrahim stuck out his hand, “It was nice to meet you Miss 

Gonclaves. I will let your landlord know of our decision here.” 
She took his hand and found herself liking how warm and firm it was 

as she shook it. She smiled.
“Yes,” she said. “Thank you for coming by.” She held the door as if she 

was ushering out invited guests that she expected back the next week. It 
reminded her of old times and standing at the entrance so drunk on the 
pleasant conversation that each step only yielded a new topic that had to be 
lingered over before departure. She must have people over soon.

“Goodbye,” said the young men. “Miss Gonclaves.”
“Nayara,” she said. “Goodbye.” And watched them until they disap-

peared around the bend.
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In the evening, Nayara changed into her bedroom slippers and headed 
to the kitchen. She closed the window above the stove that she had cracked 
open in the morning to rid the kitchen of the gas smell. She opened the 
fridge and took out the small plastic containers that contained last night’s 
daal and rice. There was a small box of mango juice, left over from the good-
bye party the nuns had thrown her at school. She pulled it out and closed 
the fridge. She did not like to have sugar in the evening, but today was dif-
ferent. She could use the celebration. 

Nayara hummed to herself as she scooped the daal into a small pan 
and placed it on the stove. She was looking forward to sitting on her sofa 
and turning the TV on to ARY news. No doubt it would be disaster after 
disaster scrolling its way across the bottom of the screen. Dead politicians, 
bomb blasts, topless girls robbing people at ATM’s. It would be the same 
old thing.  The thought made her happy. 

She looked for matches to light the burners. There were none on the 
windowsill where she typically left them, right next to the soap and the 
small teacher’s day ornament some student had given her so many years ago. 
She stepped to the side of the stove and leaned in to check behind it.

There was the matchbox, sitting on top of the small red valve cocked at 
a forty-five-degree angle. She extended her hand and lifted the matchbox, 
then stopped. The smell of gas was strong behind the stove. She stood up 
and sniffed around the burners and then back around the pipe that led to 
the wall. It was still leaking, most likely. 

 She would have to let Samir hear about this in the morning, she 
thought, when she called him to gloat.  

She looked for the pliers that had been on the windowsill earlier to see 
if she could tighten the valve herself. Samir had not paid attention clearly; 
he had looked so ready to take his wife and leave. But the pliers were no lon-
ger where she had left them and she thought that perhaps she had moved 
them and not remembered. Just like the front door. Perhaps she needed to 
start writing things down. Or take one of those memory workshops that 
she kept seeing advertised at the supermarket. And vitamins. She could 
take vitamins for memory. Or she could try homeopathy. But there was 
plenty of time to make plans. Tomorrow.

In the living room, the phone rang. Nayara did not like to be interrupted 
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while she ate and so she listened to it ring seven, eight times, till it was quiet. 
She placed the pan on top of the burner and slid open the matchbox.

She felt like a renovation. Tomorrow, she would make a list of all the 
things to be repaired around the apartment: the stove would be fixed, she 
would find someone to paint the walls a new color, yellow maybe. She would 
start tutoring sessions in her living room. Tomorrow, she would plan.

 She struck a match against the strip on the side of the matchbox. It 
fizzled. Hesitated. And then burned.


