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    Preface


    When my friends and family learned I was quitting my job to go to Serbia and Kosovo to work with a peace team, many of them thought I’d come unhinged. It was 1998, and while the war in Bosnia had ended, a ground war in Kosovo was beginning to heat up. Threats of a NATO bombing were already in the air. What business did I, a respectable, middle-aged Quaker woman, have going to that war-torn country? Tim, my thirty-something-year-old son, said aloud what others were only thinking. “Mother, aren’t you a little old for this kind of thing? Quit your job at your age? How will you find another? Are you sure you know what you’re doing? Traveling to a war zone? You can’t even speak the language.”


    I was in my fifties, divorced and living in a suburb just outside Philadelphia when the war in Yugoslavia began in 1991. My three children and their significant others, plus a six-year-old granddaughter, made up my extended family. I was an active member of my Quaker Meeting, working my dream job as Director of Planned Giving at the American Friends Service Committee, a Quaker peace and justice organization that won the Nobel Peace Prize in 1947 for relief and reconstruction work after World War I and World War II. I had found a comfortable, satisfying life, one I thought I had settled into. But I was wrong. My real journey was just beginning.
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    Things Fall Apart


    On November 9, 1993, I had just returned from a weeklong fundraising trip to Florida. I was tired, and I dropped my bags, briefcase, and pocketbook at the foot of the stairs, carried my pile of unopened mail into the living room, sat down, and turned on the TV to catch the evening news. Stari Most, a lovely old stone bridge in an obscure village of Mostar, Bosnia, was in the news again. I could hear the pop, pop, pop of small explosions and the chatter of machine gun fire as the camera zoomed in. Lines of black tires hung on ropes off the sides of the once-perfect crescent of white stone; a futile effort to protect it from the onslaught. The bridge shuddered with each impact, and the tires swayed and bumped against each other in a macabre dance. Shadowy figures crouching low scurried over the arch behind makeshift scaffolding that only partly obscured them from the line of fire. Large chunks of stone dislodged and fell into the rushing green waters below. Suddenly, without warning, a mortar found the keystone, and the arch exploded in a cloud of shattered stone and billowing gray smoke. The hand-hewn stone bridge that had spanned the Neretva River, connecting the people of East and West Mostar for almost five hundred years, was gone. I could hear the shouts of the onlookers, the triumph in their voices. I was horrified—loss, disconnection, betrayal, war.


    The breakup of Yugoslavia had begun two years earlier, when Slovenia declared its independence in June of 1991. Croatia soon followed, and the JNA, the Yugoslav National Army, moved aggressively against them. Reports were difficult to follow. First, it was a war for independence. Then it was a civil war. First, the violence was controlled. Then the violence was spreading. And we were told it was the Balkans where wars were always happening.


    A peace activist friend returned from Croatia with eyewitness accounts of the war. He described prison camps, burned villages, land mines, and massacres. He used words like “ethnic cleansing” and “holocaust,” words I remembered from my childhood. I thought he was exaggerating, but he wasn’t. News reports showed men staring into the camera from behind barbed wire with hollow, haunted eyes and rag-thin bodies. A young woman in a summer dress sat hunched forward on stone steps, her face covered in blood. A small girl, no more than five or six, with a dark ponytail, was pawing at her mother, looking around, shouting something; maybe calling for her father.


    I remembered faces like those on newsreels from the Second World War: German prisoners of war, concentration camp survivors, refugees, women in shabby coats, children in torn sweaters and no shoes sitting by the side of the road, frightened, with no place to go. And I remembered from my own childhood how it felt to have the world suddenly fall out from under me—the stunned disbelief—the lost, uprooted feeling.


    I was five and a half. It was late summer. The air smelled dry and the grass lay in brown patches under the hot sun. We stuffed our belongings and ourselves into a borrowed car, and started the trek from South Britain, Connecticut, to southern New Jersey. I was sitting in the back seat, jammed up against sharp-cornered boxes and lumpy bags of shoes and toys. Hours went by and in that cramped space, I stared out the window, not sure what was happening. I knew my father, a Navy pilot in the war, had left us, slammed out of the house and driven off in the night. He married someone else and moved far away. So we had to move too, because my mother needed to find work. I thought it was because of the war.


    The trip seemed to take forever, and the sun was low in the sky when we finally turned off the main road onto the long drive that led to our new home. Stones crunched under the car’s wheels, as we slowly passed in and out of dark shadows cast by the looming pine trees. When we stopped in front of a big gloomy house with faded yellow clapboards and blank-eyed windows, no one said a word. I refused to get out of the car. This wasn’t my home, and I wanted my dad.


    My mother had become a Quaker, a pacifist, during the war. She found a job teaching at a Quaker school. A week or so after we moved, my two older sisters and I entered Haddonfield Friends School. I was in first grade and my mother was my teacher. I called her Teacher Lawrence. In the second grade, we collected soap, shampoo, sweaters, canned vegetables, SPAM, and chocolate for our sister school in Germany. Each of us had a German pen pal. My first letter came in a crinkled, thin envelope, with my name written in beautiful script. My second-grade teacher, Teacher Roberta, told us that each person was holy, even people who were called our enemies, like the Germans. Looking at the magical drawings from my pen pal, I believed her.


    Brought up as a Quaker in the aftermath of the Second World War, I heard stories of conscientious objectors, ambulance drivers, relief workers, and their small acts of heroism. I wondered if I would ever have the courage to risk my life for something I believed in. I promised myself I would do something for the children in Germany when I grew up.


    By the time I was fifteen I had forgotten my promise. My mind was on other things. Without much warning or notice, my mother had remarried. My stepfather was a Quaker widower, a farmer whom I hated and feared. I was angry at my mother, and I decided Quakers were hypocrites who didn’t practice what they preached. I opted for rebellion, and began experimenting with disobedience, civil and otherwise. My mother was appalled, but I wasn’t listening to her.


    At nineteen, a junior in college, I fell in love, got pregnant almost immediately, and married Rick, a second-year medical student. He had been brought up Catholic, but after his confirmation, he too had rebelled against religion. We had three children in quick succession, and as our family grew, I believed I was one of the lucky ones, a doctor’s wife with three healthy children and a secure future. Rick often told me, “You don’t need religion. You can solve your problems yourself. Religion is only a crutch for the weak.”


    After tragedy spiraled into chaos, I needed a crutch. My mother was killed in a car accident, and a year later my father committed suicide. While I was at his memorial service, I learned Rick was having an affair with his nurse. I was thirty-six, a housewife with three children, ages sixteen, fourteen, and twelve.


    A year later we were divorced. I’d been married for almost twenty years; I’d never held a full-time job outside the house and never lived on my own. I was totally unprepared and almost completely destroyed. The only thing that kept me going was my three children. Somehow I had to navigate our floundering ship. I went back to school, got a graduate degree, and found a job working for the New York State Division of the Budget.


    After my three kids graduated high school and went off to college, I moved to Philadelphia. Almost immediately, I rediscovered Quakers. I loved the hushed stillness of the Meeting House room at Fifteenth and Cherry Streets. There were no adornments in that high-ceilinged space, ringed by a steep balcony that surrounded the room on three sides, supported by slender white columns. Long wooden benches stood in sedate rows; the musty smell of the old horse-hair cushions reminded me of my grandmother’s church. Windows rose, two stories high, and let in wide avenues of light that warmed and illuminated the room. On Sunday mornings I’d practically run from my apartment on Pine through the quiet streets to Meeting for Worship, eager for the peacefulness I found in that sacred space. I’d breathe in the quiet and close my eyes, seeing visions from earlier times of women sitting on the high facing benches in their plain gray bonnets and simple dresses. Men in their wide-brimmed hats sat looking out over the congregation, waiting in quiet expectancy. For me Quakerism was not only a set of beliefs, it was community, and an attitude toward life.


    When I landed the job as Director of Planned Giving at the American Friends Service Committee, I thought I’d finally secured my rightful place in the world. At the Service Committee I was steeped in a sea of humanitarian service, immersed in peace and justice projects, surrounded by like-minded colleagues. The values and beliefs I’d learned as a child were being put into action. I felt at home, that finally I could take a deep breath and settle down.


    I’d been at the Service Committee for about six years when war broke out in Yugoslavia. By then I’d bought a house in Ardmore, a quiet suburb just a short train ride from my job in the city.


    In the spring of 1992, Bosnia declared its independence from Yugoslavia. The Bosnian Serbs had already withdrawn from the Bosnian Muslim–led government and organized their own separate state, Republika Srpska. War broke out immediately. The Bosnian Serbs, supported by the JNA, the Yugoslav National Army, began to overrun the country. The siege of Sarajevo took over the nightly news. I could hardly believe the cruelty—shelling of hospitals, no electricity, the lack of running water, the struggle to stay alive. These atrocities were being waged on civilians by people who know one another, who were neighbors. It didn’t seem possible.


    Women and children scurried through the streets, ducking snipers’ bullets as they carried buckets of water from outdoor fountains. Food was running short. A dark-eyed handsome man shouted at the camera, “We live like animals.”


    On June 8, 1992, an article in the New York Times described Vedran Smailović, the principal cellist of the Sarajevo Orchestra. A somber figure with his drooping mustache and sad eyes, he dressed in formal evening clothes and sat on a plastic chair in the street near the bakery where mortar shells had exploded. He played Albioni’s “Adagio in G minor.” The reporter said he planned to play the same piece in the same place for twenty-two days, a requiem to each of the twenty-two people killed. He played for lost and broken lives, for the destruction of the city, and for the loveliness of music.


    Bill Clinton, our newly elected president in 1993, was warned by his advisors and by political pundits not to drag the U.S. into another costly war. As a Quaker, and someone who had opposed the war in Vietnam and marched against the First Gulf War, I agreed. Our country couldn’t afford to sink into another foreign quagmire. And besides, I didn’t think war, any war, was the answer.


    In the fall of 1993, I saw the first disturbing reports from Mostar. Built five hundred years earlier—when Mostar and most of Bosnia had been part of the Ottoman Empire, a regime that lasted well into the nineteenth century—the bridge had been a wonder of human engineering. A popular tourist attraction for its unique beauty, Stari Most became a target for Bosnian Croats, who were Catholic. They hated the symbol of Islamic rule. The citizens of Mostar, like the citizens of Sarajevo, were deliberately destroying their own history and culture. Was this a religious war? I thought that under Tito’s rule, religion in Yugoslavia had been pretty much stamped out.


    A few months later, Stari Most was in the news again. After weeks of shelling, the sandstone arch was battered beyond recognition. Like a wounded animal in its death throes, shouldering its burden of dangling tires, the bridge was trapped in the deep chasm of the river. As I watched, it suddenly exploded and then vanished, as the people cheered.


    Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;
Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,
The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere
The ceremony of innocence is drowned . . .


    The words from Yeats’s poem, “The Second Coming,” filled my head. Not only innocence, it seemed in that moment the civilized world was collapsing. Old memories and emotional wounds I’d sheltered myself from for years came flooding back, threatening to overwhelm me. I couldn’t stand by any longer; I had to do something.

  


  
    2


    Out of Harm’s Way


    I pulled the set of Encyclopedia Britannica from my bookshelves, the set we’d bought for our kids when they were in high school, and found a map of Yugoslavia. Bosnia was not identified as a separate republic. It took me days to find a better map. Finally I bought one made in 1991, after the latest census in Yugoslavia had been taken. It showed the six republics, as well as the demographics of the different ethnicities: Catholic, Serbian Orthodox, and Muslim. I located Sarajevo, the capital of Bosnia, and site of the Winter Olympics in 1988. The city had been called a model of multiculturalism back then. I found that hard to believe.


    Bosnia was shaped like a shield, surrounded by Serbia and Montenegro to the east, Croatia to the north, west, and south. These countries, once all part of Yugoslavia, had turned against Bosnia, against the Bosnian Muslims. Having seen the damage and cruelty happening in Sarajevo and Mostar, Bosnia seemed almost human, curled into a protective ball, attacked by enemies on all sides, its life force ebbing away.


    Not sure what to do next, or where to put my energies, I joined a local group, the Community of Bosnia Foundation. Founded in 1993 by Michael Sells, a professor of religion at Haverford College, the organization began as a think tank to educate people about the religion of Islam and to advocate for preservation of the Muslim culture in Bosnia.


    By 1995, when it looked like Bosnian Muslims were being targeted for genocide, the Community of Bosnia Foundation changed course and began bringing Bosnian Muslim high school students out of harm’s way to study in the Philadelphia area. Our efforts became frantic when we heard of the massacre in Tuzla, Bosnia, on May 29, 1995. A shell fired into the city’s main square had killed seventy-one young people. Later that summer, we learned of another massacre, this one in Srebrenica, a small city in northern Bosnia, supposedly a safe haven protected by the U.N. Between eight and ten thousand Muslim men and boys were missing and presumed to have been killed by the Bosnian Serb army. Meanwhile, the siege of Sarajevo was entering its third year of violence and deprivation.


    I helped to find scholarships and host families for the Bosnian students we were trying to rescue. Before receiving a visa, each student had to have a sponsor as well, someone to take financial responsibility. I agreed to sponsor a sixteen-year-old Bosnian Muslim, Emira Zahirović, who was from Tuzla. Aside from those few facts, I knew nothing about her. It was a small step, made with the best of intentions. I didn’t have a clue.
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    Emira


    Emira received a scholarship to study at Westtown, a Quaker boarding school just outside Philadelphia. Her host family was Muslim and lived in the city. We found scholarships, host families, and sponsors for more than forty Bosnian students, and more students were on their way. I was proud to be part of the effort, and it made me feel good to be taking positive action in opposition to the war. I knew it wasn’t much, but maybe we had saved a few lives, or at least made some lives better.


    Toward the end of September 1995, I got a call from Deborah, a member of the Community of Bosnia Foundation.


    “Lyn, have you heard about Emira?” she asked.


    “Heard what?” I was always irritated to be asked a question I couldn’t answer.


    “Emira has complained to Westtown about her host family.” Deborah’s British accent cut crisply into my ear.


    “Oh?” I said. What I thought was uh-oh.


    “I was wondering if you would like to take her to the welcoming tea at Haverford College. Get to know her. Maybe you’d consider taking on the role of host family. I know you said you were too busy with your job, but Westtown is a boarding school, so it would only be for the weekends. I think you would be perfect.”


    Deborah was the person in charge of recruiting host parents. I didn’t envy her the job.


    Naturally I was curious to meet Emira, and I thought taking her to the tea wouldn’t mean a serious commitment, so I called Westtown and arranged a time and place to pick up Emira the following Saturday.


    Standing in the main hall of Westtown, I breathed in the smell of new paint, old books, floor wax, and wood. As soon as Deborah told me that Emira had complained to the school about her host family, I knew I would be asked to become her new host mother. I was already her sponsor and financially responsible. But I wasn’t prepared to be a host mother. Wasn’t being a sponsor enough?


    A young girl with short black hair and pale skin pushed though the wide swinging doors across the hall from me. There was something different about her that I couldn’t identify at first. But then I realized it was her shoes, dark blue lace-ups with white trim around the eyelets, and thin leather soles, not the ubiquitous thick-soled sneakers every American teenager wore. Another taller, older girl followed close behind. Jack Hunter, a religion teacher whom I had talked to earlier, made the introductions.


    “This is Emira Zahirović, and this is Dunja Hadjić.”


    I reached out my hand to Emira. “Hello, I’m Lyn Back, I’m very glad to meet you.”


    Emira’s hand was small. Her hello was soft and she barely smiled. She looked at me briefly and dropped her eyes. Dunja shook hands vigorously. Her voice had a low, husky quality, like she’d smoked too many cigarettes.


    Jack explained that Dunja was not part of the Community of Bosnia, since she was from Serbia, but she and Emira had become friends. Dunja wanted to go to the tea with us.


    We walked out to the car and I opened the door. How to begin?


    There was silence as we pulled out of the driveway and onto the road toward Haverford College. Emira sat beside me in the front seat. I felt her tension—or was it my own? Dunja sat in the back. Of the three of us, she seemed the most confident.


    “How do you like Westtown?” I asked.


    Fine, yes, they liked the school. They didn’t have boarding schools in either Bosnia or Serbia, and they agreed that the teachers were much different here.


    “In Yugoslavia,” Dunja leaned into the front seat, “the teachers look down on you. They are up here.” She stretched her right hand up toward the car ceiling. “The students are down here.” Her left hand thrust forward between the seats.


    Emira nodded. “In Bosnia all students chase grades. Teachers can do anything. Mr. Jack Hunter explain me, in Westtown everyone will get good education.” Emira’s hands twisted nervously in her lap. “Building of community is most important. I am satisfied.” Her fingernails were bitten down so close that there were sores around the cuticles. She saw my glance and closed her hands into fists.


    “I’m sorry to hear that your host family isn’t working out. That must be difficult for you.” I spoke slowly, using basic words.


    “I don’t like,” said Emira. “I don’t want go back.” Her shiny black hair was cropped short in back, leaving her thin neck exposed and vulnerable. A long strand was tucked behind her left ear.


    Dunja leaned forward again. I felt her breath on my neck. “Emira’s host family is strict Muslim. They want Emira to cover her head. The host father doesn’t want Emira to wear pants. Last Friday there was a party for the Bosnian students, but the host father wouldn’t let Emira go. He wanted her to go to the mosque to pray.”


    Emira made no sign that she had heard.


    “But Emira is a Muslim.” I was confused.


    “Yes, but she doesn’t pray. She has never been in a mosque.” Dunja was leaning through the space between the two seats to talk, her voice deep and confident.


    “Wait a minute, Emira has never been in a mosque?”


    “No, never. In Bosnia, a Muslim doesn’t mean you are a religion.” Dunja looked over at Emira. “Have you been in a mosque?”


    Emira was studying her hands. “No,” she whispered.


    “Do you have to go back to your host family?” I asked Emira. I was thinking since Westtown was a boarding school, maybe she didn’t really need a host family. “Did you leave something at their house?”


    Emira was watching me, listening intently, her hands still clenched into tight fists, her face solemn. “Only shoeses. I must to get shoeses.”


    I can still hear those words. I think as soon as I heard them I decided to become Emira’s host mother, although I wasn’t conscious I’d made a decision. It was an impulse, like falling in love. There would be no turning back once the step was taken. But I didn’t think of that.


    As we entered the reception room at Haverford College, Emira’s face brightened. She hurried over to a tall, skinny, blonde-haired girl with glasses. They hugged each other fiercely, and with their arms entwined, they set off in search of other friends they spotted in the crowd. Dunja and I helped ourselves to tea and cookies. A woman whose name I should have known but couldn’t remember came up smiling.


    “I’d like you to meet Dunja Hadjić.” I stumbled over the pronunciation of her name.


    Dunja corrected me. “Dun-ya, Hadz-itch,” she enunciated each syllable distinctly.


    I repeated the name slowly, embarrassed by my awkwardness.


    The woman asked, “Are you from Bosnia?”


    “No, I’m from Federal Republic of Yugoslavia. Now we say ‘Small Yugoslavia.’ I’m from Belgrade, the capital. It’s the biggest city.” Dunja’s pride was apparent. She was about five-foot-ten or -eleven, solidly built, almost regal.


    “Oh.” The woman’s voice trailed off into silence.


    Dunja turned away, helped herself to more cookies, and began talking to a young woman holding a baby.


    The screech of an amplifier and the unpleasant shrill of a microphone being adjusted made any attempts at small talk impossible.


    “Welcome, everybody. Welcome to all the Bosnian students.” Michael Sells, the head of the Community of Bosnia Foundation, opened the tea. After a short introduction, he invited the guests to visit the library, where there was an exhibit of photographs by a Bosnian artist depicting the destruction of Sarajevo.


    I was very aware of Dunja standing against the wall listening, her arms folded and her face impassive. She said she didn’t want to see the photographs. I walked dutifully through the exhibit, but I couldn’t really concentrate. I was thinking about Dunja waiting outside. She was the only Serb in a crowd of Bosnians. I felt responsible since I had brought her, and I didn’t want her to feel abandoned.


    When I emerged from the library, Dunja was on the front steps talking to a woman I didn’t know. As I approached, I realized they were speaking Serbo-Croatian. I introduced myself. The woman said she was a trauma counselor.


    “I didn’t want to see the exhibit. Too sad. I’m from Serbia, but I have been in America for several years now. I came before the war. I want to help these kids.” She was smoking a cigarette and looked worn out.


    As we talked, the Bosnian students began trickling out of the library and gathered on the wide steps. Their chattering voices distracted me, even though I couldn’t understand a word they were saying.


    Emira came over and got Dunja. I was relieved to see she hadn’t forgotten her new friend in all the excitement. She introduced Dunja to Eldar, the handsome dark-haired boy from Sarajevo with the brash self-confidence only teenage boys can muster. Eldar was being sponsored by my Quaker Meeting. Like Dunja, he was a senior, and one of the only boys as tall as she was. While they were talking, Emira and her friends were exchanging emails and telephone numbers. She used torn pieces of paper to write on, stuffing them into her pockets.


    The late afternoon sun slanted across the library steps. It was time to start back to Westtown. I had to return the girls by five thirty or they would be late for dinner. I watched Emira and her friends, their excited chatter and bursts of laughter. I thought how young they were, how vulnerable. Would my kids have had the courage to leave home at that age, leave family and friends and go to a foreign country? A brutal war was going on. There was a chance that some of these bright young kids chattering in their high-pitched voices might never see their parents again. Would I have let my children leave home and go off with strangers to save them from war? Maybe never see them again? Thoughts of what these kids had left behind, and what their parents had sacrificed, sank in, and for the first time I wondered about the emotional and psychological effects of our well-meaning efforts.


    On the way back to Westtown, the girls were more relaxed and they talked excitedly. I asked if they spoke the same language. I had heard that since the breakup of Yugoslavia, the language had become splintered.


    Dunja explained, “There is really no big difference between Serbian and Bosnian language. We understand each other perfectly.” She gave some examples. “In Serbia we say mleko for milk. In Bosnia they say mlijeko. Bread is hleb in Serbia, and in Bosnian it’s hlijeb, or kruh. We have no problem. Only the alphabet that is different. We Serbs use Cyrillic alphabet. Bosnians use Latin.”


    “In Bosnia we learn Cyrillic and Latin before the war. Now Latin,” Emira chimed in.


    By this time we were out on the main road.


    “You know, I live very near here. Would you like to see my house?”


    I had already turned into my street, and as we drove by, I said, “You see my house is very close to Haverford College, and Eldar lives just around the corner.”


    We turned at the next corner and drove past the house where he was staying. Besides being the only senior in the group of Bosnian students, Eldar was also the only student from Sarajevo. I’d heard that in order to get out of the city, he had crawled through a tunnel that ran under the airport, originally built to hold the electric cables and drainage pipes.


    “You see, Eldar is really close by. Amina and Jasmina live a few blocks away, but we don’t have time to see their houses.”


    I looked over at Emira. I was not surprised at her being thin, but she looked so young, so small, a pre-adolescent child, certainly not sixteen. Maybe the food supply had been cut off in Tuzla. That city had also been under siege.


    “I live alone,” I continued as we drove back to the highway toward Westtown. “I travel all over the country for my work.”


    Both girls were silent. Emira started picking at her torn cuticles. I wanted to reach over and calm those anxious fingers, but I didn’t.


    “I have an extra bedroom.” I took a breath. “I wonder, would you like to live here with me on the weekends? I would like to be your host mother.” The words were an exhalation; they burst out of my mouth and I couldn’t take them back.


    Emira turned toward me. “You will take me?”


    Will I take her? My heart melted. I could actually feel warmth running all through my body like liquid. For the first time that afternoon, I relaxed. Emira had won my heart, broken through my reserve as quickly as that, and it was enough. “Yes, I would be very happy. You can think it over. Talk with your advisor. Okay?” I glanced at her.


    Emira was still turned toward me, her dark eyes seriously considering each word.


    “I think so, yes.” She nodded her head in agreement.


    A bubble of suspense hung in the silence.


    “I don’t have a host family.” Dunja broke the silence. “But I really don’t need one because my aunt and uncle live in Chicago.”


    There was something new and vulnerable in her voice.


    “You’re welcome to visit with Emira. If you would both like to,” I added.


    Emira agreed immediately and Dunja said, “It’s boring in the countryside.”


    I looked over at Emira. “What about next weekend? Would you like to come visit me for the day next weekend? I think on the first visit you should come by yourself.”


    Emira nodded again, this time uncertainly.


    By then we were pulling up at the front steps of the main building at Westtown.


    I said, “Emira, I’ll pick you up on Saturday morning at ten o’clock, right here.”


    Emira looked at her watch. It was a cheap one with a fake leather strap. “Yes, ten o’clock, Saturday,” she repeated. “Pick up?” She looked at Dunja, who explained in Serbo-Croatian.


    They waved politely and disappeared into the building, still talking. Driving home, I hardly noticed the peaceful countryside, soft and hazy in the light of early evening. My thoughts had turned sharp, jagged, worried now that I was alone. What had I just done? A three-year commitment . . . Host mother to a complete stranger, a war-survivor? I had my own emotional battle scars, and surely I knew that pain and darkness waited on the other side of the door I had just opened, but I walked through anyway. What had compelled me? Until I’d met Emira and Dunja, the war had been a series of horrifying images on TV. Now suddenly, the girls had brought the war with them into my world, up close and personal. They had lived through untold experiences that filled me with dread. But I was also fascinated, and curious. I wanted to know more.
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    Young and Far from Home


    Scott, my boss, was not too happy with my news. He looked at me over the top of his glasses. He was sitting at his desk. I was standing in the doorway of his office.


    “This is kind of sudden, isn’t it? A Bosnian Muslim? Ahh . . . well . . .” He thought a minute, his fingers drumming on the top of his desk. “If you think you can handle it.” His finger nails clickity, clickity, clicking.


    I waited in the silence.


    “Do you know what you’re getting into?” His voice dropped and he leaned forward. “A total stranger? A teenager? A Bosnian? Possible war trauma?” He crossed his forearms on the desk, leaning forward even farther. “That’s a lot of responsibility.”


    I still didn’t say anything. I’d raised three teenagers on my own.


    “It’s a terrible war. Terrible. Yes . . . well . . . You’re doing the right thing, Lyn.”


    I assured him that I’d be able to handle my workload. Explaining the instant bond I’d felt with Emira was more complicated. I didn’t really understand it myself. And I certainly didn’t want to discuss that kind of thing with my boss, revealing things about my personal life. Anyway, I’d made my decision and I couldn’t take it back. Not that I wanted to. Something had shifted inside me. It felt good, like ice breaking up on the river after a hard winter.


    Emira wasn’t waiting on the front steps when I arrived at Westtown the following Saturday. She wasn’t in the front hall either. I scanned the teenagers who were milling around outside the business office laughing and chattering. Maybe she had forgotten, or she hadn’t understood.


    When she emerged through some swinging doors past some kids hanging out on a bench against the far wall, nobody noticed. She was wearing a purple T-shirt, brown cord pants, and her blue lace-up shoes. She carried a small backpack.


    “Hi, Emira,” I said a little too brightly, “You’re right on time.” I pointed at my watch and smiled. “Are you ready to go?”


    “Hello, Leen.” Emira glanced at the kids as she passed. I hoped someone would say hi. Nobody did. She adjusted her backpack on her shoulder and said, “Yes, I can go with you.”


    We signed out for the day and headed to the car. As I dropped Emira’s backpack on the seat, I noticed it was printed in a camouflage pattern, with brown, green, and off-white blotches. Unlike sturdy American backpacks, Emira’s was faded cotton and almost threadbare.


    “After we have lunch, we can go shopping,” I said. “You need a few clothes for school. Do you like to shop?” All teenagers like to shop.


    Emira nodded and got into the car. She settled into the front seat and stared out the window. She looked unhappy, and very young.


    “Aren’t the fall colors beautiful?” I asked, as we drove out onto the main road. “Is the countryside the same here as in Bosnia? Do you have these beautiful fall colors?”


    She thought a moment. “Yes, Bosnia is very beautiful country.”


    I asked if she liked her roommate and whether she had made any friends with the American kids.


    “I know more than they know.” Emira shrugged her shoulders. “I have seen many things. They haven’t.” Her fingers were restless in her lap, her expression solemn. “They don’t speak about Bosnia.” She looked at me for a moment. “They are not interested.” Her words felt like a challenge to me. She turned away and looked out the window again.


    “Yes, that’s probably true.” I hoped my voice sounded reassuring. I was thinking of the silly chatter I had heard in the hall while waiting for Emira. “American kids aren’t paying attention to the war in Bosnia. They’re too busy with school and friends, especially now, at the beginning of the year. You’ll have friends soon enough.” I realized I was talking too fast. She probably didn’t understand half of what I was saying.


    Emira seemed to have hardly heard me. What has she seen? What’s she thinking about? Is she homesick? I was afraid to ask, to open a door into emotions I wasn’t sure I would know how to deal with. It was hard to imagine this quiet girl sitting next to me having lived in a war zone, but I felt a cloud of that unspoken reality hanging over us. We drove the rest of the way home in silence. I turned on NPR and Emira stared out the window.


    That first visit was not comfortable for either of us, a test run, like being on a first date, tentative and fumbling. We had just arrived, and were sitting down to eat lunch when a fire siren suddenly went off. Emira looked startled and stood up quickly.


    Probably reminds her of the sirens that go off when there’s shelling.


    “It’s a fire siren,” I said. “There’s a fire somewhere.”


    Emira nodded, and sat back in her chair to finish her lunch. She certainly had a healthy appetite. I wondered if she was underweight because she hadn’t had enough to eat at home.


    After lunch Emira asked to use the phone and called Amina, one of the Bosnian students whom Emira knew from Tuzla. I noticed her personality change when she talked with her friends in her own language. Her voice got lighter and quicker; words just tumbling out of her.


    Westtown had sent a list of clothes Emira needed for the fall semester and I was relieved because it gave us something fun to do together. Emira was particular, and knew many American brand names. She said during shelling, when she couldn’t go to school, she watched American movies on TV. That was how she learned English and knew American styles.


    On our way home, we stopped to pick up Amina. She was living in our part of town. The two girls sat in the back seat talking non-stop in Bosnian. They spent the rest of the afternoon up in Emira’s room. At around five, when we should have been starting back to Westtown, Emira came downstairs to ask if Eldar could come to eat dinner. The girls had been talking to him on the phone.


    I thought for a minute. “Maybe tomorrow,” I said. “Why don’t you call Westtown and see if you can stay for the night. Then you can see Eldar in the morning.”


    Amina ended up staying for the night too. I pulled out a couple of oversize shirts for pajamas, and gave them each a toothbrush. They thanked me politely, and said good night.


    I didn’t realize how exhausted I was by the day’s events until I got into bed. I slept like the proverbial log.


    The girls got up early Sunday morning and decided to make palačinke (pancakes) for Eldar.


    “Palačinke are not like American pancakes; they are like French crepes, very light,” Amina explained.


    They looked through my recipe books, hesitant at first, trying to transpose measurement from cups into liters and measuring spoon amounts into milliliters.


    “Just experiment,” I said, and after showing them where I kept the flour and cooking utensils, I went in the living room to read the Sunday paper.


    The clatter and clanking of pots and pans told me they were making progress. They were giggling and talking to Eldar on the phone. It was the first time I heard Emira laugh.


    “Leen.” Emira stood in the doorway to the living room. Her shirt was smeared with flour and she had some white patches in her hair. She began speaking fractured English, which I couldn’t understand and that made her laugh even harder. She turned around to Amina, who had followed her into the living room, and said something in Bosnian. They both went into gales of laughter and disappeared back into the kitchen.


    I think this is going to work. I relaxed a little.


    The doorbell rang. It was Eldar. His dark good looks and easy manner were very appealing. I could see why the girls were interested.


    I showed him into the kitchen and settled back into my chair to resume reading the paper.


    After several botched attempts, signaled by groans, exclamations, and more laughter, they finally seemed satisfied with their results.


    “Leen, you like to try? Come.” Emira motioned me to follow her into the kitchen. I found some maple syrup, which they had never tasted before.


    “Very delicious,” Eldar said, licking the spoon. The girls tried some, but Amina thought it was too sweet.


    “We don’t eat such sweets for breakfast,” she said.


    Along with the palačinke the girls decided to serve coffee, Bosnian style. Emira had brought some Turkish coffee and a small dzezve (Turkish coffee pot) with her in her backpack. She said her mother had sent the coffee as a gift from Tuzla. The girls showed me how to put Turkish coffee and sugar into the dzezve and then add water. First Emira brought the water quickly to a boil. When the coffee foamed up, she turned the heat down, and let it sit a minute before repeating the process. The hourglass shape of the dzezve helped to keep the coffee grounds at the bottom when Emira poured the thick-looking liquid into tiny demitasse coffee cups that I had found in the cupboard. Eldar said approvingly that they were like Bosnian coffee cups.


    “Why are they so big in America?” He held up one of my mugs with an exaggerated scowl. “Because Americans drink coffee that is water.” He banged the mug down on the counter, picked up the small cup and drank with a deep, satisfied sigh.


    The girls giggled.


    We sat at the round wooden table in the kitchen, my favorite place. I had eaten many breakfasts there, looking out through the glass doors to my garden, enjoying the solitude. I’d lived alone in this house for several years. After I got used to it, I liked living alone. Tim, my youngest, still lived nearby. He was an information manager at a large law firm in Philadelphia. He dropped in for short visits, but he was living his own life.


    It was nice having young people for company. We decided the palačinke were just a little lumpy, and we agreed the sweet, rich coffee in the tiny cups tasted wonderful.


    Emira went upstairs and brought down a camera. She took pictures of us sitting at the table with our coffee cups. Then she asked me to take a picture of the three of them: Eldar, tall, dark-haired, with his easy smile, stood with an arm around each of the girls. They posed for several pictures, joking and kidding each other, flirting, being teenagers.


    After that weekend I began to see Emira in a new way. She was not the poster child for war-torn Bosnia that I had imagined. When she was with her friends, speaking in her own language, talking about things she knew, there was nothing sad or solemn about her. I stopped worrying so much and began to enjoy my role as a host parent. In no time, the Bosnian students took over my life.


    I’d always liked history and learning about other cultures, so I began reading about Bosnia’s history and Islam, which dated back to the time of the Ottoman Empire. I read Ivo Andrić, whose book The Bridge on the Drina was written in 1927. The story depicted a real place, Visigrad, a city in central Bosnia, and a real bridge, like the hand-hewn bridge in Mostar I’d seen blown to smithereens. The bridge on the Drina had been constructed under the supervision of a Bosnian peasant’s son who had been carried off by Janissaries, as part of the annual tribute demanded by the Ottoman rulers who took young Christian boys to be trained in Constantinople and converted to Islam. The rule of the Ottoman Turks in Bosnia lasted from the fourteenth to the nineteenth century. Andrić, a Bosnian Serb, described the cruelty of the Turks in building the bridge on the Drina, and its importance for trade and travel, as well as daily social interaction by the townspeople. The bridge over the Drina, built at roughly the same time as Stari Most, had also been sacrificed to war.


    Reading about the history gave me a fresh perspective, a more balanced understanding, and as I got to know the Bosnian students, I realized I had been mistaken to think they were defined by war. They were teenagers, and like all teenagers, they had their own interests apart from the war; they needed each other in a strange country so far from their families. As Eldar said when I asked him how he liked America, “I came here to forget everything. It’s good we have many students from Bosnia. I can enjoy myself.”


    He probably wasn’t going to forget what he’d been through in Sarajevo. The war was still going on. His family and friends were still suffering in the siege and his father was an officer in the Bosnian army. Eldar’s confidence, his teenage swagger charmed me. I liked all the kids. Everything about them interested me.


    In the weeks that followed Dunja often came home from Westtown with Emira to spend the weekend. Despite the fact that Dunja was Serbian, the two girls had become good friends. They depended on each other at Westtown where they faced many challenges adapting to the routines of a Quaker boarding school, and they entertained each other when they were at my house. Dunja’s English was fluent, so it was easy for me to talk with her. I liked her husky voice and blunt way of speaking. From the first day I met her, driving to the tea at Haverford College, she had caught my attention. Although she carried herself very confidently, I had a feeling there was an insecure person hiding behind her facade. And I was curious about how she felt being the only Serb in the group of Bosnians. But it was difficult to bring up such a sensitive topic. When I asked how she liked the Bosnian activities we attended, she said, “It’s better than staying at Westtown. There is nothing to do there.”


    Besides, Dunja had plenty of questions for me.


    “Lyn, don’t you think it’s strange that in America you don’t know your neighbors? Is that why you have boarding schools, so children will have a sense of community?” Or, “Lyn, what do you think about . . .” And she would ask me why Time and Newsweek had the same articles and often even the same photographs. “Do you think the U.S. government controls
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