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Dentists

From my window, I counted the shadows in the Maliks’ driveway. 
I could only see them when they passed in front of the open ga-
rage door, backlit by the opener’s dim bulb, but it was easy to make 
out Dr. Malik’s silhouette. Like many tall doctors, he was gently 
hunched from leaning close to his patients, and he was a little soft in 
the back and the belly. Mrs. Malik was not hard to distinguish either.  
She was taller than both her girls, and though at various times one 
of the three of them would disappear back inside, she mostly stood 
behind them with a hand on the shoulder of each, as if they were 
taking a shadow portrait. In the daylight their hijabs and their fam-
ily resemblance made them easy to confuse with one another at a 
quick glance, but these circumstances changed them. In the dark-
ness, Mrs. Malik’s headscarf looked like a trendy bob, whereas the 
lack of light played a different trick with the girls, somehow turning 
the smooth fabric of their coverings choppy and angular. It was 
their posture that distinguished the two girls now. Amina, who was 
in high school, stood upright and patient like her mother. Safiya, on 
the other hand, leaned and pulled and made movements toward the 
house or the vehicle.
 The back of their Acura minivan was open, and Dr. Malik made 
trips in and out of the house to load it. It was October, and my win-
dow was cracked open. Their whispers made a hissing sound in the 
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night that I’d first mistaken for a faucet left on in the bathroom. I 
was curious about what they were saying, but I didn’t want to make 
a sound by opening the window further. I didn’t want to alarm them.
 I had some idea why they were leaving under the cover of night. 
I’d heard about the executive order during my restaurant shift after 
school. After the Baitul Hameed Mosque bombing, and the ones of 
the previous week, not to mention the assorted beatings and kill-
ings around the country, the government had said they lacked the 
resources to shield Muslims from violence, and were asking all 
practicing Muslims to relocate to designated Protection Villas—
some cleared-out apartment blocks—where the National Guard 
could watch over them. As unappealing as that prospect was, when 
I heard some of my coworkers cheer the order, and others saying 
that the last thing Muslims deserved was protection, I could imag-
ine worse things than National Guard protection.
 My father had taken a harder tack. He’d been drinking in a kitchen  
chair when I got home, looking like a bad actor trying on a Eugene 
O’Neill character. He was playing at a roughness belied by his slen-
der, slouched shoulders, his faded olive button-down, his softly 
shaven cheeks, his thin-framed glasses. He looked the very picture 
of The Liberal in Defeat. Had he auditioned for such a role, he’d 
have been dismissed as too on the nose.
 He and I had been close before the last year. Our distaste for 
one another had not come about in the usual way of an arrogant 
teenager shoving off from authority. It was more personal, more 
like a marriage that had soured. He’d started telling me that as I got 
closer to adulthood, not seeing what was happening in front of me 
became a personal failing. I would shrug and suggest he was being 
hysterical. We were in an ugly swing of the political pendulum, 
but would swing back. After I’d rebuffed him like that a few times, 
his tone toward me changed. He began speaking about how good a 
heart I’d had as a child. How open I’d been to the world. How sensi-
tive to other people’s misfortunes. It was his elegy for me, which he 
delivered in front of me, as if I’d died young. What had happened? 


