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The dust of mountains and roads, narrow fields and terraced homes, like petrified dew, overlays a partially built school for girls in Nahrin, secluded among the Hindu Kush in Baghlan Province, north of Kabul.  Afghans here are building the school at one-eighth the cost charged by U.S. contractors so as to countervail orthodox Islamist madrassas and save their nation.
  

 “We have to keep them involved,” insists Lori Rockland, a thirty-eight-year-old American, single and multilingual, teaching English to Afghan women who, in turn, will teach girls at the school.  “And it’s easier if it means education.”  With a gummy smile marred by burst capillaries, Lori explains, “They’re always working, so school’s a joy for them – especially the girls.”
The U.S., the European Union, Japan, Pakistan, South Korea, Kuwait, India, Saudi Arabia and Iran, among other nations, pledged reconstruction funds of $4.5 billion (over five years);
 yet such funds are lower than those pledged to East Timor and Haiti.
“Most of the money goes to the military,” reports Lori.  

Indeed, the recent U.S. mountain assault, just south of Gardez, utilized 1,500 Afghan soldiers and included two thermobaric bombs designed to fire caves.  Snow hampered transport and the nightly subzero temperatures debilitated deployment.  The bombing was followed by ground troops combating diehards led by Maulvi Saifurrahman Mansoor; yet during the preceding five months over five thousand Al Qaeda and Taliban have escaped to Pakistan.
“Where does your money come from?” we ask.

“From a microchip manufacturer with leukemia.  He gave Gary a couple million dollars and Gary raised the rest himself,” relates Lori.

Gary Moore runs The Afghanistan Academy.  To date, he has built twenty-one schools.  He and Lori met in Pakistan in 1998 and dated until 2000.

“We’re mountain climbers.  He’s married now,” explains Lori.

“And now you’re dating Zaher,” we say.

“Oh, no.  You don’t date here.  Not an Afghan.  You’re married or you’re nothing.”

“But Zaher routinely drives you from Nahrin to Kabul so you can meet with your Red Cross counterparts.”

“Not anymore.  It’s too dangerous.”

“But it’s dangerous here, too.”

“It is.”

“Isn’t he driving two of your student teachers to Jalalabad due to death threats?”

“They were raped.  They were afraid of what would come next.”

“So now you’re here all alone, and you can barely communicate with the children, not to mention the adults?  Is that wise?”

“I can speak Farsi and I can speak German.  I’m learning their dialect.  I’m safe.”

She is milling about the school, measuring would-be bookcases by counting steps, memorizing widths while tugging her necklace’s tiny crucifix.  Her fingers are pinpoint from cuticle to nail, tapered from bone to knuckle and pudgy from knuckle to white hand.

“The majority of Afghan adults are illiterate and undernourished,” we note.

“They’re starving.  So am I.”

According to the New York Times, Chairman Karzai told a Pakistani journalist: “If you come to Afghanistan, you will see what [the terrorists] have done to us.  Come and see for yourselves.  It is absolutely shocking.”
“No one’s coming,” repines Lori.

“But isn’t that’s because they’re already here?  Seventeen nations are protecting Afghanistan.”

“That’s Kabul.  No one’s coming here.  If you’re outside Kabul, the warlords rule.”

Sec. Rumsfeld reasoned: “There’s one school of thought that thinks [increasing the International Security Assistance Force to 20,000 troops is] a desirable thing to do.  Another school of thought, which is where my brain is, is that why put all the time and money and effort in that? . . . Why not put it into helping them develop a national army so that they can look out for themselves over time?”

“Doesn’t he have a point?” we ask.

“The warlords rule,” insists Lori.  “They think the Taliban’s gonna come back, so they terrorize anyone who might help.”

“What about the Loya Jirga scheduled for June?  Will it elect a government capable of supporting a national army?”

“It’ll elect the warlords and they’ll start fighting again.”

“When are you leaving Afghanistan, Lori?”

“I might not leave.”

“If you do eventually go, will Zaher go with you?

“Maybe.  Yeah.  He says he will.”

“You could have traveled to Jalalabad with him yesterday and left today.”

“But our school.  What about our school?”

“No one expects the school to be built, least of all Zaher.”

“But he’s the one who’s been building it.”

“People are hoping that the ‘peace’ pipeline from Turkmenistan will fund jobs, factories and schools.  They want it to replace poppy farming and shady creditors as sources of income.”

“That money is never gonna reach people like us.”

“Why’re you wearing a burka?”

“I have to.”

“You mean in deference to the fear felt by women here?”

“It’s not just the women.  It’s the girls.  The girls feel it more.”

“Two days ago, you saved a fourteen-year-old girl from a forced marriage.”

“A rape, not a marriage.  They marry them for a night and then disappear.”

“You put your body between the armed men sent by the would-be groom.”

“I stood in front of Sharifa.  They were pointing a gun at her mother’s head.”

“You could have been killed, Lori.”

“We all could have been killed.  And we all still can be killed.  It has nothing to do with me.  Any woman can be killed here.”

Beyond the school is a semi-grassed flatland designated as a playground for girls.  The rest of Nahrin resembles the rocky print of a brown body: its legs straight and bent respectively, with its ribcage the village square, its arms ingress and egress roads and its turbaned head a grassy hill.  The bones and sinewy fat of Nahrin are contoured by terraced homes of mud-block construction along the Nahrin River, composed primarily of loess, a low clay compound, and supported poorly vis-à-vis walls, corners and roofs, with the exception of the concrete-based mosque.  Landmines placed by the Northern Alliance during its civil war with the Taliban imperil travel.

“You can be killed for what you did; and you can be killed for what you’re doing right now,” we say.

“I understand that,” concedes Lori.

“Traveling here was a big mistake.”

“No, I don’t think so.”

“You can go back to Michigan and help your sister raise funds for Planned Parenthood, or you can build schools in Michigan.  You’ll be safer there, much safer.”

“I might go back and fundraise so we can at least build a few more schools here, but first I wanna finish this one.”

“The school might be functional if there’s a rise in temperature, but right now, without a roof, no one can possibly—”

“No, I know, I know – it’s too cold to sit still and learn.”

“Yet the roof’s complete on its north side.”  

“That’s right.  I guess I could stand in the snow over here and they could sit over there against the wall.”  

“So far, classes were being held nightly in homes, with your student teachers translating to groups of girls, but now your student teachers are gone.”

“I know, and it wasn’t every night.”

“It was nearly every night; and, after class, you’d spend the rest of the night with Zaher.”

“Hmn.  I wish.  I mean I would’ve liked to, but I can’t do that here.”

“You have a nice smile, Lori, but what’s wrong with your gums?”

“They bleed under the surface.  Don’t ask me why.  I can’t feel it or anything – I mean I can’t taste anything like blood or anything.  It’s just the way they are.  My dentist said it’s nothing serious.”

She moves to the wall, noting the shadow and footprints, the latter suggesting congregation, perhaps due to curiosity.

“I’ve seen people standing here talking about how good this school’s gonna be,” she recalls.

“Are you sure you didn’t misunderstand those conversations?”

“Misunderstand them?  I wouldn’t really be able to understand them even if I could hear them.  I’m just saying that when they were standing here talking they looked pretty hopeful.”

She is tapping her teeth with her fingertip and nail when suddenly her legs shift without her feet.  Her torso and the rest of her body realigns and she jumps without leaving the ground.  Bizarrely cast down by pressureless hands, she beholds chunked blue air jiggling like slow-falling toy blocks; then the roof falls on her and, buried beneath a cracked and dusty shell of mud-and-rock, she orbits painfully from jaw to temple, waiting for something to happen, momentarily unaware of what has just happened.

A day later, Manoel de Almeida e Silva, a U.N. spokesman, reports, “I was in Nahrin myself for about two hours.  What you see there is a lot of destruction.  It is a poor area that has been very much affected by drought in the recent past, and also an area that saw a lot of fighting in these last years.  One positive piece of news is the estimate of the number of deaths in the hours that followed the earthquake on Monday; the reality is not proving to be as bad as that.  Of course, there is a sad loss of life, but as of yesterday, the general view is that the number of dead is probably between eight hundred and a thousand, hopefully closer to the lower end of this range.”

That first night survivors go without food; then reconnaissance teams and an international relief panacea arrive: NGOs and representatives from the Afghan Interim Administration and the U.S. Government, the U.N. and the ISAS.  These responders encounter village-by-village collapse apropos cluster bombing, with homes resembling slammed dominos, comprising a vast, isolated environ sustained miserably by chill, lamentation and stench.  A slab-and-clay row of rectangular columns, either jaggedly severed at shoulders or gutted at waists in receding zigzag, stands opposite the pocked and rocky playground, to which survivors, rescuers and caregivers transport the wounded while the dusty dead, the retrieval of which being facilitated by simple constructions, are identified when possible and arranged in rows.  Beyond this are white tents and food, medical clinics and medevac vehicles, helicopters, jerry cans, blankets and plastic sheets.

Lori Rockland is dead.  Most people in her village are dead, and inaccessible roads and overnight aftershocks increase the death toll.  “I can say that ninety percent of Nahrin has been destroyed,” reports Mira Jan of the Afghan Defense Ministry.  Chairman Karzai declares a national day of mourning.  The dead are buried in shrouds about the devastation, whereas the wounded are flown to Pul-e-Kumri and Baglan.  Famished families locate wounded or dead family members.  Water, silvery slow beneath stagnant sunshine, is being dispensed from battered white plastic tanks, while packets of food are—

“I’m not dead,” utters Lori.

Her weak claim comes from her broken, bloody mouth.  Indeed, she was passed over.  

“No one’s . . . helping me,” she states.

“You came to Afghanistan to live a better life,” we say, “to be altruistic, so that others might live better lives, but now . . .”

“I didn’t think I’d . . . live a better life.  I thought this whole place . . . would be better . . . for everyone.”

A baby was found amid ashes in a crushed house and is now the subject of media and medical attention, not Lori.  Meanwhile, the school will never be rebuilt, just as Nahrin will never be rebuilt, where now plentiful, albeit temporary relief contrasts disgracefully with decades of neglect.  The earthquake and rescue effort confirm a long-seeded pessimism that the nation and region are helpless, if not hopeless.  

“What do future decades promise?” we ask.  “Liberty, democracy and prosperity, or insipid occupation, warlord rule and bouts of civil war?”  

“A better life,” insists Lori.

She can no longer help anyone, let alone herself.  A day later, workers retrieve her dead body.  They bandage her jaw and return her body to the U.S., where it is buried in Petosky, Michigan.

� The 9/11 hijackers, all educated, had illiterate mothers, and an illiterate mother means a son can obtain her blessing for Taliban membership or worse; but, after 9/11, Afghan mothers are no longer blessing their sons’ jihads.  They want their children educated, including their girls.





� In addition to the $1.3 billion already pledged. 








