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For Clara





There’s nothing a man will not do to another, 
nothing a man will not do for another.

—ANNE MICHAELS1
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	I. Character descriptions reflect their roles and activities at the time of the shipwreck and its aftermath.






Author’s Note

IN THE SUMMER of 2012, I stood high up on the rocky cliffs of northern Lesvos gazing out across the Aegean at the Turkish shoreline just five miles away. The international sea border between Turkey and Greece lay out in the middle somewhere, but I wasn’t thinking about national boundaries. I was on vacation. It was my first visit to Lesvos and the eastern Aegean, and I was enraptured by the elemental landscape of rock, sea, and sky that hadn’t changed much since Homer’s time. A tanker may have passed by, a fishing boat or two, but signs of modern life were scant. I could hear the timeless tinkling of brass bells as sheep clambered along rocky trails in the mountains high above me.

Besotted with the island, I returned the next spring in search of Orpheus. A Greek friend had recounted the myth of Orpheus’s head and lyre washing up on Lesvos after the enraged Maenads decapitated him in Thrace; I loved that his severed head never stopped singing. I swam at the remote beach where tradition has it his head floated in, and I visited a cave some experts believe was the site of the oracle of Orpheus. At the end of my stay, my friend and I circled the island in her boat, camping under the stars for two nights. As we zoomed up the narrow straight separating Lesvos from Turkey, we stayed close to shore, remaining in Greek waters; once again, the significance of the nearby sea border didn’t cross my mind.

But by 2013, the Syrian civil war was already in its third year and millions of refugees were fleeing into nearby Jordan, Lebanon, and Turkey. The waters where I had mused about Odysseus voyaging home from nearby Troy, or Orpheus singing, would soon become the center of the largest influx of refugees into Europe since World War II.



TWO YEARS later, I returned to Lesvos, this time as a reporter covering the refugee crisis that had exploded in the eastern Aegean. The international sea border I had previously ignored had become a geopolitical hot spot as day after day thousands of people risked their lives to cross it in order to reach Lesvos and other Greek islands—their entry point into the European Union and hoped-for asylum. It was a stunningly beautiful, but windy afternoon on October 28, 2015. Once again, I stood on the cliffs of northern Lesvos looking across the Aegean toward Turkey. But this time I saw flashes of orange out in the water—people in life jackets flailing in rough seas. There had been several refugee shipwrecks already in October, but from what I was hearing this one was catastrophic—an overloaded wooden boat carrying hundreds, sent by smugglers from Turkey, had sunk halfway across to Lesvos.

Rescuers brought survivors to the fishing port of Molyvos. Notebook in hand, I walked through the disaster scene as volunteer medics pumped babies’ chests on the cobblestones. I saw men carry body bags off a Coast Guard vessel. Volunteers in neon vests ran through the crowd distributing water and dry clothes to groups of wet, frightened people. No authority was in charge in the village, and it was hard to get reliable information about the scope of the disaster.

Dozens of survivors huddled inside the small Saint Nicholas Church at the entrance to the harbor, some openly sobbing, others rubbing their eyes or cradling children. I stepped inside to interview people about what happened, but I felt uncomfortable invading their privacy when they were dealing with so much grief. I closed my notebook and left.

In the following days, I reported on the aftermath on the island—no more room in the cemetery to bury so many refugee dead, the overwhelmed reception system, mounting anger that the European Union wasn’t doing enough to stop the senseless deaths. I heard that entire families had drowned. Several children had been orphaned.

Meanwhile, the ongoing crisis unfolded at a relentless pace. Boat after boat disgorging new arrivals, growing mountains of discarded neon-orange life jackets. On October 28, the day of the shipwreck, more than 6,500 refugees had landed on Lesvos. The next day, another 6,500. Then the next day, and the next… More than 130,000 refugees arrived to Lesvos in October alone, almost half a million by the end of the year. The numbers staggered the mind, but at the same time, blurred into abstraction.



FOUR YEARS later, people were referring to the entire Mediterranean Sea as a graveyard. Nearly twenty thousand people had drowned or gone missing trying to cross from Turkey or North Africa into Europe between 2014 and 2019. By 2024, the number would rise to over thirty thousand.1 The deadliest incidents received coverage, but most shipwrecks passed with little notice. The precise number of dead and missing was rarely known. Journalists and aid workers often summed up the life stories of the passengers by their nationality—Eritrean, Syrian, or Afghan—and their status as migrants. Their specific humanity remained obscured.

It haunted me that I had been so close to the events of October 28, but didn’t know many details about the refugees either. I had seen the locals, international volunteers, and aid workers in action but wanted to understand more about what it was like to be on the front lines of such a traumatic event. Unlike the vast central Mediterranean where refugees traveled for days to reach Malta or Italy, the October 28 wreck occurred in waters only six miles wide. Media footage from the rescue at sea and chaotic scene in Molyvos was broadcast around the world. I and many others had reported on and later investigated the tragedy, yet I felt that something essential was still missing.

Odysseus. The Wager. The Titanic. The Titan submersible that imploded while trying to reach the Titanic. Refugee journeys—and shipwrecks—are also epic in scope. I wanted to try to understand the October 28 shipwreck in all its dimensions, to try to comprehend the aspirations, bravery, and loss of the people involved. October 28 was the deadliest refugee shipwreck in the eastern Aegean in 2015. It also was a singular event that changed the lives of specific people, with middle names, high school diplomas, diabetes, a love for poetry, and countless other particularities.

Telling this story involved a broad search. The boat went down between Turkey and Lesvos, but after burying their dead, the survivors left the island to continue their journeys. In October of 2015, the borders were still open and most made their way to Germany or another European country. A few may have returned to their home country. I had no way of knowing. I found four people—a bank loan officer from Kabul traveling with his pregnant wife and two young sons; a thirteen-year-old girl, also from Afghanistan, traveling with her journalist father, mother, and three siblings; a school counselor from Homs, Syria; and a young woman, an artist, also from Syria—willing to talk to me. They spoke about why they left home, why and how they got on the boat, and the losses they had suffered, some of which were more than anyone should have to bear.

The people of Lesvos were later nominated for a Nobel Peace Prize for their compassionate response to the refugee crisis. But just calling them “heroes” obscures more than it explains. Many islanders were angry that they had to bear the cost of distant wars, or they held anti-migrant views. But among those who helped, a majority, their heroism consisted of many selfless, often quiet acts that happened beyond the gaze of any cameras. I uncovered as many kind gestures as cruel. The more I interviewed people—activists, the coroner, interpreters, fishermen, volunteers, restaurant owners, a priest, and many others—the more I admired the personal choice they made to go toward a problem, to help even with a bottle of water, rather than turn away.

The number of forcibly displaced people, either inside their own countries or outside as refugees or asylum seekers, almost doubled from 65.3 million in 2015 to more than 120 million by mid-2024. If the displaced formed a country, it would be the thirteenth most populous on the planet.2 Experts believe this trend, driven by conflict, and exacerbated by climate change, could double again in the next decade.3 These numbers signal that any of us could find ourselves having to flee our homes, or, like the people on Lesvos, having to choose whether to turn toward, or away from, people who need our help.



THIS IS a story about one shipwreck on one day, but events unfold in context, so it’s also the story about why so many Syrians and Afghans were on the move in 2015 and how their mass arrival impacted Lesvos. I include many people in the book because I want to show the astounding diversity of participants and viewpoints. Some of the heroes could be jerks, while members of Greece’s justifiably maligned Coast Guard4 could be kind. After the shipwreck, Lesvos’s right-wing mayor called for safe passage for refugees from Turkey in order to stop the bodies washing up on the island. Nor were the smugglers a uniform lot. While most were driven by greed and showed a total disregard for human life, some believed they were providing a needed service to the refugees, or they were only involved temporarily to solve their own economic problems.

Director and writer Bryan Doerries presents ancient Greek tragedies to help people overcome trauma. In The Theater of War, Doerries writes that tragedies can “help us see the impending disaster on the horizon, so that we may correct course and narrowly avoid it.”5 I take inspiration from this.

The October 28 shipwreck wasn’t a play or a movie; it was a real tragedy, and one that was not singular in its horror or in the way people and organizations reacted to it. I wrote this book because I believe we need to pay attention to the human impacts of our migration policies. Increasingly, we are militarizing borders, restricting access to asylum, and criminalizing those who try to help. I hope A Greek Tragedy will serve to wake us up; my hope is that we will not turn away.




Prologue

LESVOS, AEGEAN SEA—OCTOBER 28, 2015, 2 A.M.

KOSTAS PINTERIS STEADIED himself on the deck of his wooden boat, then dropped his line. It was 2 a.m., with a nearly full moon—a perfect night to hook some calamari. The spiky lure flickered on the surface of the water before sinking down into the darkness. Kostas pulled his woolen watch cap down over his ears against the fall chill. Behind him, he could see a few lights from his village, Skala Sykaminias, and the warm glow from the whitewashed Mermaid Madonna Church that guarded the harbor. He was only about half a mile offshore in a shallow, rocky area where the calamari fishing was often very good. As he pulled the lure back and forth, he gazed at the lights on the Turkish coast just five miles away. Just like the north coast of Lesvos where he lived, the opposite shore was also sparsely populated. Scattered lights twinkled here and there, marking villages along the seaside and in the mountainous terrain behind. Olive trees blanketed both shorelines—the Turkish side sat in Asia, Lesvos in Europe. At forty-one, Kostas had been fishing these waters for most of his life. Nothing made him happier than being on the sea.

His mobile phone buzzed, startling him out of his reverie. It was the Hellenic Coast Guard. “Entaxei, OK,” he said, a little wearily, “I’ll go see what’s happening.” He pulled up his lure and headed east along the shoreline to where they had said there was a boat in trouble. He wasn’t surprised—it was in the waters off the Korakás lighthouse, just beyond Skala Sykaminias, a dangerous area with submerged obstacles and unpredictable currents. Even local fishermen who knew this corner of the northern Aegean intimately ran aground there sometimes. For the uninitiated, it could be treacherous.

Kostas motored into the darkness. His stomach churned thinking about what he might find ahead. No matter how many times the Coast Guard had called on him to rescue people, it always made him anxious. It wasn’t long before he spotted a rubber raft. The dinghy was adrift and overloaded with around sixty or seventy people. He could hear women’s voices murmuring prayers, in Arabic he assumed. As he approached, the people in the boat jostled inside the dinghy, waving their arms and yelling for help. He couldn’t see if anyone was in the water, but he couldn’t risk slicing into someone with the propeller. He cut the engine.

The most important thing was to stem the panic. He brought his large arms down slowly in front of him, as if pressing them through wet clay, signaling to the people not to move. “Calm, stay calm,” Kostas said, using his few words of English. No one would understand his Greek, but some of the refugees would surely know some English. Now alongside the dinghy, he assessed the situation. The interior was flooded and the people inside were wet up to their necks. Those in the center were almost afloat. Many adults struggled to hold children and babies on their shoulders to keep them out of the water. He had no way of knowing exactly what had happened or how many hours they’d been in these conditions—but he knew how they got there. Sometimes the smugglers in Turkey sent the dinghies off with bad gas and the engine stalled. Or sometimes the cheap rafts sank after a seam split open under the weight of so many passengers. Or the rubber tore against the rocks. He’d seen it all by now.

Kostas tossed a thick rope from the bow into the hands of some men in the dinghy. His plan was to take as many of the children on board as possible, plus two of the women to keep them safe, and tow the dinghy with the rest of the people back to port. He motioned for two mothers to come aboard. One at a time, he grabbed onto their life jackets and used his powerful upper body to pull the women up onto the deck, signaling for them to sit down in the center of the boat in front of the helm. Fortunately, his boat wasn’t rocking too much in the gentle breeze. But the small children, sopping wet and afraid, could freeze to death on a cool fifty-degree night, even in a light wind. He knelt down on the bow and extended his arms out toward the dinghy as the adults passed him the little ones.

Kostas’s boat—painted a bright Aegean blue with red accents, with a mermaid ornament and komboloi, traditional Greek worry beads, dangling from the steering console—was a sturdy wooden fishing rig built on Lesvos for use in the Aegean. It was only thirteen feet long and had no roof or useable open areas below deck, except to access the engine or to store the fresh catch. It was designed to carry nets and fish, not human passengers. Kostas, who was as stout as his boat, with a full face and belly to match, fished alone. Now the thirteen children and two adults he had taken on board filled up the available deck space. This group was lucky; at least nobody had drowned. Their clothing and belongings were soaked through and they were shivering and scared, but he’d soon get them to land. As he started the motor, the towline he’d run off the stern and tied to the dinghy stretched tight. With so many people and water sloshing around inside, it sat low in the water. He drove with extreme caution. If he turned too quickly, or accelerated unexpectedly, the dinghy could sink. Keeping one hand on the controls, he swiveled his head constantly, checking that everyone in the raft behind him, and the women and children huddled in front of him, were safe.

At 3 a.m., the cafes and restaurants that lined the port in Skala Sykaminias were dark. But as Kostas unloaded the refugees one of the residents heard the commotion and came out weary-eyed to hand out bottles of water. Some of the international volunteers who were staying in town helped also, holding the children and wrapping them in gold-and-silver foil emergency blankets. The new arrivals stood in pools of seawater that drained off their hair and clothes; they were bedraggled, but nothing worse. Most important, the discomfort and fear of the dreaded sea crossing were behind them now. They had made it to Greece.

Kostas watched from his boat as the families walked up the steep cobblestone road that wound up the mountainside behind the village toward Stage Two, one of the camps run by volunteers to process new arrivals. He shook his head, half in stunned disbelief, half in admiration of those he’d just saved. Would he take the same risks if the situation were reversed? he wondered, not for the first time. He couldn’t say for sure. But if there was a war? Yes, he felt that he would. Nobody leaves their home unless they have to.



AS A boy growing up in Skala Sykaminias, Kostas was always around water. The Aegean lapped up on the rocky shoreline just a few yards from his front door. Swimming came naturally, no lessons necessary. When he was ten, his grandparents started taking him out on fishing trips. Whatever problems Kostas might have been having would fade away.

Now, after more than twenty years piloting his own one-man fishing boat, Kostas thrived on his daily routine. Feed the sheep. Feed the cats. Prepare meals for his father and brother, which he’d done since his mother died in 2010. Maintain the boat and fishing gear. And—morning, noon, and night—whenever the conditions were right, fish. “That’s what I do every day,” he said. “I am very calm.” Over the years, the fish stocks had become depleted, so he had to work longer hours, sometimes with very little result. But he had no regrets. “When I’m at sea I feel no stress at all. I feel great, so it’s worth it.”

But nothing about 2015 had been typical for Kostas or the other villagers. The first refugee dinghies had begun arriving to the coastlines around Skala Sykaminias back in January, many months before the world took any notice. There were almost no volunteers or aid workers yet, or journalists documenting the small piles of discarded orange, and sometimes blue, life jackets that would eventually spread into mountains. Even local media, headquartered in the capital of Mytilene, were ignorant of the mounting humanitarian crisis on the north end of the island. In February, it was two, three, or four boats every day; by spring, the daily arrival of rafts, carrying an average of 60 refugees, had increased to 30 or 40, up to 2,400 people. As staggering as these numbers were, they were meager compared to what was to come. In fall, the numbers ballooned beyond their wildest imaginings to 6,000 or 7,000 a day. The scale of the arrivals dwarfed the number of local residents. Just four dinghies brought more people than the entire population of Skala Sykaminias, home to about 150 people.

Kostas had seen things he never could have imagined. Once, the Coast Guard asked him to help them search for a rubber dinghy that had been reported missing. A small Coast Guard vessel arrived to Skala Sykaminias from Mytilene and they searched all afternoon. Around sunset, the Coast Guard sent a helicopter, which beamed its lights into the depths. When they finally found the wreck, divers went underneath the overturned boat and pulled out two people. It was a mother and child, both dead. They were locked together in an embrace. When they turned over the boat, another child floated up, a boy. He was stiff, as if frozen.



AFTER KOSTAS unloaded the refugees in the very early morning hours of October 28, he knew he wouldn’t be able to sleep, so he decided to head back out to keep fishing. He managed to catch a few more calamari. When his phone vibrated again, dawn was just starting to break. Streaks of burning red and deep purple lit up the eastern skies over Turkey. It was a gorgeous fall morning, but the wind had picked up a bit—gale-force conditions were expected later in the day. “Another boat?” he asked the caller, knowing the answer already as he dropped another inky squid into a pail. Why else would the Coast Guard be calling him? “Entaxei,” he said. “I’m on my way.”




PART 1 ON THE MOVE
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CHAPTER ONE Hedayat

AFGHANISTAN, 2004

“WHAT, YOU? YOU want to teach English?” the receptionist barked at the scrawny boy speaking to her through the intercom at the language school in Kabul in 2004. The boy announced his name boldly, “I’m Hedayatullah Habibyar. And yes, I do.”

Reluctantly, she buzzed Hedayat in. When she saw how short he was, the receptionist laughed out loud and called the owner. Hedayat was a slender seventh grader with shiny black, almond-shaped eyes and straight black hair that he wore neatly parted on the side and combed flat. Some of the English teachers arrived in the reception area, followed by the owner.

“Look at this,” the receptionist said, pointing at Hedayat, incredulous.

The owner, Javid, put his hand on Hedayat’s shoulder and studied the boy. “Son, can you teach?”

“Yes, sir, I can,” Hedayat answered confidently, even though he had no teaching experience and hadn’t even completed his fourth levels in English. To bolster his chances, he lied and said he was in the eighth grade. His family had fallen on hard times and he desperately needed to earn some money.

Javid gave him an exam, which Hedayat passed easily. And so at fourteen years old, Hedayat used his wits to secure his first job. After he got out of school every afternoon, he rushed to the language institute just a few minutes from his house to teach entry-level English.

His father couldn’t believe his son had secured such a job. “You’re lying. Who would give you a job teaching English?” Hedayat insisted his father come to the language school to see for himself. “Your son is still a student himself, but he wanted to teach,” Javid told Hedayat’s father. “I knew he could do it.”

Javid showed his confidence in young Hedayat’s abilities again about a year later when the admissions manager went on vacation and Javid asked Hedayat to fill in. Before too long, profits at the language school were up. Digging into the books, Hedayat discovered that the admissions manager had been quietly skimming off the earnings. Soon Javid announced to the staff that Hedayat—who by this time was a freshman in high school—would be taking over as admissions manager, working from 1 to 8 p.m. so he could continue his studies.

“Even I was stunned by the promotion,” Hedayat said. His salary was 5,000 afghanis a month, about $100, a respectable salary at the time, especially for a kid.

“I was like a fly in the big office chair, my feet didn’t touch the ground.”



HEDAYATULLAH HABIBYAR was born in Kabul, Afghanistan, on June 25, 1990, the sixth of nine brothers and sisters. His birth came one year after the end of the brutal Soviet-Afghan war, which killed an estimated 1 million Afghan civilians. But instead of ushering in a peaceful new era, the country soon plunged into a deadly civil war. The battle between the communist-aligned government and the mujahideen rebels, who had long been backed by Pakistan and the United States, inflicted widespread destruction and paved the way for the emergence of the Taliban. When Hedayat was born, his father owned a photography studio in downtown Kabul specializing in wedding and high school graduation portraits. But as violence overtook the capital, celebrations grew scarce and his business floundered. So in 1991, when Hedayat was one year old, the Habibyar family joined the massive wave of refugees fleeing Afghanistan, settling in the city of Peshawar, just over the Afghan border on the Khyber Pass in northern Pakistan. Six million Afghans would eventually flee the civil war—3 million to Pakistan and 3 million to Iran. Hedayat’s future wife, Zohra, also left Kabul with her family at this time, settling in Islamabad.

Hedayat’s father used his savings from his photography shop in Kabul to establish a wholesale business selling popular shampoo and soap brands and eventually earned enough to afford two cars and move the family into a clean, two-story house. Hedayat grew up in the vast Afghan community within Peshawar. The Habibyars were Farsi-speaking Tajiks, but Hedayat also picked up Pashto and Urdu, the area’s dominant languages. He went to Sher Shah Suri elementary school, named after a fifteenth-century Afghan prince, played on an Afghan soccer team, and ran around the ancient capital at night with Afghan friends. Many of the Afghans pouring into Pakistan in these years entered refugee camps and madrassas that became Taliban recruiting grounds, but the ongoing Afghan crisis was outside Hedayat’s childhood awareness. As he kicked soccer balls in Peshawar, much of Kabul was destroyed by fighting during the civil war; then, in 1994, the Taliban rose to power in Kandahar and eventually imposed their brutal fundamentalist rule over the entire country, providing safe haven for Osama bin Laden and his Al Qaeda militants.

When he was eleven, in 2001, Hedayat was old enough to start paying attention to news about his homeland. Two days before the September 11 terrorist attacks in the United States, Al Qaeda operatives assassinated Ahmad Shah Massoud, the commander of the Northern Alliance fighting the Taliban. Hearing his father and so many other adults talk about the loss of Massoud, a revered leader of the same Tajik background as the Habibyars, Hedayat started to comprehend that he and his family were refugees in Pakistan because of war back home.

In 2003, two years after the US-led coalition toppled the Taliban, Hedayat’s father decided it was time to finally move the family back to Kabul. Riding a wave of optimism about the country’s prospects under a new president, a new constitution, and international commitments to pour billions into the economy, he joined the Afghans streaming back into their country from neighboring Iran and Pakistan, hopeful that they could rebuild their lives in a stable new Afghanistan. His dream was to start a business selling paint imported from Pakistan to the construction sector that was busily rebuilding the city.

But for Hedayat, now thirteen, the move was a shock. “Why did you bring us here?” he asked his father as they drove through the bombed-out streets of the capital for the first time. The civil war had reduced half of Kabul to rubble; more than sixty thousand people had been killed.1 From their spacious home in Peshawar, the family, now with nine children, moved to a war-ravaged neighborhood in Kabul, into a cramped one-bedroom house with crumbling walls and no heat. For young Hedayat, Pakistan had been paradise compared to this.



THE FAMILY’S financial situation in Kabul deteriorated when the imported paints Hedayat’s father had invested his future in dried up in their cans; then his older brother married and stopped helping to support the family. Determined to contribute, even though he was the third youngest sibling, Hedayat talked his way into the job teaching English. Then, when he was seventeen, he saw job announcements posted on a board outside the main branch of one of the largest banks in the country.

“Let’s apply,” he said to three of his schoolmates. Horns blared behind them as drivers inched along in gridlock on the big avenue. By 2007, the population of Kabul had exploded and a building boom was underway.

“You’re crazy,” they said in unison. “We’re too young. They’d never hire us.”

“Come on,” Hedayat insisted. “They won’t ask for any documents at first. What do we have to lose?”

His friend Habib was the only one who agreed to give it a shot. But, cautious about his lack of experience, he planned to try for the most entry-level position.

“What’s the point?” Hedayat countered. “Customer service/IT officer will pay more. I’m going to apply for that.”

When he told his father about his plan, he once again doubted his son’s prospects. “Jamsheed,” he said, using the family nickname for Hedayat, “you’re in the eleventh grade. It’s impossible.” After boning up on basic IT with his older brother, Hedayat took the test. A few days later, the bank offered him the position, which was located in a branch in Mazar-i-Sharif, two hundred miles north of Kabul. Whenever the bank’s hiring manager asked him for the required high school diploma—which he didn’t have, since he hadn’t graduated—Hedayat managed to put her off, claiming the school administration hadn’t issued it yet.

Eight months into the position in Mazar-i-Sharif, a local business executive who had an ownership stake in the bank and was also related to the majority owner, asked Hedayat to issue him a cashier’s check. Hedayat quickly realized the man was asking for more money than he had in his account.

“I can’t. It’s illegal,” Hedayat said.

“Listen, it’s no problem,” the executive said, getting irritated. “I own part of the bank. This is for my taxes.”

“Sorry, I can’t.”

When he told some other employees about the situation, they said they had complied with similar requests, which were all too common in the corrupt world of Afghan banking. They worried Hedayat’s defiance would cost him his job. But the majority owner patched over the dispute and made sure the executive received the funds he requested. Then he praised Hedayat for his honesty and arranged for him to be transferred back to the capital. After he aced a job placement exam, Hedayat was named deputy director of the bank’s main branch in downtown Kabul. He was just shy of nineteen years old.



HIS FIRST year on the job, Hedayat met the woman who would become his wife. Five foot four inches tall, with bright black eyes and an open smile, eighteen-year-old Zohra Babak worked in the customer service department. Arranged marriages were the norm in Afghanistan, but the two young bank employees found each other at work and Hedayat soon asked Zohra’s father for her hand in marriage. He considered himself to be a social person, but Zohra lit up any room she was in; he loved her touch for getting people to open up and have a good time together, even people she didn’t know. “She could make friends so easily,” Hedayat beamed.

Zohra’s family welcomed the match. The young man, a self-starter with a knack for numbers, embodied the optimism of the educated, urban middle class thriving in Kabul at the time. Ever since he was a boy, he’d preferred Western dress to the traditional salwar kameez. For work, he wore a suit and tie with thick-soled oxfords. The rest of the time he lived in nice-fitting jeans, a T-shirt, and a black bomber jacket, accessorized with aviator sunglasses and a heavy wristwatch. Slender and clean-shaven, he was handsomely boyish even in a gray business suit. Earning $1,500 a month, a very good salary at the time, Hedayat could afford a car and a one-bedroom apartment and had enough left over to go to the brand-new Nayeri Sauna and Pool in Kabul’s upscale New City district. Zohra’s family, like Hedayat, believed girls should be educated. They rejected the view, held by the Taliban and wide swaths of conservative society, that men should dominate women and that it was unmanly to act kindly toward your wife. “Where do you see in the Koran or Islam that a man shouldn’t help with the housework?” Hedayat said.

Zohra’s aunt and uncle, who had migrated to Belgium, flew to Kabul for the wedding. Their son Anwar, Zohra’s cousin, remembered hearing that Zohra’s father had praised his daughter’s husband-to-be. “That doesn’t happen a lot,” Anwar said, laughing. “When a guy marries your daughter, you usually have to pretend to be positive.”



HEDAYAT AND Zohra’s first son, Usman, was born on December 31, 2011, when Hedayat was twenty-one years old. Usman’s little brother, Abukar, came along just eleven months later, on November 29, 2012. The Taliban and various jihadi factions were regaining power around the country, and the militants launched suicide bombings around the capital on a weekly basis. The ongoing violence was a concern, but it had become normalized, “more like fires,” Hedayat said. He kept the terrifying incidents outside his field of vision, which was focused on his work and his family. On Fridays, the family piled into Hedayat’s red Toyota Corolla, packing in as many other relatives as they could, and headed to the cool, forested mountains to the north of Kabul for a picnic, the classic Afghan pastime. Hedayat spread out a huge kilim rug, usually on a grassy spot next to a roaring stream, then Zohra set out the bolani, flatbreads stuffed with meat, potato, and other vegetables, for a leisurely feast. Far away from his responsibilities at the bank, Hedayat might show his playful side and hum a tune by Arijit Singh, the Indian singer of romantic songs who was his favorite musician. Other times they picnicked at Qargha Lake, where Hedayat rented a rowboat, a rare chance for Zohra and the boys to get out on the water in the landlocked country.

As the boys became toddlers, they grew very close, but with distinct personalities. Usman, the eldest, preferred the company of adults to that of other children, except for his little brother, whom he adored. When guests dined at their apartment, a comfortable one-bedroom in the 11th district, Usman listened attentively to the grown-ups’ conversation and examined their appearance. After they left, he’d report back his observations to his father. “Pedar jan, did you notice how dirty that man’s shirt was? And the other man’s shoes and pants didn’t match!” Like his father, Usman was very particular about how he dressed. He insisted on choosing his own outfits; he had many shoes and socks so he could always find matching colors. Since his father wore a suit and tie to work, Usman wanted to have the same. So Hedayat bought his son, who was only three, a purple suit jacket, white dress shirt, and black bow tie to wear to a relative’s wedding. After that, Usman wanted to wear the dress clothes every day. The only time Usman wasn’t attentive to his father’s every move was when he first woke up, when he refused all company for at least half an hour. If Hedayat or Zohra tried to greet him, he’d bat them away. But when he was finally awake, he’d run over and hug and kiss his parents as if nothing had happened.

Compared to his serious older brother, little Abukar took after his mother. He was gregarious with everyone, adults and children alike. He was always in motion, darting between the legs of guests at dinner or running up and down the slide at the park. He greeted everyone on the street, shaking their hand, whether he knew them or not. He had a generous streak notable for a small child. Instead of hoarding his chocolate for himself, he’d break it in two. If you asked for more, he’d break it again. Zohra’s father loved to play with his youngest grandson, astonished that the boy would continue to share as the bar got smaller and smaller. When the grandfather asked Abukar to give him his last piece of chocolate, the boy did, slapping it down on the old man’s palm. They both squealed with delight.



HEDAYAT’S BRUSH with corruption at his first banking job in Mazar-i-Sharif was not his last. When he transferred to the bank’s main branch in Kabul, external auditors found so many illegal transactions, Hedayat was sure they would shut the bank down. But then he watched as the regulators looked the other way. “It was a game,” Hedayat quickly realized. “The auditors worked hard to expose problems, then made a deal to get paid off by bank officials.” Since US-led forces had toppled the Taliban, the subsequent Western-backed administration was as corrupt as its predecessors. Former militia leaders and members of the drug and smuggling mafia joined other power brokers, installed in key positions in government, construction, real estate, and banking. The kind of insider lending that Hedayat had already witnessed as a young bank employee was endemic throughout the sector.

For example, the founders of another of Afghanistan’s major financial institutions, Kabul Bank—two financial novices with close ties to warlords—appeared to run the institution as something of a pyramid scheme.2 The well-connected shareholders, including President Hamid Karzai’s brother Mahmoud Karzai and others in Karzai’s circle, received multimillion-dollar “loans” that eventually destroyed the savings of average depositors. Government regulators, and the US-funded Western consultants who were supposed to monitor the regulatory process, did nothing for years, until the bank collapsed in 2011. Public confidence in banks was so low, only 15 percent of the population had accounts.3

When Hedayat got a new job at yet another major bank in 2014, he tried to avoid getting embroiled in the bank’s illegal dealings. On one occasion, he refused to sign off on multimillion-dollar loans issued to low-level bank employees who clearly did not qualify; everyone knew the “loans” were a scam to deliver the money to one of the bank’s owners.

A few months later, one of the bank’s big clients, the brother of a known mafia boss with connections to the government and the bank’s owner, demanded that Hedayat issue a credit line for $3 million. When Hedayat explained that it wasn’t possible, the client offered him $20,000, then a few weeks later $100,000 and a visa to Dubai. Other bank employees urged Hedayat to accept the bribe and comply, arguing that the owner wanted him to do so, but Hedayat feared the consequences: if the government wanted to punish anyone for breaking the law, it would be him, the bank employee who signed the documents, never the well-connected owner. Besides, he’d known of several employees who’d taken advantage of similar offers to leave Afghanistan and were never heard from again.

One day when he was driving home in his red Toyota, a car with dark windows forced him to the side of the road. “You’re young, you have a beautiful wife and two sons,” the thugs riding in it said menacingly. “You wouldn’t want to see anything happen to them, would you?” Hedayat was so afraid, he issued the man two bank verification letters that grossly exaggerated the man’s worth, but the gangster would only accept cash. The threats intensified. Another time, gang members forced him into their car and dumped him at the police station, where corrupt officers threatened to accuse him of being a smuggler if he didn’t give them $10,000. He had no choice but to pay. They knew where his family lived, where the boys went to preschool.

In the spring of 2015, Hedayat confided in Zohra. She was now pregnant with their third child—and immediately understood that the family was in grave danger. The mafia that was targeting her husband and their family was well known for land grabs, kidnappings, and other criminal activities and was linked to high government officials. After more than thirty years of war in the country, former warlords had emerged as power brokers in post-Taliban Afghanistan.4 That year, 2015, Transparency International ranked Afghanistan third from the bottom on its Corruption Perceptions Index, above North Korea and Somalia.5 Hedayat couldn’t go to his boss because the man was involved in the scheme; he couldn’t turn to the police because they, too, were taking kickbacks.

Zohra and Hedayat had never discussed leaving Afghanistan before. They both came of age in an optimistic era, when foreign investment was pouring into the country and Afghans, especially in urban areas, dreamed of building a more modern nation. In spite of the corruption and violence that still plagued Afghan society, Hedayat and Zohra loved their life in Kabul. But now they had been hit by some of the same problems that had caused 1.5 million Afghans to flee the country since 2010: the mafia had taken the couple’s Kabul future away from them.



AS CITIZENS of one of the top refugee-producing countries, Afghans face some of the most restrictive visa requirements in the world for global travel. Ideally, Hedayat would have flown with his family from Kabul to Europe to apply for asylum. But visas to the European Union could cost many thousands of dollars per person—and were rarely issued to average Afghan citizens anyway. Unable to travel legally, Hedayat turned to smugglers to facilitate their journey.

Migration has been part of the Afghan experience for many generations, and Afghans have been forced to use smugglers to move across regions and borders. According to a study by the International Organization on Migration, smuggling has “roots in Islamic pilgrimage and Afghan trade networks.”6 The profession is sometimes passed down from father to son, and smugglers see themselves as valued members of society who help people in times of desperation.

So it wasn’t unusual that Zohra accompanied Hedayat the day he signed a contract with a smuggler, a short man, about forty-five, with a long beard and a white skullcap. Recommended by family friends, he lived in an apartment building in their neighborhood. While Zohra drank tea in another room with the smuggler’s wife and children, Hedayat and his father-in-law finalized the details of the arrangement with the man Hedayat called “Haji,” a common term of respect for a man. The price was $8,500 for each adult, half that for each child—$25,500 in total to convey the family to Europe. Besides transportation, the price included lodging in safe houses and basic meals. Hedayat had been able to secure visas to Iran ($1,200 for all four), so the family would fly legally to Tehran, where smugglers would meet them. From there, under the auspices of a network of smugglers, they’d travel west across Iran in cars and buses, crossing the border into Turkey by foot, before continuing overland to Istanbul. At that time, the majority of refugees reached Europe via the sea route to the Greek islands, but Hedayat’s smuggler’s plan was for them to go by land, slipping past border guards at night from northwestern Turkey into Bulgaria, their entry point to the European Union. Hedayat and Haji signed a contract: Hedayat agreed to deposit the $25,500 with a dealer at the Shahzada, Kabul’s vast hawala market. When the family reached Europe, the money would be released to the smuggler.

Back outside the apartment, when Hedayat told Zohra about the arrangement, she smiled. The baby was kicking inside her. Her aunt and uncle and cousins lived in Belgium, in a seaside town called Blankenberge, and had invited Zohra and her family to live with them. Now they had a plan to get there.

Except for their passports, they packed few personal items. No wedding photos or other memorabilia. They stuffed two bags plus two daypacks, mainly with warm, sturdy clothes for the boys, plus cookies, chips, milk, and other snacks to eat along the way. Plus the boys’ tablet and chargers to keep them entertained. Knowing it would be cold walking across mountain passes into Iran and Bulgaria with winter coming on, Hedayat bought new puffy coats for the family: black for himself, Zohra, and Usman, who liked to dress like his father—and for Abukar, red, his favorite color.

In the spring of 2015, a few months before their departure, Zohra posted a photo of her handsome husband on one of their family outings. Dressed in crisp blue jeans and a black T-shirt, Hedayat leans his slim frame out over the bow of a blue fiberglass rowboat at Qargha Lake, casually dangling his right hand into the khaki-green water. With his head cocked to one side, smiling from behind his aviator sunglasses, he seems to be beckoning to Zohra and the boys, who are outside the frame, to come aboard and enjoy the sunny afternoon.

The day they left, both Zohra’s family and Hedayat’s family came to the Kabul airport. After Tehran, they’d be moving illegally, so it was a fraught good-bye with many tears. Even though they were still confident that Haji was a trustworthy smuggler, they were aware of the dangers, and also aware that they had no idea when they would see each other again. Just in case something went wrong and they got deported back to Afghanistan, Hedayat and Zohra had decided to keep their apartment. Zohra’s parents would ship their belongings to them in Belgium after they settled.

When they shut the door to their apartment, the trappings of their daily life remained in their places: heavy red rugs in the living room and bedroom; a selection of kazans, or pots, for cooking; Hedayat’s suits and ties; Zohra’s jeans and colorful headscarves; and the boys’ toy cars and trucks and storybooks. In the calendar that hung on the refrigerator, Zohra had marked off the days until her due date. It was September 15, 2015, just forty-five days to go.




CHAPTER TWO Okba

SYRIA, KUWAIT, EGYPT, SAUDI ARABIA, 1988

WHEN THE EXIT light inside the airplane glowed yellow, for “stand by,” Okba Bader put his hands on the bench and pushed himself to his feet. It was 1988, and at seventeen, Okba was one of the biggest kids in his high school in Damascus, almost six feet tall and 190 pounds. As the largest of the student skydivers, he had been chosen to jump first. “Okba, Okba, Okba,” the others chanted as he moved toward the door. To get to this moment, the round-faced teenager with wide-set eyes and thickly arched eyebrows had passed a rigorous three-month training course that included somersaulting off the high dive into a pool. Many students were too afraid to make the leap, putting an end to their skydiving aspirations. But Okba had not hesitated. Now, he was soaring thirteen thousand feet above the Syrian desert and all eyes in the airplane were on him. His heart pounded under his flight suit, sweat seeped into his goggles. Backing out was not an option. If he panicked, the others wouldn’t jump. And he’d be known as a coward.

When the jump door opened, Okba went numb. As he looked out at the desert far below, the sound of people shouting his name ceased to exist. The rocky plateau he’d driven through so many times with his family looked like a toy carpet woven out of tiny threads of stony brown and sandy beige, with occasional slivers of green. Gripping
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