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The following interviews were carried out with individuals close to the people or events described therein. Certain interviews were translated from Pashto and Dari as true to the original language and meaning as possible. In case of discrepancy, the Pashto or Dari original will prevail.

The views and opinions expressed are those of the speaker or, in certain instances, the people for whom they have been authorized to speak. These accounts are presented here in their entirety. They have not been edited in the interests of brevity, grammar, or clarity.

Senior investigators from the law enforcement departments of Fairfax County, Virginia, and Fulton County, New York, declined to participate, citing the open nature of the investigation.




The Hour



Qandi Gul

SHARAF FAMILY FRIEND

. . . And our eyes fell on the children. Little flowers born in war and grown in war, who of all the world knew only the things war brought and the things it took. Then we said: God, You have brought this on our heads and made us endure and we have endured. In Your great wrath at we know not what sins of ours, You have doomed this dirt and turned it into a graveyard for the living and the dead. But even You—even You have no right to these children.

So we fled. Leaving all. The bones of our mothers and fathers. Home. Honor. Hope. Sister away from sister. Brother from brother. Our people blown like ash to the four corners of the earth. Barbad barbad. Some of us, by what hand of fate, brought here. To this strange country that before the wars came we had never even seen in a dream of a dream of a dream. . . .



August 30

Margaret Hoffman

FORMER SHARAF FAMILY NEIGHBOR

I remember it clear as yesterday.

I was up with the birds, like always, puttering around the yard all morning, trying to get at the crabgrass before it got too hot out. We have someone who comes in every week to take care of the lawn and flowers and things, but in the summer the crabgrass shoots up like fire. Leave it alone for even a couple of days and just the one little spot’ll send off a zillion seeds. Ruins the whole yard before you can say go.

James doesn’t understand why I bother. He’s always saying we should just nuke the whole thing and start over. But all it needs is a little patience and effort. It’s a shallow grass and pulls out easy, and the whole trick is to scuff it up and lay down a bit of bark or pine straw where it used to be. Cut off its light and it’s gone for good.

I remember I was out there a little longer than usual that day. We were having a big cookout over the weekend and I wanted everything looking nice and neat. It was about midmorning by the time I finished up with all the weeding and watering, and after I turned the sprinklers off I went around and gave everything a once-over, you know, just checking the nets for critters and the leaves for beetles and mites.

It was already broiling out. All summer long, we’d had the most glorious weather—warm, sunny days and clear, cool nights. But toward the end of August it just started burning up. It hadn’t dipped below a hundred in a week straight, and they were blaring heat wave warnings day and night, going on about it being the hottest August in Fairfax since God knows when.

Well, my knees were starting to act up and I was more than ready to call it a day, but the hydrangeas had come in so gorgeous, I wanted to get some for the house before I went in. So I got my clippers and a little bucket of water and came around front. That’s when I saw them, right there across the street.

The two older kids were out in the driveway with their dad. There was a heap of bags just sitting there, and it looked like the kids were helping him fit everything into the trunk. The little ones were chasing each other around the yard, shouting their heads off and having the time of their lives, from the sound of it. And mom—she was just standing at the front door, talking on the phone. She saw me and waved and I waved back.

To be honest I didn’t really pay much attention to them after that. I just wanted to get the heck out of the sun and put my feet up with something cool to drink. I cut a few bunches of flowers as quick as I could and went on inside.

It was about half an hour later when I came back out to check the mailbox. And by then they were all gone.



Ustad Khairyar

SHARAF FAMILY FRIEND

That was in ’97 or ’98 when they came. In the winter.

One day we heard there was a new family in Arlington, a man and his wife and little son, come just a few days before, who didn’t have anyone here.

By that time, those of us who fled in those first years after the Russians invaded had been here for sixteen, seventeen years already. We’d made a little community. People of our own we could sit and stand and come and go with.

It’s true they were strangers to us and we to them. But that didn’t mean anything. Those of us who came before always tried to help the new ones any way we could. Because even if we lived here a hundred years more, we could never forget how those first times were like Judgment Day itself. How it wasn’t like coming to a new country but to a whole new world, and coming to it like penniless deaf-mutes at that.

If nothing else they were our people. Our fathers and grandfathers were buried under the same black soil. That was enough.



Aziza Popal

SHARAF FAMILY FRIEND

We women called each other and divided the cooking amongst ourselves so we could take them dinner that very day.

Early in the afternoon it started to snow, flakes as big as my hand, and by evening the roads were in a bad situation. Everywhere on the way there were accidents and the police. We were all in some six or seven cars, one behind the other, and the snow made us so slow it was black night by the time we reached there.

He opened the door to our knock and she was standing there behind him, both their mouths open and their eyes big, haq ow paq to see us, some twenty or thirty strangers crowded in the hall. Ustad said, “Countryman, put your shoes and coat on and come help us bring in the food. And sister, I hope to God your house is clean because we’ve brought the women and you know how they like to talk.”

Then he came out, barefoot, and took Ustad’s arm—not his hand but his whole arm, like a child—and she started crying like her heart had just burst.



Asma Sarwary

SHARAF FAMILY FRIEND

They didn’t have anything. Not a splinter to call their own. They came at a bad time, just before Christmas, when all the refugee offices were closed for the holidays, and the caseworker told them to make do until they could see about everything in the New Year.

They were in a small one-bedroom apartment in one of those old low-rise buildings. On one side of the living room suitcases were stacked on top of each other and covered with a bedsheet, and on the other side blankets were folded on the bare floor where they sat and slept. In the kitchen there were just some few cups and plates and bowls and a little pot they were using to boil the water for tea.

When we saw how it was we called every Afghan in the county. The very next day people started bringing whatever they did or didn’t have from their own homes. Boxes and boxes of pots and pans and dishes. Mattresses and blankets and pillows. Farid brought an old television and VCR. Zarghoona gave them a little round dining table with four chairs. And Halima had just bought a whole new furniture set for her salon, and when it came she paid for a truck and sent them all the old things. Two nice black leather couches, a red Turkish carpet, and a beautiful glass coffee table. Soon the apartment was so full you couldn’t turn around in it.

We also put money together and bought them a month’s worth of groceries. Big big sacks of flour, sugar, rice, onions, potatoes, red beans, and black and green tea. Kilos and kilos of lamb and chicken and kofta. A ten-gallon tin of oil.

Even after all that there was a pretty amount left over, so Aziza and I went to the K-mart and bought them a stroller for the boy and a microwave and a nice big silver kettle that whistled when the water boiled.

You won’t believe it, but years and years later, when the children were all grown and our hair was half white, I would go visit, and Maryam would make tea with that same kettle. And it was still like new! Not a scratch on it. Things in those days were just of a different quality. Not like these cheap, two-dollar things of today and tomorrow. But we always used to laugh about it, about how that kettle was going to outlive us all.



August 30

Kalyani Nageshvara

SALES ASSOCIATE, PEOPLES DRUG

The police take my everything. My name, my address, my phone number. They write all. How long I been working here, what time I’m working, where I’m working before.

They say, “Tell to us everything.”

I say, “What everything?”

They say, “What they did? What they said? Are they happy? Are they sad?”

I say, “My God, sirs, please. I don’t know all these things. How I can know all these things? This is bigger store, isn’t it? People are coming, people are going. Too many people. How I can remember then what everyone is doing? If they are laughing or talking or crying?”

I tell them only like I know.

That time in the morning it’s quiet. Just some few people waiting in back in pharmacy for medications. I’m putting the things for special sale for the holiday on the front shelf like my boss, Mr. Carboni, he told me. Jorge and Eddie are working too, but they’re in back. Only me I’m in front.

I didn’t see them first, because the door is on my back, but I hear shouting so loud so loud I get scared, you know, I say my God what happened? Then I see, I say oh these are just children. A girl and a boy, maybe just a little smaller than my sons, six and seven, like that. The little boy, he’s wearing the Spider-Man T-shirt just like my sons. Then one tall girl she’s coming after them with the long long hairs and the big big eyes and doing too much fashion. There’s a bigger boy with her too. He has the same eyes like her, but he’s not the same beautiful like that.

Then fast fast they’re running everywhere in the store shouting, “Get this one! Get that one!” I don’t know how long. Maybe five, maybe ten minutes. Not long time. When they finished I come to the checkout.

After, when the police are coming to ask from me so many questions like I tell you, I read the store receipt copy so many times like I’m studying for my matriculation exam. I say maybe I remember something then. Maybe I know then what they want I should say. Believe me, until today that receipt is copied on my mind. Water, Coca-Colas, Dr Peppers, apple juice, cranberry juice, chips, pretzels, gold fishes, Pop-Tarts, oatmeal cookies, gummy worms, water-gun toys, filmi star magazines, nail polish, mascara, and sun-screening cream.

I’m scanning and scanning and then the older girl she say, “Oh, we forget the less-salt crackers for Mummy.” She’s running after it and the older boy he say, “Hurry up.” Then they pay and take all the bags. The little boy and girl they say so cute, “Thank you, thank you, have a nice day,” and I laugh and say the same like that to them. Then they go fast fast just like they came.

I tell them everything just like that.

But then they say, “What else? Think more. Maybe you see something or hear something that you don’t know you see it and hear it. It’s too much important. If you want to help us then you should remember.”

But how I can see something I don’t see it? How I can hear something I don’t hear it?

Then all the nights I’m not sleeping. All the days I’m not eating. My clothes are becoming too loose. I wish I never see those children in my life. Like a big rock it’s sitting here on my heart. Sometimes I can’t breathe. I say my God my God what they want from me? Maybe they take me out from my job because I’m not remembering properly. Maybe they put me in the jail because they think me I know something and I’m not saying. Maybe they even think me I did something and they take us out from this country.

Every minute I’m thinking now they coming for me. Every time the doorbell is ring, my heart it’s stopped. I show my husband where I’m keeping just some little money for emergency in ziplock in the freezer, and I take my gold set and my bangles to my friend’s house so she can keep it for my sons.

I’m waiting like that for so many days and my blood pressure is becoming too high and sometimes I feel like the needles is coming in my heart. Then one day I just come to my boss Mr. Carboni and I cry.

I say, “Sir, please. Every day I’m coming one and half hours in the bus and I’m going back the same at night. I never take day off even if I’m sick. My mother she died and on the second day I came to work. Only for my children. You know I’m working hard only for them. That’s why I’m not wasting the time looking to every one customer to see what he is doing and saying. Only I’m watching them if they look poor like a thief, like you say. Please sir. Don’t let the police they do something to me.”

He say, “Okay, okay, Kaly. It’s okay. There’s no problem for you. Forget all these things. You just do your work good like always you do it and forget that all. Just forget that.”

He say like this, but still I’m scared. I say maybe they told him say like this to make a trick on me. But then he say they know I’m only saying the truth because they see it in the camera video. That’s why they don’t come back to ask me again.

Now every day when I come to work I see the outside camera I say thanks God. I see the inside camera I say thanks God. Even I’m not at work and I see camera at bank and grocery, I’m saying always thanks God.

One time my littler son he ask me, “Why you always saying like that, Mummy?”

I say, “Because even we don’t know it, but always always God is watching on us.”



Saif Anwari

SHARAF FAMILY FRIEND

He didn’t want to drive a taxi. That was the whole word. Bass.

He said, “There’s nothing in it. A man gets in a taxi, and he never gets out. I need to do something for my family.”

We tried to make him understand. To reason with him. We said, “What else do you think you can do for them, brother? Have you studied here? Other than a hi-bye-yes-no, do you know the tongue? Listen to us. We’ve lived here a long time. We know. There are two ways open to you. You can break your back working like a dog forty hours a week at the Walmart Malmart and then work forty hours more for cash doing some pizza mizza delivery, and at the end of the month have just enough in your pocket not to die. Or you can drive a taxi.

“We’re not saying the taxi is easy. Twelve hours a day in a taxi is going to twist your spine and rip you in two. It’s going to turn your heart from life itself. But what’s the choice? For people like us, it’s the only thing here to give our families bread and still have something left to put aside for a good or bad day.”

We said, “Who doesn’t do it? Look at Hikmat Popal. His father was the king’s ambassador to Japan. Look at Doctor Arif. Before the Russians came, he was head of surgery at the biggest hospital in Kabul. There’s Ustad Sirat. He studied on scholarship in Austria and wrote four books of poetry so beautiful it makes grown men cry. But what does that mean here? Not as much as a dog’s fart. A dog’s fart, brother, not even a man’s. So we all lower our heads and do what we need to do.”

But who were you telling? Our tongues sprouted hair trying to convince him, but he sat there with that big, ugly slab of a face so stiff and sour you’d think he was doing us a favor by even listening. Like we were forcing him to it so he could fill our pockets and not his own. As if he was the son of King Zahir Shah himself and not the son of some bricklayer, without an ABC in his head or a red cent in his pocket.

But the new ones are all like that. Without exception. They come here seeing big big dreams. They think all they need to do is roll up their sleeves and sweep the green green dollars in from the streets. But in very little time they all fall from the sky.

So we said our necks are free before God. We did our duty. If he’s a small fool, he’ll come to the right road himself soon enough. If he’s a big one, then nothing we say will change him. In the end, he’s a man to himself. It’s like you people always say: This is a free country. So we said let him be free.



Ustad Khairyar

SHARAF FAMILY FRIEND

Many people soured on him after that. They said he was nothing but an arrogant donkey. But to me it didn’t matter what he would or wouldn’t do. My thinking was that nothing came out of our pockets either way, so why be offended?

The true word was that when you sat and really talked with him you could see he had a very big heart. Very open. Very simple. I don’t mean stupid. He was far, far from stupid. Just how far we didn’t understand until years and years later. I mean only that there were no politics in him. Whatever he felt, he said. You know, our people have a very bad habit. When you ask a man what he had for breakfast, and he had milk, he’ll say he had eggs just because he thinks there’s something in keeping even that from you. But Sharaf would tell you anything. Even things other men would be ashamed of or hide. Masalan, he never tried to lie about his people or his lack of education. It’s true we would have known from the way he stood and sat and talked, but that hasn’t stopped every farmer’s son you meet here from telling you that in Kabul his father was a minister of state. You had to give him credit for that.

The big problem with Sharaf—the entire issue—was that he wanted to swallow the whole world in one gulp, and he thought all he had to do was figure out how to open his mouth wide enough.



August 30

Jay Chapman Jr.

PROPRIETOR, THE TWILIGHT DINER

We’re one of the first few exits after a good long stretch of I-86, so we always have people passing through for gas or a bite to eat, usually folks coming or going from camping and fishing or whatnot. But a few years ago some fellow hiking one of the mountain trails swore up and down on his nana’s grave that he’d come face-to-face with Bigfoot. Not only did he live to tell the tale, he had a few fuzzy-looking pictures of it he took while running away.

Well, sure enough, next thing you know, folks started seeing it everywhere. It was peeking through their windows at night and stalking deer hunters out at Marsh Creek and rummaging through the canned preserves on Mrs. Hamilton’s porch early one morning before she scared it away with an air horn. And that’s not even talking about all the unearthly screams everyone started hearing late at night and the poor cats and dogs spooked for no other reason anyone could think of.

But that’s just human nature, people being sheep and all. It would have died out soon enough, the way these things do, if it weren’t for someone with too much time and money who decided to put a bounty on the thing—fifty thousand stiff, a hundred thousand for a heartbeat.

That’s when the loonies invaded. All ages, all kinds, from all over. Dressed like trees and bushes, with night-vision goggles and recordings of Bigfoot mating calls to make it all romantic.

One of them showed me these bullets he had custom-made—said they were some special alloy mixed with liquid nicotine, so all he had to do was just nick the thing and yell timber. There was even a husband and wife who’d been chasing Bigfeet across the world for fifteen years, and a professor from an honest-to-God university.

What do I think? I think anyone with one good eye and half the sense and gray matter God gave them can see there isn’t anything in those pictures except a half-rotten tree trunk. The lightning from the big storms cracks them into spooky shapes and the wind and rain do the rest. But I’ve been around long enough to know you need to let people find their pleasures where they can, and if that’s in God, Buddha, or a big hairy monster, who am I to judge? Especially when we had to hire three new people to take care of the rush, and there was a line out the door from opening to closing.

Even now, with mostly just the diehards poking around and normal folks coming through to buy souvenirs and take pictures with the life-sized Bigfoot replica at our little Sasquatch Museum, business is good. And no one around here, including yours truly, has a hankering to look that gift foot in the mouth. Now that’s not to say evil doesn’t lurk in these woods—I’d bet for a fact it does—but for my money, I’d say it takes human form.

All that just to say, who’s looking twice around here when a few kids and their parents come walking through the door? The only reason I remembered them so well was ’cause it was so quiet. I can’t say exactly when, but it was somewhere between two, when the last of the last of the lunchtime stragglers move on, and five, when the early supper rush gets going.

There were still some of the regular old loners whiling away a summer afternoon with the paper and some coffee and pie. For service it was just me, the cook, a dishwasher, and one girl. Liz was at home with some kind of summer cold, and the second shift staff don’t come in until a quarter to five.

When they walked in, Katie was busy at another table, so I grabbed a pitcher of ice water and some menus and went over myself. They’d already sat themselves down at one of the booths up front there next to the big windows, and seemed excited about the view, taking pictures of the mountains and all. On a hot clear afternoon like that you can see them running a long way off into the haze. Green and then blue and then almost black. You live around something day in and out you get pretty used to it, but to out-of-towners it’s something else. A real postcard view, Liz calls it.

I was pouring their waters and I said, “Is this you alls’ first time seeing the Alleghenies?”

The older girl and the little boy were taking funny pictures of themselves against the window, sticking their tongues out and crossing their eyes, and they stopped and stared at me like I was talking Martian. She said, “Seeing the what?”

I explained they were looking at part of the Allegheny Mountain Range, which is part of the Appalachians, but they didn’t seem all that excited about a free geography lesson.

The man took glasses out of his shirt pocket to look at the menu. He said, “What do you recommend for us, sir?”

He had a pretty heavy accent. I would’ve asked him where they were from—just out of pure curiosity—but Liz tells me that’s not considered polite anymore. So I just said our country-fried steak and garlic mashed potatoes with biscuits and gravy had people coming back from across state lines, but you couldn’t go wrong with the deluxe burger either. That’s a half-pound patty topped with white cheddar, onion rings, pulled pork, pickles, and camp slaw on a grilled honey roll. He asked if we could leave the pork off it, and I said that wouldn’t be a problem. I suggested our mac and cheese for the little ones, and he said that was fine. The older boy was so busy watching something on his phone with his ears plugged up that his mother had to reach over and touch his arm to get him to order.

André looked a little nervous when I went back and gave him their orders. He was in training back then and all alone until the supper shift, but I told him it was fine, to just take his time and do it all up right. We don’t promise quick. We promise quality.

I helped Katie carry their plates out when everything was ready. One thing I really remember, because it stood out so much, is that as soon as we put the food down, the kids all tucked their gadgets away without being asked. Things like that is how you can tell parents have done their job right. You know, doing what we do, we see more kids than most folks, and it makes the hair stand straight up on your head to see some of them unholy terrors. Anyone can be a parent. If you really think about it, it’s a scary thought. Scarier than any eight-foot monster running around the woods.

A little bit later the plumber came by and I went back to the kitchen with him. We were there for a while and when I came back out the booth was empty, but there was a stuffed dinosaur the little girl had been playing with lying under the table.

I caught them just as they were pulling out of the lot. The lady was real happy to see me.

She said, “I don’t know what we would have done. She won’t sleep without it.” She tried to get a thank-you out of the little one, but she just hid her face behind her pal.

Before I went back in I looked at their plates. Sheer habit. Liz and I have had this game going for years where we try to spot plates from as far from Pennsylvania as possible. Whoever wins gets off garbage duty that day. The farthest I’ve ever spotted is Hawaii, but she’s seen some doozies. The Northwest Territories, Alaska, even Mexico.

Virginia plates aren’t anything special out here, though. A dime a dozen.



Aziza Popal

SHARAF FAMILY FRIEND

She wasn’t a beautiful woman. Not ugly—but not beautiful. Dark, small small eyes, a nose like a turnip, sunspots on her face. But she was a very nice woman. So good-natured, so sweet. Always happy, always laughing. Never a bad thing to say to anyone. From the beginning we all liked her.

She had quality and education too. It showed from the way she talked. Like from a book. Always polite. Always soft. “I’m sorry, sister, can I trouble you to give me that cup?” or “Please excuse me for sitting with my back to you.” Never anything chatee mattee. Never loud or stupid or vulgar. Some women open their mouths and in two words you know they’re from the village and have never seen a school door. Milking cows and making dung patties one day and sitting in America the next. Truly, for some people the war was a great blessing.

But with her we could see very quickly that she was . . . how can I say . . . from better people than him. Even before she told us her people were Ahmadzais and her father had been an engineer who had worked with the Americans in building roads all through the country during the king’s reign. Ahmadzais are a very respectable tribe. Very accomplished, learned people.

Him? May my neck close before God if I know even now what he was. Some said his people were from some northern province where his father was a sharecropper. Others said they were from the wild mountain people that came down into the cities during the war, and his father had been a bricklayer in Kabul.

Not that there’s anything wrong in that. We’re all God’s people. All made and born the same. All going back to the same dirt. And he was a nice man. A very nice man. For her, a wonderful husband. He treated her with such respect. Always helping her in the house and with the children. With none of the choong choong nagging and sourness of other men. They were very happy together.

But still . . . you could see he had no schooling, no manners. Just how he talked—it was like he was barking at you, his spit flying everywhere. How are you, sister? How’s your health? Whap whap whap. Whap whap whap. And in the middle of a room full of people he would sit there scratching himself like it was nothing at all. When I tell you we women didn’t know where to look for shame!

I remember one day, all of us—some twenty, thirty families—went to the beach to have a picnic and spend the day by the sea. After lunch we were drinking tea and I looked to where the men were sitting and saw him tear a loose thread from his pants and clean his teeth with it. . . .

But then that was the tragedy of so many girls from good families after the Russians came and the fighting started. Millions on millions of people fleeing, rockets falling on our heads, the whole country boiling in blood. So who was thinking of marriage? The girls who were ready to be married had no men to marry them. The old ways were all lost. There was no more asking whose daughter am I and whose son are you? In those years a girl had to take whoever asked for her or sit in her father’s house an old maid and have her head go white.

My own cousin married her father’s gardener. Just imagine. The gardener. A sooty, greasy boy from the village. And she a jewel of a girl, so beautiful you could see the dew shining on her neck. The daughter of a judge. Graduated from the university with a degree in literature. All turned to dirt.

It was a common story. Girls like flowers married to butchers, vegetable sellers, barbers. Given hand in hand to men that before the war they wouldn’t have let carry their corpses. . . .



Torpekey Rasul

SHARAF FAMILY FRIEND

Maryam kept a very nice, neat home. Whenever you walked into their apartment, day or night, it was as clean as glass. That’s not an easy thing in such a small space with little children, but there was never anything out of place. Not a speck of dust anywhere.

She kept the children the same way. Fresh and combed, their clothes so new you’d never believe they were all from the Goodwill and yard sales.

In those first years she had just the two. If I remember right, Omer was two or three when they first came, and Zorah was born the year after. Maryam always joked and said, “This one is my Afghan baby and this one my American baby.”

Omer was so beautiful then. He had big black eyes and thick black hair in curly curly rings around a face as round and white as a cookie. But Zorah was an ugly child. She had a small, thin, yellow face, like a lizard, and was bones and bones all over. Maryam was at her wits’ end with her because she wouldn’t eat. She was one of those picky, difficult children. From morning until night, Maryam chased her around with spoons full of food, begging her to take a bite. The poor woman tried every trick we told her, took her from doctor to doctor, but nothing worked. The only thing she ever wanted was chocolate milk.

They were both very well-behaved children. They never fought or hit each other like ours did. When she said they could have only one piece of candy, that’s all they took. We had to drag our children from the park screaming like animals, but she would call them to her and say, “We’re leaving now because Baba is coming home soon and he’ll be sad if we’re not there,” and that was enough. Quietly they’d take her hands and go.

I remember how dead Omer was over that girl, even when they were that small. Whenever we said, “Omer, whose baby is that?” he looked at us with thunder on his little face and said, “That’s my baby!” Shaqilah had only boys, and whenever she joked she was going to take Zorah home because she wanted a daughter, he would start crying. “She’s not yours! She’s my baby! She’s my baby!” He followed Zorah all around the playground like a bodyguard. You won’t believe it, but whenever she went on the slide, he stood at the top and wouldn’t let any of the other children go until she was all the way down, so they wouldn’t hurt her. We laughed, but it was such a sweet thing to see, that kind of love in a small boy for his baby sister.



Carol Edmonton

FIRST GRADE TEACHER, ENTERPRISE ELEMENTARY SCHOOL

Omer and Zorah were both in my first grade homeroom—Omer first and Zorah a few years later. When I think about them, I just remember these wonderful, wonderful kids. Bright, happy, eager to learn. A real joy to teach.

Omer was quieter and more sensitive. Very thoughtful for a child. You really had to coax him out of his shell. But once he was settled in and comfortable, his little personality came shining through. Zorah was the polar opposite. A little ball of energy from the first day of school when she bounced into class holding her mom’s hand and told me she had a secret dance move, but she could only show it to me in private. For the rest of the year she always had a new, secret dance move, and she’d bring it out whenever it struck her fancy. Irrepressible is the word that comes to mind when I think about her. A real chatterbox. I remember no matter who I sat her next to, they’d be her new best friend in an hour, and from there it was just socializing and giggling all day long.

I got to see their mom quite a bit. For both their years she came in whenever I needed parent volunteers, no matter if it was to cut hundreds of hearts out of red and pink construction paper for Valentine’s Day or to help supervise when we made gingerbread houses for Christmas. She was always saying, “I’m sorry madame, but my English isn’t good. Maybe sometimes you don’t understand me.” And I always said, “What on earth are you talking about? Your English is great! You speak it even better than some people who were born here, let me tell you.” She was a very shy, very sweet lady. Very devoted as a mother.

For their birthdays, I remember Mom and Dad both came to class with cake and treats to have a little party. Usually, you know, it was just the moms who came in while the dads were off at work, but he came by in the middle of the day and sang “Happy Birthday” and played silly games with the kids like there was no other place he’d rather be.

I thought it was marvelous, both parents being so involved like that.
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Sara Bashar

COUSIN OF MARYAM SHARAF’S

Maryam and I weren’t like cousin and cousin. I didn’t have a sister and she didn’t have a sister, but in each other we never felt the lack. There are my brothers, and God above knows I love them more than they deserve, but Maryam was a piece of my own heart.

We talked every single day, even if just for a few minutes. The kids did this and that . . . we bought a new carpet for the salon . . . what should I make for dinner . . . just the way women talk, about everything and nothing. If we were too busy during the day we talked at night, after the kids went to sleep, drinking tea and gossiping until it was so late Omid would say, “For God’s sake, Sara, even the poor phone is tired by now.”

So on that Friday when I woke up and saw she’d called me two times that morning I didn’t think anything of it. We’re three hours earlier than them here in California, and if the baby was up early we’d talk while I fed him and she got breakfast ready for the kids.

Normally I would call her back as soon as I found a few minutes. But we were out running errands all day and then had guests that night so I didn’t get the chance.

On Saturday I called her just a little while after I woke up, but there was no answer. A few hours passed and I tried again and left her a voicemail to call me when she could. It wasn’t like her to not call back, even if just to tell me she was busy, and my heart was beginning to be a little uneasy when the phone rang.

She said, “I’m so sorry, Sara. We were sleeping and I just saw your calls. We came to Niagara Falls yesterday but reached here so late. Then we went to dinner and to see the fireworks and by the time we came back to the hotel it was almost two o’clock. So we all slept until late today.”

I said, “What kind of people are you? I was starting to worry. You should have at least told me you were going when we talked on Thursday.”

She said, “But we only decided at the last minute. On Thursday night when Sharaf came home from work the kids told him it wasn’t fair we didn’t go anywhere this summer, so he said we could at least go to Niagara Falls for a night. We left in such a hurry you won’t even believe it. I forgot my pills for my stomach and Sharaf forgot his charger. He had to buy another one here last night. But that’s why I called you yesterday morning, to tell you before we left.”

She said something else, but I couldn’t hear because the kids were shouting in the back.

I said, “What are they fighting about now?”

“They’re not fighting,” she said. “I won’t let them go on the boat, so now they’re begging their father.”

I said, “For God’s sake, Maryam, let them have some fun at least.”

She said, “If you could see the boats, Sara, they look a hundred years old. And they go so close to the Falls. It’s too dangerous.”

I said, “Yes, they’re not too dangerous for everyone else, but you people are the only ones in the world with children so they’re too dangerous for you.”

She laughed and said, “Yes, it’s just like that. You talk so big big now because yours are still little and they do everything you say. When they’re older we’ll talk again. But Sharaf is just teasing them. He’ll let them go.”

I heard Laylee say, “Mummy, ask Khala Sara when she’s coming again so I can play with the baby.”

Maryam said, “Sara, we’re in the hotel lobby now and it’s too many people here and too loud. We’re going for lunch soon. I’ll call you tonight, when we’re driving back.”

“Listen,” I said. “You don’t need to call me tonight. Just enjoy this time with your family. You don’t go on vacation every day.”

She said, “It’s such a beautiful place, Sara. I just wish you all were here with us too.”

I said, “For God’s sake, Maryam, you always talk like there’s no tomorrow. What’s the issue?

“Next time we come to visit we’ll all go again, together.”



Ustad Khairyar

SHARAF FAMILY FRIEND

In those first years many of us still had hope that peace would come and we would return to our own land. Each night we sat holding our ears to the radio, listening to the BBC and Voice of America, waiting for them to announce it. Each night we sat down with new hope, and each night we turned the radio off and said maybe, if God only wills it, tomorrow.

But we were just fooling ourselves. One year turned to five turned to ten. The children we brought here in our arms grew taller than us and walked these streets like this was their father’s own country. We still listened to the radio every night, but now just from habit. We knew then peace was just a dream. It wouldn’t come in our lifetimes, maybe even never, and we would all be buried under this foreign soil.

What was left to do? The world moves forward, and we moved forward with it. We began to build lives here. We learned the tongue. We worked and little by little saved money. When we had enough for a down payment, we bought houses and moved our families far away from the old apartment complexes that year by year were becoming more and more dangerous.

Most of us bought in the new developments in Fairfax and Woodbridge. New houses built on wide empty space and fresh black dirt, like at the very edge of the known world. All of them the same. Two levels with a salon, a family room with a fireplace, four bedrooms, and two and a half bathrooms. Big green yards where the children played free. High decks in the back where we sat drinking tea and looking out at our own flowers and trees. Not just the houses but everything else new too. New streets and new schools and new shopping centers. Everything like it had just been taken out of tissue paper. Even the sun and sky.

People who couldn’t buy houses yet were at least buying new cars—eating better—wearing better—talking with the confidence of new prosperity and men who have a little something in the bank. Everyone in our little community was moving forward.

Everyone except Sharaf.

They were still in that one-room apartment in Arlington. Driving around in that used Corolla that was only held together by God’s mercy











Mohsin Rahmanzay












Farid Wardak









Torpekey Rasul














Fiona Dressler

















Dr. Atiq Sakhizada

























Noorya Siddiqi










Derrell Foster















Ustad Khairyar















Mohsin Rahmanzay











Nader Khan





Tim Ashburn



















Fiona Dressler


























Joan Reimann

























Galen Porter





































Ustad Khairyar









Noorya Siddiqi













Jessie Walsh

























Sara Bashar


















Gene Thurlow




































Tim Ashburn











Sara Bashar















Steven Garneau













































OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title


		Copyright


		Contents


		The Hour

		Qandi Gul


		Margaret Hoffman


		Ustad Khairyar


		Aziza Popal


		Asma Sarwary


		Kalyani Nageshvara


		Saif Anwari


		Ustad Khairyar


		Jay Chapman Jr.


		Aziza Popal


		Torpekey Rasul


		Carol Edmonton


		Sara Bashar


		Ustad Khairyar


		Mohsin Rahmanzay


		Farid Wardak


		Torpekey Rasul


		Fiona Dressler


		Dr. Atiq Sakhizada


		Noorya Siddiqi


		Derrell Foster


		Ustad Khairyar


		Mohsin Rahmanzay


		Nader Khan


		Tim Ashburn


		Fiona Dressler


		Joan Reimann


		Galen Porter


		Ustad Khairyar


		Noorya Siddiqi


		Jessie Walsh


		Sara Bashar


		Gene Thurlow


		Tim Ashburn


		Sara Bashar


		Steven Garneau







		Things Secret and Open

		Zarghoona Hamdard


		Asma Sarwary


		Nader Khan


		Ustad Khairyar


		Torpekey Rasul


		Aziza Popal


		Zarghoona Hamdard


		Asma Sarwary


		Torpekey Rasul


		Mohsin Rahmanzay


		Saif Anwari


		Nader Khan


		Aziza Popal


		Torpekey Rasul


		An Mai


		Hannah Owens


		Melissa Boyer


		An Mai


		Hannah Owens


		An Mai


		Melissa Boyer


		Hannah Owens


		Fiona Dressler


		Hannah Owens


		An Mai


		Hannah Owens


		Fiona Dressler


		Kathleen Graham


		Sara Bashar


		Ustad Khairyar


		Fiona Dressler


		Torpekey Rasul


		Zarghoona Hamdard


		Aziza Popal


		Asma Sarwary


		Aziza Popal


		Noorya Siddiqi


		Torpekey Rasul


		Zarghoona Hamdard


		Aziza Popal


		Torpekey Rasul


		Asma Sarwary


		Sara Bashar


		Tim Ashburn


		Zarghoona Hamdard


		Fiona Dressler


		Sara Bashar


		Aziza Popal


		Kathleen Graham


		Patrick Delaney


		Torpekey Rasul


		Tim Ashburn


		Margaret Hoffman


		Noreen Stewart


		John Masterman


		Asma Sarwary


		Zaman Mukul


		Nader Khan


		Torpekey Rasul


		Ustad Khairyar


		Tim Ashburn


		Fiona Dressler







		In the Garden

		Qandi Gul


		Tim Ashburn


		Elaine Montalvo


		Andrea Young


		Jeanne Henrichs


		Mark Herskovitz


		Tim Ashburn


		Qandi Gul


		Sara Bashar


		Dr. Douglas Bell


		Qandi Gul


		Margaret Hoffman


		Zarghoona Hamdard


		Torpekey Rasul


		Ustad Khairyar


		Imam Inayat Yusuf


		Aziza Popal


		Margaret Hoffman


		Tim Ashburn







		A Witness from Every Nation

		Qandi Gul


		Melanie Waller


		Taylor Phinney


		Tim Ashburn


		Noreen Stewart


		Sayed Nawab


		Marcy Lee Jonson


		Ethan Reed


		Noreen Stewart







		Judgment Day

		Asma Sadat


		Ustad Khairyar


		Mohsin Rahmanzay


		Nader Khan


		Zarghoona Hamdard


		Asma Sarwary


		Torpekey Rasul


		Aziza Popal


		Mohsin Rahmanzay


		Saif Anwari


		Farid Wardak


		Saif Anwari


		Zarghoona Hamdard


		Farid Wardak


		Mohsin Rahmanzay


		Saif Anwari


		Zarghoona Hamdard


		Sayed Nawab


		Margaret Hoffman


		Sara Bashar


		Margaret Hoffman


		Ustad Khairyar


		Christine Hodge


		Sayed Nawab


		Christine Hodge


		Nader Khan


		Tim Ashburn


		Christine Hodge


		Melanie Waller


		Gene Thurlow


		Tim Ashburn


		Christine Hodge


		Tim Ashburn


		Christine Hodge


		Tim Ashburn


		Christine Hodge


		Richard Ward


		Asma Sarwary


		Richard Ward


		Sara Bashar


		Ustad Khairyar


		Asma Sarwary


		Mohsin Rahmanzay


		Richard Ward


		Ustad Khairyar


		Richard Ward


		Noorya Siddiqi


		Asma Sarwary


		Richard Ward


		Zarghoona Hamdard


		Richard Ward


		Aziza Popal


		Asma Sarwary


		Richard Ward


		Ustad Khairyar


		Tim Ashburn


		Christine Hodge


		Richard Ward


		Margaret Hoffman


		Marcy Lee Jonson


		Torpekey Rasul


		Ustad Khairyar


		Zarghoona Hamdard


		Richard Ward







		Author’s Note


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author







Guide



		Cover


		Contents


		Start








OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/pub.png
Virago





