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David Gartenley was missing in action. They have been searching for him for a month now. His Company was on a rather difficult mission in the border region of Afghanistan adjacent to Pakistan. During one of their prolonged local operations, their unit came under enemy fire on their way back to the base. It was intense fire which lasted for more than an hour. Then, for a while, calm prevailed on the scene. The night had fallen and it was quite dark. They were on the side of a rather treacherous hilly slope during the encounter and received a terrible hit because of their direct exposure to the height from where the enemy fire came. They took shelter behind rocks and returned fire but incurred causalities nonetheless. When the unit started retreating, the enemy came upon them again and there was some hand to hand fighting. They inflicted causalities on the enemy but in the dark of the night their retreat could not remain organized and orderly. In the haphazard hit and run situation, the unit lost track of three of its men, including David. Later when they returned with reinforcements to search the hilly slope carefully, two of the wounded were recovered. However, there was no trace of David. An extensive search next day also failed to produce any results. The Army came to the unfortunate conclusions, after days of exhaustive search in the area, that David has been probably captured by the enemy or he was wounded and they took him away in that condition. The villagers in the surrounding areas also couldn’t give any clues about what might have happened to him.

David had enlisted in the army about a year after 9/11 and this, in 2006, was his second tour of duty in Afghanistan. The news devastated his family. His sister Christina felt as if she had lost her moorings in life. His parents George and Patricia were heartbroken. They went to see an army General a couple times to get an update on the search for their son. It was during their second meeting that Lieutenant General Lassiter told them about the possibility of their son having fallen into the river flowing right below the hill where the skirmish between his unit and the Taliban insurgents had taken place. Soldiers scouting the area in search of clues for David had been visiting a number of villages downstream. During these visits, they found out that around the same time as David went missing, the villagers had seen a fair skinned, golden haired man, with a small beard (which might have been overgrown shave) lying unconscious on the river bank in early hours of morning. Actually, an old woman, who had come to the river to get some water, saw the unconscious man. According to her, he was bleeding but alive. She rushed home to inform her husband and sons. But by the time her husband and the villagers reached the scene, the unconscious man had disappeared. The assumption in the village was that it was probably a wounded member of Taliban who had been picked up by his friends and taken away to their hideout in the hills. The villagers said that the man was not wearing a uniform but was in Afghan clothes.  

The details of the conversation between the old lady of village Sheenkor and American Captain and his team searching for David were not much help for determining the identity of the body. Through an interpreter Captain Rossetti had asked the lady sitting behind a curtain:

“What time did you go to the river that morning?”

“I don’t own a watch. But I go there every morning for my Tahajjud (pre-early morning) prayers,” responded the old lady.

The Captain asked her husband Mubarak: “You have any idea what time she normally goes to the river in the early hours?”

“Yes. She normally goes there around 4:00 am. Sometimes it is 3:30 or so,” answered Mubarak sitting next to the Captain whom Mubarak had allowed to talk with the lady with great initial reluctance.

“Was it dark out there when you arrived at the river bank?” asked the Captain.

“It was dark but I could see things in my surrounding; a little dim but I could see them,” answered the lady.

“What did you see that morning?”

“I saw a man lying on the bank, just outside the flowing water.”

“Are you sure it was a man? Perhaps you were just imagining.”

“No I was not. My husband and other villagers saw blood on the ground when they arrived on the scene.”

“What did you do when you saw the body?” 

“At first I was scared and started off backwards. But then I looked at the body and called: “Who is it?” There was no response at all. I stopped running away, called a couple of times and then decided that the man might be dead. I came back towards him to cast a look at his face. He was a young man in his twenties. His hair seemed blond and he had a beard.”

“Was the beard long?”

“Not very long, just a short one.”

“How could you tell that his hair was blond?”

“I saw his golden hair. It wasn’t a black.”

“I called him a couple of times. There was no response. Meanwhile I noticed blood on his shirt, on the shoulder. I decided to run home and tell my husband.”

“What kind of clothes was he wearing? Was it a military uniform?”

“No. It looked like normal Afghan shalwar and kameez.”

“Did he have a weapon on him, a gun or something?’

“No, I did not see any such thing.”  

“Did you think he was an Afghan or, perhaps, an American?”

“He looked like a blond Afghan. But he could have been an American, I mean, in Afghan clothes.”

‘What makes you think he could have been an American?”

“His hair and skin.”

“But some Afghans have golden hair and fair skin.”  

“Yes, they do. I think he was an Afghan. But there have been so many rumors of him being an American that I sometimes get confused. How can one be sure in such a situation? There is a young man from the next village who had recently gone missing, you know.”

“Anything else that you can recall from that first look at his face?”

“He had a longish nose and looked like a handsome young man. I was sorry for him being wounded.”

“How did you know he was just wounded and not dead?”

“I just guessed. I had no idea.”

“Did you try to touch him?”

“No. I did not.” 

“What did you do next?”

“I just rushed home to tell my husband.” 

“And?”

“My husband said he would check on him immediately. But then he decided to take a few witnesses with him just to avoid suspicion.”

At this point the Captain turns to Mubarak. 

“What did you do then Mubarak?”

“I knocked at my neighbor’s door and, when he came out at my identifying myself, I told him the story. He advised me to wait a while till after the morning prayers in the mosque.”

“Why? You could have saved a man’s life.”

“My neighbor thought it could be dangerous. There could be fighters hiding in the vicinity who could open fire on us.”

“So?”

“So we went over after the morning prayers in the mosque with about a dozen elders. But the man was gone. We saw blood on the sand and also marks of five six men’s feet. But there was no wounded man around.”

“What did the elders say?”

“They thought it could have been Taliban who took away one of their wounded fighters.”

“Were they sure?”

“No. They were not. Some of them thought it could have been a murder of some sort, result of a blood feud in the nearby villages. People gave different explanations but nobody was sure.”

“Did anyone say that he might have been an American?”

“No. That idea came up a few days later when Americans came searching for one of their missing soldiers. Americans thought he could have been their man.”

“What did people say to that?”

“Nobody was sure. Some did say he could have been an American in Afghan dress.”

Captain Rossetti’s team visited other villages in the area as well. But they failed to get any definite clue about the missing Specialist David. David Gartenley’s disappearance was a puzzle that left Rossetti deeply perturbed at a very personal level as well because of his friendship with fun loving David—-a friendship that had developed on the battlefield in Afghanistan. Rossetti wanted to do everything to find out what might have happened to David.  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


PART I

A Storm Unheard Of
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Chapter 1
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She dreamt her recurring dream continuously during the past six or seven nights. Its start was definitely nightmarish though it ultimately lost some of its scare. On the night of September 10, Christina woke up suddenly in the middle of night, badly shaken by her vision. It was as if she was being warned of something from within her soul. Subsequently she tried but could not return to sleep. In the morning she called her Mom:

“This thing is getting on my nerves Mom! There is no respite from the vision,” Christina said in an anxiety-riddled voice.

“Its higher frequency has always signaled some major development in our lives in the past. I hope something positive comes up,” responded Patricia and then added after a little pause: “But you must not get worked up. It will go away soon.”

“I hope so.”  

Patricia, who had got a little worried herself, changed the subject and talked about lighter matters to ease up her daughter’s mind. She asked Christina to come home for dinner if she can. But Christina was too busy with her assignments to be away from her apartment near her college. 

Later in the day Christina also called her father and brother just to check on their wellbeing. David was at college and seemed to be doing alright. His basketball team had just won against Shippensburg College and he was particularly happy about his own score in the match. Her father was in New York for a couple of business meetings at the World Trade Center, WTC. 

“I am going to see Natalie and Rose in the evening. Bennetts have invited me for dinner tonight,” he told her. 

“That is great Dad! Please give them my best,” she said and hung up relieved that everybody in the family was okay. 

On the morning of September 11, Christina and Joyce weren’t up early because they had been studying late and had no early classes. Christina was shook up from her sleep by Joyce. Joyce had just received a call from her mother that something terrible was afoot in New York. Christina’s mind immediately went to her Dad. Joyce had turned on the TV. Rubbing her eyes she looked at the screen and saw a plane tilting and then crashing into a familiar high rise building in the skyline of New York. She couldn’t believe her senses. Then she slowly realized that it was WTC Tower which the plane had just crashed into. 

“Oh my God! Is it for real? Dad is having a meeting at WTC this morning,” she shouted out sitting up in her bed in utter shock.

“Good Heavens! What in the world is going on?” reacted Joyce hardly believing her ears and eyes.

The CNN was reporting the crash live. In a few minutes they came to know that what they saw live was coverage of the second Tower being crashed into. The north Tower had been hit by another plane just minutes earlier. The news knocked the life out of Christina’s frame. She looked at the wall clock. It was a little past 9:05 in the morning. She knew her father loved to schedule early morning meetings normally and he might be in one of those Towers right now. She called him on his cell phone but failed to get through because all circuits were busy. Meanwhile her mother was calling in.

“What’s going on Mom?” she cried as she spoke. “What’s happening in New York? Dad is supposed to have a meeting in WTC today.”

“Yes, I know,” said Patricia in a shocked and trembling voice. “I have been just alerted to the developments by a colleague. Your father had called but I was away from my cell phone, doing things in school. He left a message that he was in the Tower when an explosion occurred and that they were trying to evacuate.” 

“Jesus Christ!” shrieked Christina in a state of frenzy. “This is terrifying. There must be thousands of people in those Towers.”

“Without a doubt,” said her mother’s shaken voice. “I am worried sick for your Dad. Please come home immediately. I am doing the same. Our school is being closed.”

Christina jumped out of her bed and said, “I am on my way Mom! Please hold yourself together and say a prayer for Dad and all those in danger.”  

Complete panic had overtaken Christina by now. She did not even think of brushing her teeth or washing. She simply slipped into her trousers and left as Joyce hugged her and wished her the best for her Dad. On her way home Christina cried. She noticed other drivers intently listening to news on their radios. Everybody seemed to be puzzled and totally confused. In about half an hour Christina arrived home.   

Her mother had already arrived and had called Bennetts as well as her father’s own office. Nobody, so far, had succeeded in getting through to him. Patricia seemed to be in total disarray emotionally. Christina grabbed her mother in a bear hug and they cried together. 

Her mother told her that she had already spoken to David at College. David was frantic and has been trying to reach his Dad to no avail.

After crying together for a while Christina and her mother sat down to watch TV coverage of the shattering attack on New York. To their utter bewilderment, they learnt that Pentagon had also been hit by a plane. In the meantime they kept trying to reach George. They called Bennetts and other friends who might have a clue somehow of George’s whereabouts. When they saw on TV the catastrophic collapse of the south Tower of WTC a little after 10:00 am, they simply lost it. David, who was watching TV at his dormitory, couldn’t take emotional pain anymore. He called home but didn’t know what to say to his mother and sister. His entire body was shaking as he said he was on his way home. It was a two hour drive to Philly and, with David’s senses completely benumbed, he had no clue how he will make it home.
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Chapter 2
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On September 11, George was up at 6:00 in the morning as usual. After his daily rituals of cleaning, dressing, and breakfast, he placed his papers in order and left for his 8:00’o clock meeting on the 70th floor of 1 WTC or North Tower. He walked the short distance between his hotel and the World Trade Center, enjoying the morning breeze. Streets surrounding the area had their usual morning smells and New York was slowly waking up to a new day. As he arrived at the Towers, he got through the Security and went in. At about 7: 56 he was in the office of his business associates. The secretary Jena greeted him and pointed to the conference room where they unusually held their meetings. Two of the people he was scheduled to meet with, Tom Lindeman and Anna Stake, were already there in the room. They greeted each other and Tom Lindeman asked:

“George! Coffee is ready. Would you like some?”

“Yes. Thank you,” said George as he walked to the corner with the coffee pot and cookies laid out nicely on a table. He filled up a cup and looked at the Brooklyn Bridge from the window. “You get an impressive view from here in the morning light,” he complimented his hosts on the grandeur of their office.

“Yes, it is priceless. We love it,” replied Anna. 

After a little chitchat they started to discuss business and got completely absorbed with it for what looked like almost an hour. Then they heard a screaming sonic sound followed by a huge explosion. The building swayed, splinters fell from the walls, and they almost fell from their chairs. 

“What in the world is going on?” shouted Tom as he staggered to stand. 

Anna screamed in horror as she tried to hold the table to keep from falling under the tremulous impact of the explosion. 

“Are we under attack?” shouted George as he quickly moved to help Anna to her feet. 

They all left the conference room, leaving everything behind. As they came out into Jena’s office she was screaming with fear. Tom asked her to follow them and they all left towards the stairwell.  Nobody was clear what was happening. Luckily George’s cell phone was in his pocket. He tried to reach his wife but the call didn’t go through. In the lobby they saw quite a few people heading towards the stairwell. They were all shell-shocked and talking about the explosion but nobody knew what might have happened. As George and his associates reached the stairwell, it was already getting crowded. They joined everyone and moved downwards in a slow but to everyone’s credit disciplined manner.

George noticed some people trying to call family and friends. Others were talking to each other wondering about the explosion. Jena, walking next to him, tried to call her family but did not succeed in getting through. He also tried to reach Patricia but failed again. Jena said it is probably because of heavy volume of calls being made. They kept walking down. People joined in from the next floor. George called Patricia again and the call went through this time. But Patricia did not pick the phone. He was able to leave a quick message though.

“Honey, I am at WTC. There has been some kind of an explosion in the Tower. I am alright. We are trying to evacuate.”

With this the call ended abruptly. By now someone in the descending crowd had received a message from his wife that their Tower was hit by a plane. What in the world had got into that pilot George thought shaking his head in utter amazement. 

They kept descending. About a dozen floors down, they heard another sonic sound and then a huge explosion. The stairwell shook but not as heavily as in the earlier case. Splinters of debris fell from the walls of the stairwell. Jena sat down on her feet in fear. George pulled her up quickly and supported her to walk. 

“Hold tight Jena!” It is going to be alright,” said George, although he was himself deeply scared. 

After this second explosion he concluded that this whole thing was no accident.

They were moving down slow but steady. After a while they encountered the first of the firefighters going up. People made way for them as they went up. They were fully outfitted in their firefighting gear and carrying extra fire hoses, air tanks and cutting equipments. George was moved by their courage. They were walking into the face of life threatening danger for saving others. Nothing could be holier than endangering or giving your life for others, he thought. 

It was taking an eternity for them to descend. Around 24th floor on his reckoning, George tried to locate Tom and Anna among people. He couldn’t. What if we can never make it? What if the Tower simply collapsed on us under the impact of explosions? His heart sank in fear as he thought those thoughts. They were moving at a snail’s speed. Everybody was tense and frightened.  One could feel fear in the air. George thought of his family. They knew he was in the Towers. What would be they going through? How scared they would all be? He wasn’t sure the Towers wouldn’t be hit again. Whether or not they would make it alive was a question he didn’t want to contemplate much. He asked Jena about her family. Crying she told him they would be worried sick for her, being utterly in the dark about what was happening to her. Her husband and three years old daughter were home in New Jersey. Zak, her husband, was off from work today and looking after Julie, their daughter. 

Then Jena paused to look at him, wiped her eyes, and said: “George, please if anything happens to one of us and the other survives, he or she must contact the other’s family. Please do find my family and tell them I love them more than anything else in the world. Julie is everything for me.” 

George pressed her hand and promised to do so. “But please keep your courage! We’ll survive,” he added to boost her morale, although in his own heart, he was totally unsure of what’s going to become of them. 

“I would like to give you my husband’s cell number. Zak is an Arab, and a very kind person. Please do call him if anything happens,” Jena said, informing him a little about her family.

“Okay,” replied George briefly. He didn’t know what else to say.

She repeated Zak’s cell phone number to him and asked him to commit it to memory. George tried. In return Jena tried to memorize George’s wife’s number. She told George that Julie runs to embrace her every day when she reaches home.

“She’ll be waiting for me today as well.” 

All the while George had his family on his mind and he was feeling sick in stomach with anxiety while at the same time trying to keep a brave face for Jena’s sake. 

He was still holding Jena’s hand. They kept walking slowly. In another 20 minutes they got to the lower floors. The overhead sprinklers in the stairwell were on here and they got drenched. It took a while but, finally, they emerged from the stairwell on the first floor. They found the lobby completely shattered. The stench of fuel and smoke was being warded off by overhead sprinklers here as well. 

They were directed by the police to the escalators. At long last they were able to make it out towards the north in front of the WTC where a lot of emergency vehicles were parked. Police were asking everybody to keep moving away from the building, not to look up, and not to use cell phones. People were hysteric with fear and anxiety. George felt he had emerged out of his own grave. 

He decided to keep moving towards north, where hundreds of others were headed too, and hoped he can get to Bennetts’ apartment in the lower Manhattan. After about 10 minutes or so they heard a sonic sound behind them. 

“Towers are collapsing!” George heard someone shout nearby.

They were terrified. George continued to hold Jena. Suddenly a huge black-grey cloud with debris and dust came roaring from behind. People started running for their lives. George held Jena firmly and ran with all his strength. Luckily she was able to keep up with him most of the time. Though a small woman, she turned out to be quite strong physically. Whenever she couldn’t keep up, he simply dragged her.  Everybody was running away from the roaring cloud of dust. George thought of his family. I love them more than anything else in the world. He thought of Christina’s recurring nightmare. He prayed desperately:

“Oh Heavenly Father! Please help. Help us out of this nightmare.” 

They kept running. It felt as if they’ll never make it. The whole world seemed to be running in a state of doomsday fear. Suddenly Jena tripped. He held her from dropping. There was no time for stopping. They could have been crushed in moments. He dragged her with all his might. She was totally exhausted by now and tripped again. But he held her tight. There was big push by the crowd from behind but he escaped being crushed by running harder. He ran hysterically and without any idea as to what was happening. His world lost all its orientation.    
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Nader did not sleep all night, not even after his friends left his room at around three in the morning. The morning of September 12, 2001 only brought a feeling of total inner emptiness for him. It was as if his inner being had been licked by the flames that reduced the Twin Towers of World Trade Centre to ashes. People had been burnt alive. People had jumped from the Towers to their deaths to escape the inferno. It is impossible to understand. How could someone do such a horrific thing? He had no idea how he would face his American friends, teachers and acquaintances during the day. He felt totally alienated, betrayed. After the morning prayers, he made himself a cup of tea and settled down in a chair with his note book. He just wanted to record his thoughts on the horrible day that was yesterday; the day that transformed the world with lightening speed. Time passed by and he did not leave his room. Neither did he succeed in writing much. His inner chaos was simply too much and too raw to crystallize into words. A few Muslim friends called to check on him but that was all. He did not bother to go out even for lunch. All day long he was either watching the news of the disastrous events of yesterday or trying unsuccessfully to write to pour his heart onto paper, or mourning in the heart of his heart the death of thousands of innocent people. He felt as if he has lost his ability to connect with humanity around him.

By the end of the day he was totally drained emotionally. He felt as if some evil ghosts have devoured the light of hearts everywhere and the world was just a charred skeletal of wasted parts. The images of burgeoning clouds of dust from the falling Towers and people fleeing from them have got stuck in his mind. Finally he couldn’t take it anymore and, despite the fact that all his friends had jointly decided to stay home for the next few days, he left in his old Nissan for the Pizza shop for which he worked as a delivery boy off and on to supplement his paltry student income. While driving, his mind was on the fate of the people who had been trapped in the Twin Towers and the terrible hell that had burnt thousand of them to death. He remembered his visit to the Towers two years ago and the way he had marveled at the immensity of New York from the top. It was one of those sights that he had never forgotten. Now those Towers were gone and the buzzing life in them had been stilled. What devastated him was that people apparently associated with his religion seemed to have wrought this brutality on humanity.

As he arrived in the Pizza Hut his manager, a middle aged Afro-American man, whom they all called Rockie because of his towering and athletic build, looked at him momentarily and then tried to get busy with things. Nader didn’t know what to say to him. He just stood there looking down for a while and then said: “I don’t know what to say. I am terribly shaken. I am sorry for what has happened to so many innocent people.” [Pause] “But, I guess, that doesn’t matter, not for those who got killed. What difference can it make?” 

The manager didn’t say anything immediately but slowly lifted his gaze from the things on the counter, looked at Nader as if trying to assess his feelings, and then shook his head in disagreement: “No, it does matter how we feel. Perhaps not for those who are gone, but it does matter for all of us who grieve for them and their loved ones.” 

“Yea,” Nader agreed. “Grief seems to be the only thing real now. It is our only bridge to them and their loved ones.” 

Then they paused as if sharing their feelings in silence. 

After a few minutes Nader told Rockie that although, as per his friends’ advice, he had called in for leave from work for a few days, he felt very depressed in his room and has come out. If needed, he would work tonight. Rockie looked at him a bit skeptically:

“Well, maaan! I could use another hand but I don’t think you should be moving around in the city. People are very disturbed and the city is tense. There are rumors of attacks on mid eastern people, their businesses too.” 

“Yea,” said Nader. “I see what you mean. Peoples’ pain is raw. They are deeply hurt. They can do anything. I know that. I came out just because I couldn’t stand the immense burden of my inner pain and turmoil.” 

“I understand,” responded Rockie while handing a bunch of menus to a waitress from his desk. “I am also trying to keep my head man! The whole thing is mind-boggling. My friends and family are terribly jolted. This was an attack at the very heart and nerve-center of America. It is hard to imagine how those nutty SOBs were able to pull such a thing on us.” 

“You are right. It is tough to wrap one’s mind around it. The whole thing is maddening. How could a few crazy damned nuts succeed in wrecking everybody’s life? Nobody has an answer yet.”  

“Not yet,” Rockie agreed. “But they’ll find out soon man. Meanwhile we should go after the terrorists wherever they are.” 

“I agree entirely,” said Nader, taking the soda can pushed in his direction by Rockie. 

Meanwhile the Pizza Hut got busier and Nader decided to leave. 

“Stay home for a while Nader!” advised Rockie, “I’ll call you when appropriate.”

“Thanks,” said Nader while leaving. “See you soon!”

Nader came out of the Pizza Hut and walked around the corner of the block into a side street where he had parked his Nissan. As he reached close to his car a black Ford Truck stopped with a screech on the deserted street. Nader looked up and noticed that the truck was being driven by a well built skin headed white man with three other people in the truck, two in the cabin and one next to the driver. 

“Hey jerk!” shouted the driver to Nader soon as Nader looked towards the Truck, “What the hell are you doing in this country?” 

Before Nader could even think of how to react, he saw three men come out of the truck with rods in their hands. They were at him in moments, before he could even think of running. The first to reach him punched him right into his mouth. “You bastard! Why don’t you mother fuckers leave this country?” 

Nader felt the taste of blood in his mouth. He had been trained to wrestle, among other things, by his uncle Zameer during his high school years, so he instinctively turned and tried to grab the man who had hit him. The second man, however, struck Nader with a rod on his head. His head swirled and he staggered.  Another hit on his head and he fell. He heard them cursing and hitting him again and again. He thought he heard one of the men say “Mark would be happy we wasted this bastard boyfriend of his old chic” but then lost consciousness.  
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Nader was discovered about an hour after by a co-worker Jim who came out to get to his car which he had also parked in the same side street. Jim rushed back to the Pizza Hut to tell Rockie. They immediately called 911 and within minutes rushed back to where Nader lay unconscious in a pool of blood. Rockie kept shaking his head, expressing his shock, “Maaaan! He shouldn’t have come out at all. I was afraid this would happen.” 

Police arrived rather quickly and, within 10 minutes, an ambulance also reached the scene. Nader was shifted by the paramedics to the ambulance and off they went. As it appeared Nader had lost a lot of blood and had been beaten brutally.  

Rockie and Jim answered the questions asked by the police officers on the scene. Then they inquired about the hospital where Nader was taken, and left to check on Nader. After Rockie introduced himself as Nader’s manager, the hospital staff told him to try getting in touch with his friends and family. They indicated that Nader is in critical condition and in grave danger. While Jim left after a while, Rockie stayed in the hospital and informed Javed, a friend of Nader’s that Rockie had known for a while now. Javed was horrified and came running in. Rockie was relieved to learn that Javed knew a lot of Nader’s friends and class fellows and should be able to contact Nader’s family back home. Javed, a tall slim young man of about 25, happened to be Nader’s senior by a couple of semesters at the College of Engineering at Temple University, from where he had just graduated, and was from Lahore, Pakistan. He immediately informed everybody among their circle of friends and, on the advice of the Doctors, called Nader’s home in Pakistan.  
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