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Chapter 1: The Wedding Announcement

[image: ]


In the town of Burnsville, not far from Peter Johnson State Park, a crisp fall morning in 1987 begins with the rumble of a delivery truck. The Sunday papers land with soft thuds across the quiet countryside, one of them sliding to a stop at the porch of a two-story farmhouse with white-painted wooden shingles.

A short time after dawn, the front door creaks open. An old man in long johns and an undershirt steps out, his silver hair slicked neatly back despite the chill. He picks up the newspaper, shuffles inside, and settles at the kitchen table with a steaming mug of coffee.

A middle-aged blonde woman enters, pulling open the refrigerator door.

“Dad, I’m making waffles. Want me to put some on for you?”

“I probably shouldn’t,” he says, glancing at his cup. “Gotta watch my cholesterol. But hey—it’s the weekend, and I’m old.”

She smiles faintly and starts the waffle iron. Upstairs, footsteps sound. A fourteen-year-old boy with an unmistakably eighties haircut comes down, rubbing his eyes.

“Are you making waffles?” he asks.

“Yes. Did the smell wake you up?”

“I guess. Did Dad go to the station?”

“He left bright and early, but his shift ends at two,” she replies.

The old man looks up from the paper and tears off a section.

“Here are the comics.”

“Thanks, Gramps.” Jake flops into a chair, unfolding the pages eagerly. His face falls when he can’t find the “Sunday funnies”. Instead, he lands on the engagement section—and scowls.

Kazeem Sassani and Zaida Heydari

It is with great joy that we announce the marriage of Kazeem Sassani and Zaida Heydari...

He skims the article, frowning deeper with each line: Iran, Pashtun, University of Dayton, Wright State.

When he reaches the end, he slaps the paper shut, crumples it, and tosses it to the floor.

“What’s wrong?” his mother asks.

“They didn’t print the comics,” Jake mutters, “but they had time to print the engagements of some foreigners.”

“Jacob, where is that coming from?”

“I look forward to the comics every Sunday—and I get this instead.”

“They probably just forgot them”, says his mom.

Jake crosses his arms. “Those foreigners are hiking up our taxes, just like the Columbus types.”

“Where did you hear that?” his grandfather asks.

“I heard you guys talking the other night. You said taxes are too high and we might have to sell the farm. I don’t want to live in some dumpy city full of crime.”

The old man sets down his cup. “That’s only a last resort. And even then, it’s not the foreigners’ fault.”

“Uncle Lester says they just come here and get free stuff. They move to places like Columbus and live off our taxes, while we get nothing.”

“Don’t take your uncle too seriously,” says Grandpa. “He’s a good man, but he exaggerates.”

“It’s true though. Mrs. Archer said cities rely on government programs, and that’s why they’re better off while farmers like us struggle.”

His mother sighs. “You’re too young to worry about our finances, Jacob. That’s for Dad, Grandpa, and me to handle.”

“Till the foreigners take over,” Jake mutters, “and we end up paying for their fancy lives.”

Grandpa lifts the crumpled section from the floor, smooths it out, and reads the announcement again.

“They don’t sound like freeloaders to me,” he says. “The husband’s an accountant, the wife’s a professor. Hard-working folks by the look of it. And you never know—people like them might one day do something that helps towns like ours.”

He folds the paper carefully, setting it aside.

Outside, the wind brushes through the drying cornstalks, whispering of a world wider than Burnsville—and of stories that hadn’t yet begun.
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Chapter 2: Zaida’s Conception
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Eighteen months after Jake’s disappointing Sunday paper, life in Dayton hums with early-spring routine.

On a mild Sunday afternoon, cars crowd the lots at Sinclair Community College, sunlight flashing across their windshields as people hurry toward the conference center.

A bearded Middle Eastern man climbs the steps, adjusting his sport coat. Inside the lobby, a flyer taped to the wall catches his eye:

Accounting Seminar

April 10 – Sinclair Conference Center – Room 12211

Presented by Dr. Samuel Dobson, Ph.D., Business and Finance

Kazeem Sassani studies the notice for a moment, then continues down the hallway. Behind him, a familiar voice calls out.

“Hey, Kazeem!”

He turns to see John and Linda approaching—John in a tweed jacket, Linda balancing a folder and coffee cup.

“Oh—hi, John. Hi, Linda.”

John glances around. “Where’s Zaida?”

Kazeem rubs the back of his neck. “Ah... Zaida caught a stomach bug. Maybe something she ate.”

Linda winces. “That’s rough. Tell her we hope she feels better.”

Together they head into the conference hall, choosing a round table near the back. A middle-aged couple soon joins them, setting down paper cups and folders.

“They’ve got bagels and donuts over there,” says the man cheerfully. “I’m starving—haven’t eaten since last night.”

“What were you doing all morning?” John asks.

“We went to Mass. Beautiful service, but long.”

His wife smiles. “Father McHenry gave a lovely homily, and the choir sounded heavenly.”

“I don’t deny it,” the man says, “but it’s hard to appreciate holiness on an empty stomach.”

The woman turns to Kazeem. “You know, during the second reading I thought of you and your wife.”

Kazeem tilts his head. “Oh? How so?”

“Well, you mentioned before that your niece loves reading your wife’s books—always searching for meaning, wasn’t it?”

“She’s a little seeker,” Kazeem says fondly. “Whenever she visits, she’s paging through Zaida’s texts and asking questions about every tradition under the sun.”

The woman nods approvingly and tears a slip of paper from her notebook. “You might appreciate this verse—Revelation 5: 11-14. It came to mind.”

Kazeem accepts the note with a polite smile. “Thank you, Kathy.”

“Anytime,” she says, handing her husband a napkin.

They break for refreshments: Kazeem and Mark take coffee and donuts; Kathy and Linda choose bagels and orange juice; John, ever disciplined, fills a small bowl with fruit.

When the seminar begins, Dr. Dobson’s voice fills the room with talk of ledgers, liabilities, and long-term capital planning. Kazeem listens dutifully, jotting the occasional note, though his thoughts drift toward home—and to Zaida resting on the couch, the spring light spilling across her bookshelves.

Three hours later, as the session ends and papers shuffle into briefcases, Kazeem slips out quietly and drives home through the mellow Dayton dusk.
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Kazeem turns onto the quiet streets of Huber Heights, where the ranch houses glow beneath the pale wash of evening. He slows before a two-story home — red brick below, pale blue siding above, its snow-draped roof trimmed with icicles that glitter like glass ornaments. Warm light seeps through the curtains. He knows he’s home.

Inside, the foyer gleams with polished flooring and the mingled scent of spice — cinnamon, cumin, cardamom, turmeric — the fragrance of Zaida’s earlier cooking still hanging in the air. Down the hall, the family room opens wide: white walls, red carpet, a TV facing the couch, and a window tinted gold by the last light of day.

Zaida lies on the couch, her dark hair spilling across a pillow, one hand resting over the gentle curve of her stomach.

“Zaida,” Kazeem says softly. “How are you feeling?”

“Oh, still a little nauseous,” she answers, offering a faint smile. “Hopefully it goes away soon. How was the seminar?”

“Dry as chalk dust,” he says, hanging his coat on the chair. “Anything happen while I was gone?”

“Raina called. She and Timir are leaving with UNICEF for Senegal. She asked if it would be all right for Saira to stay with us.”

“I don’t mind,” Kazeem says, “but are you sure you’ll be up for company? You’ll be close to your due date.”

“The baby’s not due until they’re back for Christmas,” Zaida says. “And Saira’s responsible. Raina told me she offered to help around the house. They even have arrangements in case I go into labor early.”

Kazeem smiles. “Then it’s settled. She can stay with us.” He pauses. “Kathy—the woman from the seminar—gave me a scripture reference. I think Saira might appreciate it.”

Zaida brightens. “She’ll love that. She’s still waiting for the English translation of the Rigvedas to arrive at the library. You know how she collects wisdom like seashells.”

Kazeem chuckles. “Then she’ll have another to add.”

He climbs the stairs to his study. The small room smells faintly of old paper and sandalwood polish. Across one wall, a single bookshelf bows under the weight of many worlds: the Qur’an, The Bible, Bhagavad Gita, Avesta, Plato’s Republic, Nicomachean Ethics, The Iliad, Tao Te Ching, Book of the Dead, Pali Canon.

He runs a hand along the spines and draws out a thick black-bound volume — The King James Bible, 1611. The pages crackle softly as he opens to the note Kathy gave him: Revelation, Chapter 5.

11. And I beheld, and I heard the voice of many angels round about the throne and the beasts and the elders: and the number of them was ten thousand times ten thousand, and thousands of thousands;

12. Saying with a loud voice, Worthy is the Lamb that was slain to receive power, and riches, and wisdom, and strength, and honour, and glory, and blessing.

13. And every creature which is in heaven, and on the earth, and under the earth, and such as are in the sea, and all that are in them, heard I saying, Blessing, and honour, and glory, and power, be unto him that sitteth upon the throne, and unto the Lamb for ever and ever.

14. And the four beasts said, Amen. And the four and twenty elders fell down and worshipped him that liveth for ever and ever.

He traces the lines with his thumb, the rhythm of the old words steadying his breath. Downstairs, Zaida moves softly in the kitchen; the aroma of spice drifts upward again.

Outside, the neighborhood settles into its evening hush, and within that warmth a new rhythm begins — the faint heartbeat of a life just awakening.
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Chapter 3: Saira’s visit
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Eight months pass, and autumn settles deep over Huber Heights.

The bright greens of spring have faded into a quilt of rust and gold. Lawns lie buried beneath drifts of fallen leaves—brown, yellow, orange, and red—and pumpkins still perch on porches, their grins softening with the chill. A few houses cling to their Halloween ghosts and plastic skeletons, swaying lazily in the wind.

At the Sassani home, the season feels quieter. Unlike the rest of the neighborhood, their house was never dressed in cobwebs or jack-o’-lanterns, though on Halloween night their porch light burned bright for every trick-or-treater who came.

Inside, everything carries a new kind of expectancy. The nursery is finished: a white crib crowned with a spinning mobile of stars and moons, a changing table neatly stocked with folded blankets, a small dresser, a rocking chair that creaks softly when the wind hums through the vent. Plush animals wait on the shelf—lions, lambs, and one bright-eyed dolphin.

The walls glow in gentle pink, the blinds a pale blue that filters the afternoon light into calm pastels. Every detail feels deliberate, peaceful, ready—

as if the room itself knows that its occupant is soon to arrive.
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November arrives with rain and a thin November chill that drapes the streets of Huber Heights in mist. The gutters sing softly with water, and the bare trees rattle against the grey sky.

Inside the Sassani house, Zaida, heavy in her final trimester, rests on the couch wrapped in a knit blanket. The television hums low in the background, more comfort than entertainment.

The doorbell rings.

Zaida calls out, “Kazeem, can you get that? It’s Raina!”

Kazeem hurries down the stairs, straightening his sweater as he goes. When he opens the door, the cool air sweeps in—along with Raina, a woman with Zaida’s same features softened by travel fatigue, and beside her, a bright-eyed ten-year-old girl clutching a small suitcase. Her black hair glistens with rain, and her almond eyes shine with both curiosity and uncertainty.

“Hi, Raina. Hello, Saira,” Kazeem says warmly.

“Hi, Kazeem,” Raina replies, smiling through the drizzle. “Thank you again for doing this. We’ll be back just before Christmas.”

“No problem at all,” Kazeem says. “We’re happy to have her.”

Raina kneels and brushes a strand of hair from Saira’s face. “Be good for your uncle and aunt, sweetheart. Help out when you can. Dad and I will be back in seven weeks. I love you.”

“Bye, Mommy. I love you,” Saira says, her voice catching as she hugs her mother tightly.

Raina squeezes her once more, then stands, blinking back her own emotion. “You’ll be just fine.” She waves as she walks to the car, rain beading on her coat. A moment later, the taillights vanish down the street toward the airport.

Kazeem lifts one of Saira’s suitcases and leads her inside, closing the door against the chill. “Come on in, Saira. We’ve got the guest room all ready for you—just upstairs, next to the nursery.”

Saira steps inside, her shoes squeaking faintly on the polished floor. The warmth of the house wraps around her: the smell of tea, faint saffron, and the softness of home.

From the couch, Zaida lifts her head and smiles. “Hi, Saira.”

“Hi, Aunt Zaida,” Saira answers, almost in a gasp—half shy, half awed—before setting her small suitcase by the stairs.
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That evening, Saira goes to bed a few hours after sundown. Meanwhile, Kazeem and Zaida are watching television. 

“So what is this program Saira will be starting on Monday?” asks Kazeem. 

Zaida explains “My colleague Darlene uses space at the campus to homeschool her daughter. I asked if she would take another student, and she was happy to oblige”.

“And is your sister okay with the curriculum?” 

“She checked it over, and is more than happy with Darlenes curriculum” says Kazeem. 
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Monday morning arrives, pale and misty after the weekend rain.

Saira wakes to the smell of cardamom and toasted bread drifting up from the kitchen. She gets dressed neatly for school, tying her hair back and double-checking her backpack.

At the table, Zaida pours her tea and smiles.

“Are you ready for class?” she asks.

“Sure am,” Saira says, grinning as she reaches for her toast.

After breakfast, they step out into the cool air. The drive from Huber Heights to Dayton carries them past low strip malls and tree-lined roads glazed with last night’s rain. The hum of traffic mixes with the faint sound of the radio — soft, comforting, uneventful.

“I’ll take you over to the library first,” Zaida says. “I want you to meet Darlene. She’s a colleague of mine and a good friend of your mom’s.”

Saira nods, watching the city widen outside her window — the shops giving way to buildings, the light growing sharper as they near the university.

They turn onto a long road leading toward a sign that reads Wright State University. Rows of trees frame the entrance, their branches nearly bare.

In the large parking lot, Zaida cuts the engine. Together they walk through the campus — past students with umbrellas, the smell of wet leaves clinging to the air — and into the tall glass doors of the library.

Up the wide staircase to the second floor, Zaida leads her niece to a quiet study room. Inside, a woman with long permed hair sits at a round table with several students gathered around open notebooks.

“Hi, Zaida,” the woman says, looking up with a smile.

“Oh, hi, Darlene. This is my niece, Saira,” Zaida replies.

“Nice to meet you,” Saira says politely.

Darlene turns to the class. “Everyone, this is Saira. She’ll be joining us until Christmas break. I want you all to make her feel welcome.”

Saira feels a flicker of warmth at the friendly faces around the table. The afternoon passes quietly, pages turning, pencils scratching, voices low and steady.

That evening
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