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I know that I must die,

E’en hadst thou not proclaimed it; and if death

Is thereby hastened, I shall count it gain.

For death is gain to him whose life, like mine,

Is full of misery. Thus my lot appears

Not sad, but blissful; for had I endured

To leave my mother’s son unburied there,

I should have grieved with reason, but not now.




—SOPHOCLES, Antigone







COMBAT OUTPOST
TARSÂNDAN

KANDAHAR PROVINCE
AFGHANISTAN




ANTIGONE

ONE.

Two.

Three.

Four. I count the moments and say the Basmala in my head.

In the Name of God, Most Gracious, Most Merciful …

It’s up to me now. I’m scared: my hands are shaking, my mouth is dry. I cast a look back at the mountains where I have spent my life, where I was born, where my family died. All my family, that is, except my brother, Yusuf. I remember what Yusuf said before he set off to storm the fort: There are moments when, in order to be master of a situation, you have to go mad and keep your head at the same time.

I remember this as I turn the wheels of my cart and trundle down the sloping track to the square field and the fort. They’ve leveled everything here: there are no trees, and there’s no vegetation, not a semblance of shade; the earth is dry and cracked and already scorching hot despite the early hour. Dust swirls about me; the sun blazes down on the drab earthworks of the fort. The ground is scored with boot marks and the tracks of many vehicles. Piled up on one side of the fortifications is a jumble of rubbish: discarded oil cans, bent iron posts, and plastic bags and buckets. The only signs of life are occasional metallic glints reflecting the rising sun, and a vertical line of smoke. This arid landscape could not be more different than the fertile green valley I started out from. It’s a desolate prospect, and yet I’ve spent my entire overnight journey across the mountains waiting for this sight.

As I push against the ground with my hands to propel the cart forward, I think of the precarious mountain trails and can hardly believe I’ve made it here with nothing more than the strength of my puny arms and shoulders. Some of my muscles are raw to the touch, like open wounds; others are dead to all sensation. The stumps of my legs, only recently healed, have begun to bleed; the constant thrusting forward required by my journey has rubbed the sutures raw. I ignore the pain; I ignore everything except the fact of my being here. I tell myself that I am here because my heart is huge and my tenderness real. I am here to bury my brother according to the tenets of my faith. That is all there is to it.

A body covered with buzzing flies bars my path. I feel the bile rising up my throat. With a sense of unreality, I lean out of my cart and turn the body over. It isn’t Yusuf, but a youth lying with his face down and a bullet hole through his forehead. Blood has congealed over one eye; the other is closed. I let him go and recite the Janaza over him. Some distance away, another body lies huddled. It’s Rehmat, one of Yusuf’s men, his black turban unraveling in loops as I raise his head. Rehmat was immensely strong: he could lift an entire felled oak with one hand. Now the lifeless hand rests limply against mine. I let him go and sit back in the cart. A flock of crows wheels impatiently in the air. High overhead a vulture flaps its wings and prepares to land. A flag at one corner of the fort snaps like gunshot in the breeze. Already I feel worn out. My brother was a fool to attack here: behind its multiple barriers of barbed wire, sandbags, and mud-and-stone walls, the fort looks impregnable.

I move forward and approach the third, and last, body lying in the field. It’s Bahram Gul, the oldest of Yusuf’s companions, who once brought me a posy of mountain daisies when I was a child. His open mouth is unnaturally red, his hennaed beard encrusted with crimson muck. Bahram loved to sing; then the Talib came and he fell silent and tended to his fields. But lately he’d taken up singing again. His voice echoes through my head as I leave him behind. Bahram’s daughter Anisa was my closest friend before she died in childbirth. Now they will meet again. I envy them the good fortune of their reunion.

A puff of dust kicks up from the ground to my left. I see it out of the corner of my eye before I smell its burning scent and hear the high-pitched ringing sound. My brain dulled from my recent exertions, I keep pushing myself forward until a second puff kicks up fiercely to my right. That’s when it dawns on me that I am being fired at. When the third bullet shrills past, I come to a stop. The silence seems to last a lifetime. The shadow of a solitary cloud drifts across the land.

I reach up and touch the taweez around my neck. Many years ago, Father brought back a written prayer from the shrine of a Sufi Pir near Zareh Sharan, and I’ve worn it sewn into a leather pouch ever since. Now the leather’s softness reassures me. Instead of looking at the fort to see who’s firing at me, I look behind at the mountains. They stand like faithful sentinels in the sky, their enormity dwarfing everything. When I turn around again toward the fort, it seems shrunken in contrast and no longer as intimidating. I see it for what it really is: a rudimentary structure slapped together with adobe, sandbags, and drywall. An alien accretion.

I hold up one of Yusuf’s white shirts and wave it in the air.

Moments later, a metallic voice echoes across the field and asks me what I want. Tsë ghwâre? it asks. Although it speaks Pashto, the voice has a distinct Tajik ring to it. I am not surprised.

The fort seems very far away. I make my own voice big and answer that I am here to bury my brother, who was killed in the battle yesterday. I am his sister, I call out. My name is Nizam.

There is a lull, and then the voice asks: What is your brother’s name?

I tell them. Once again, there is a silence. I try to picture how they must see me from their side: a small, shrouded figure in a wooden cart slung low on the ground. I imagine their surprise. I must take advantage of it.

The voice breaks the silence. I detest its metallic gargle.

It asks: Who told you that you could find him here?

I reply: Those who survived the battle.

What does he look like?

I feel the weight of my answer as intensely as the burden of my brother’s death, but I manage to control my emotions and describe Yusuf, taking care to be precise.

After a moment the voice returns:

Your brother is being held for purposes of identification.

I can identify him, I reply.

You must leave. He will be identified by people coming from afar. Experts. Then he will be buried.

When will they arrive?

Soon.

How soon?

In two days.

That cannot be, I answer, trying not to let my emotion choke my voice. Yusuf must be given a proper burial. That’s why I’m here. It is my right.

Our business with him is not finished.

He is dead. What business can you possibly have with him?

He was a terrorist, a Talib, and a bad saray.

That isn’t true! My brother was a Pashtun hero, a Mujahid, and a freedom fighter. He fought the Taliban. And he died fighting the Amrikâyi invaders. He was a brave man.

You are as misguided as he was, Pashtana. You’ve no place here. Go away.

I’ve brought a white shroud, I answer. I will ask you for water to wash him, as is my right. I will dig the grave and place him in it, with his body facing the Quibla. Then I will say a prayer, pour three handfuls of soil over him, and recite: “We created you from it, and return you into it, and from it we will raise you a second time.” After that I will leave, I promise. Do not deny me this duty that I must perform.

In the space of silence that follows, I lower my eyes and gaze at the stumps of my legs, wrapped in goatskins held together with puttees and rags. The goatskins have stained red. My legs, usually numb, have begun to burn and sting.

Eventually the voice replies, sounding surprised but also slightly derisive.

You are a woman. You have no role in a Muslim burial. We are many men here. We’ll take care of it. I’ve asked the Amrikâyi captain who commands the fort. He’s an honorable man. He gives you his word.

I lower my improvised white flag.

I will not leave, I answer. My voice shakes with fatigue and anger. I’m close to tears.

There’s an electric crackle as the megaphone shuts off, and I’m left wondering. A crow flaps across my line of sight and I realize that I am surrounded by carrion birds. Then a shot rings out and a vulture keels across the sky and folds to the ground.

The next time I look up I’m startled to see four men slip out of a gate embedded in the high walls. They come to a standstill behind the barbed wire barrier with their guns pointing in my direction. The only one of them not dressed in a uniform is a wild-eyed, gangling boy, not much older than me. He must be the Tajik interpreter. He’s the first to speak.

What are you doing here, you stupid woman? he blurts out in a nervous, indignant voice that’s markedly different from its omnipotent metallic incarnation. Didn’t you read the signs? You could have been shot!

I am not lettered, I tell him, forcing myself to be calm.

He brushes off my reply with an exasperated wave of his hand. My sense of him is of someone trying to play an adult, manifestly out of his league.

The captain, he says importantly, gesturing at a short, stocky man, would like you to know that he has no quarrel with you. But you’ve exaggerated your status and you must leave. This is a battleground. It isn’t a place for women’s hysterics.

I decide to ignore him and focus on his companions. I watch them without expression as they stand there, burdened with their guilt and lies.

The officer steps out in front, flanked by two helmeted soldiers. All three wear bulky jackets and dark glasses, and I imagine they must be stifling in this heat. I’m too far away to make out their features, and as the captain turns away from me and addresses the Tajik, the soldiers raise their guns and aim at me. The captain’s terse voice, the jittery interpreter, and the two wary soldiers all suggest the cautious bearing of a group of fighting men caught in an unprecedented situation. Clearly, I am a dilemma for them. I am a woman in their man’s world, and they do not know how to proceed.

They look at me expectantly, waiting for me to speak, but I remain silent.

The Tajik addresses me again, and it’s my turn to be surprised.

Listen to me carefully, Pashtana, he says. The captain says you are free to stay here and rot in the sun. But if you move even a single gaz toward the fort, you’ll be shot on the spot.

Can I bury the men lying in the field? I ask.

The Tajik turns to the captain, who speaks irritably, gesturing with both hands.

That’s between you and the vultures, the Tajik says. It’s none of our business.

They turn and begin walking back toward the fort, but the Tajik calls out to me over his shoulder. Remember the captain’s orders, he says. One gaz toward the fort, and it’s all over for you.

The dust from their retreating feet ascends slowly into the sky.

Sensing a small but crucial victory, I have a mad desire to laugh, which I manage to suppress. I have not, after all, been killed out of hand, which might easily have happened. I turn my cart around and roll it in the direction of Bahram Gul. The heavy wooden wheels drag over the cracked earth; the metal joints squeak and squeal. The sound must carry up to the fort, but I don’t care.

When I reach Bahram Gul, I take out my shovel and chase the crows away. Apart from these accursed birds and the plague of flies, there isn’t a living thing in sight. I take a deep breath and, turning my back to the fort, raise the veil of my bughra. It’s going to be hard work, and it must be done quickly. My poor dear Bahram kaka is beginning to smell. I remember the flowers he gave me, say a short prayer, and begin to dig. Fortunately, the ground is soft and yields easily to my shovel.

Hours later—how many hours?—my work is done. Three raised humps of freshly dug soil mark the final resting place of my brother’s faithful companions. On top of each grave I place a stone. Against the bare ground, the sparseness of the mounds embarrasses me: they should have been marked with gravestones, and poles at the head and foot decorated with green flags, as befits their status as heroes. But I hadn’t expected to be doing this work, and the only flag that I’ve brought is reserved for my Yusuf.

I hobble back to my cart. My back is almost rigid with pain, my hands are scratched and bleeding, but I feel at peace with myself. I put down the shovel and clean my hands with dust. Then I drink some water from my goatskin bag. I’m so exhausted, the water swills out of my mouth. When I lower my veil and turn to face the fort, there is a line of soldiers watching me in silence. Some of them carry guns slung over their shoulders; others point theirs in my direction. One of them takes off his helmet and mops his face with a red handkerchief. He stuffs it into his pocket when he’s done and, turning to me quite deliberately so that there can be no mistaking his gesture, makes the sign of a cross. It’s a small indication of humanity. And yet, all afternoon, I smell the inhuman scent of their guns.

Dusk comes later on the plains than I am used to in the mountains. Crickets crawl out of the fissures in the ground and trill in the cooling air. The sunset fans across the sky in a play of glorious light. It soaks into the mountains with a crimson glow. Thousands of stars emerge to replace the melting sun. They make up for the absence of the moon. The fort hangs suspended in a swirl of evening fog, its sloping roofs slowly fading into the darkness. The spiderweb of trails I’ve had to traverse to get here, with their long and precarious stretches studded with mines, already seem part of another life.

In my cart I have a burlap bag filled with food: naan, walnuts, pistachios, dried fruit—enough to last me a couple of days. I eat some of the bread, tearing it into bite-sized pieces, but my mouth is dry and I have to chew for a long time before I can swallow. As I drink some water, lights come on inside the fort, but out here in the field, all is in shadow. Somewhere a hyena sets off on its nocturnal rounds with a mocking cry. I shiver involuntarily. I’ve never spent a night outdoors on my own, but I’m too tired to dwell on it. Besides, the heavenly garden of stars consoles me. When it’s completely dark, I crawl away from the cart and attend to my bodily needs.

Soon the night turns cold and I draw my blanket over my shoulders. I reach for my rebaab, which Father taught me to play after he lost his sight. He was an expert at the lute, and I learned quickly, graduating from simple expositions to more complex melodies until he said I sounded better than him. As I pluck the strings, they vibrate through me and fill up the boundless emptiness all around. The fort seems to fall silent in response, but that must be my imagination. I think of Father as I play, but later on, after I curl up in my cart, it is Yusuf’s smile that colors my sleep. I promise him I will not leave this place until I’ve given him the burial he deserves. I am determined to be implacable.

Suddenly a searchlight switches on and roves around the field before it finds me and pries my eyes open. Its glare is hot and sharp. From time to time it darts away and restlessly probes the ground behind me and the road farther up. Then it darts back to rest on me again. This goes on the entire night until the break of dawn. I summon all the strength that’s left in me, pull my blanket over my head, and press my hands between my thighs for warmth.

Morning. Mist rises from the earth. My hair is damp, my blanket covered with dew. As I sit up in the cart, I nearly cry out in pain from my cramped muscles. My neck is stiff, my movements leaden. The chill in the air has crisped visibly; what little I can see of the field glitters like a mirror. The sun crests the horizon, but the mist continues to softly shield me. I cannot see the fort: perhaps this is all a bad dream?

The Tajik is the first to appear, accompanied by two soldiers with drawn guns. They stop just inside the barbed wire fence that encircles the fort. The soldiers go down on their knees with their guns pointed at me, while the Tajik stands between them with a dirty gray shawl wrapped around his shalwar kameez and shouts out a question. It is difficult to make out what he’s saying since the lower part of his face is concealed by a scarf. His surly, nervous tones barely reach me, and I have to ask him to speak up. I wonder about this strange habit of yelling from a distance. Perhaps it’s the Amrikâyi manner of doing things? Yesterday’s exchanges have left me hoarse, and I resent it.

He removes his scarf and repeats his query. Why are you here, really? he asks.

I’ve told you already. I’ve come to claim my brother.

It’s a man’s job. Where are the men of your family?

You’ve killed them all, men, women, and children. I’m the sole survivor.

He ignores my accusation and asks me what the matter is with my legs.

I lost them to the bomb that decimated my family. It came from the air. We were returning from a wedding.

He turns around and disappears with his escorts, but the blue gleam of guns from the fort warns me that I am being watched. I cast off my blanket as the heat and sunlight intensify. Soon I’ve gone from shivering in the chill to sweating profusely. I tell myself it’s the heat and not my nerves.

The mist dissipates as I wait. The fort emerges into the light of day. The square field is peaceful, the sky tranquil. As the morning wears on, a great tide of humidity rolls across the plain, the fort shimmying in its wake and appearing strangely evanescent. Soon after, the first smoke rises into the air from the fort, and the smell of cooking wafts out. I reach for my own dust-encrusted bag of food and am about to eat when the Tajik returns with a soldier. The Amrikâyi’s hands are thrust deep in his pockets; occasionally he touches his collar tenderly. Like the rest of his countrymen, he has a perfectly nondescript face. The interpreter walks with a slouch, his face hidden once again behind his scarf. They come to a halt just outside the fort and speak almost in unison, the Tajik struggling to keep up.

They say: We enjoyed your lute last night. It was soothing.

I don’t reply.

They say: It’s good that you’re able to play music again in this country. Under the Taliban, it was forbidden, but we’ve made it possible. That’s what freedom means.

I say: Under the Taliban, my family was alive. Now they are all dead. What is better? Freedom or life?

My answer discomfits the Amrikâyi. He grows visibly awkward and constrained. He paces up and down, haughty and uncertain, then says something to the interpreter in a terse voice.

The Tajik shouts: You have displeased the lieutenant!

Why have I displeased him? I speak the truth.

It’s hardly that simple. You understand nothing.

What don’t I understand?

The Tajik turns to his master, who says: This is war. People die. It’s what happens.

I strain to keep calm. I say: You killed my blind father who couldn’t fight back. You killed my family from the air. But for you, my mother, my grandmother, my sister Fawzia, my sister-in-law, and my little brother Yunus would all be alive.

They’re about to reply, but I carry on speaking.

I say: This isn’t war but the slaughter of innocents. I know what war means. We’re a land of warrior tribes, of blood feuds that last for generations. But no man here would stoop to deliberately killing women and children. He’d be purged from society and subjected to lifelong contempt.

There’s a pause, then the officer gesticulates angrily. Your brother Yusuf wasn’t innocent. He was a Taliban leader who murdered my friends and fellow soldiers. He was a dangerous militant.

My brother was a leader of the Pashtun, and a prince among men, but he wasn’t a murderer, and I’ve already told you he wasn’t a Talib. He died a hero’s death to avenge his family. He struck at you because you struck at us.

Then perhaps you’ll understand when I tell you that I myself am here because innocents were killed—thousands of innocents. Do you know what was done in my country? Entire buildings collapsed!

I can assure you that my family had nothing to do with it! I protest. We’re simple farmers and shepherds. I don’t even know where exactly your country is.

You may not know but I’m sure your brother did, he says. Speaking quietly and intensely through the Tajik, he continues: Who brought you here?

No one. I came on my own.

Where have you come from?

I mention the name of my valley.

The Amrikâyi spreads out a map on the ground and they study it together. Then he laughs while the Tajik exclaims: That’s impossible! It’s too far away. Do you think we’re fools to believe that you pushed yourself in that cart all the way from the heart of the mountains?

It is the truth. It is up to you whether or not to believe me.

The officer folds away the map and rises to his feet.

But this is a very important matter, he says, and it’s important for you to speak the truth. If you don’t want to answer, that’s your decision, but words can be bridges, and I’m trying to understand your motives.

I feel worn down. I address the Tajik directly: Tell your master that words count less than actions and I’m not prepared to engage in a conversation that impugns my family’s honor. Tell him that I am conscious of the passage of the hours, which belong only to God, and all I want to do is to ensure my brother’s safe return to Him.

They say: We are waiting for men who will come in a helicopter to take your brother to Kabul. There they will display his corpse on television. Ministers and generals will be interviewed about the battle. He was an important insurgent. That’s why we are waiting.

That’s sacrilege! I exclaim. You can’t rob a dead man of his soul. It’s forbidden, and I won’t allow it! I have a religious duty toward my brother.

And I have a duty to the state, the Amrikâyi says, which is also your state, by the way. I have a duty to abide by the rule of law, which are now your rules. Without laws, we’d be back to your tribal anarchy.

I turn to the Tajik. You’re a believer, aren’t you? You know this is wrong.

He shoots me a quick, anxious glance.

I tell him: I thought you said the soldiers would bury him here, that the captain had given his word.

He evades my eyes, while the lieutenant throws up his arms.

He says: It’s impossible to talk like this, always shouting.

I say: I agree. Why don’t you come closer, or let me approach?

Their answer baffles me: Because we’re concerned for our safety.

I feel like laughing. I’m a single, unarmed woman, I tell them, and you’re an armed garrison bristling with guns. How can you be concerned for your safety?

The Amrikâyi goes red in the face when my answer is translated.

He snaps at the Tajik, who in turn snaps at me. How do we know you’re not a black widow? he says. How do we know you’re not carrying a bomb?

How can I be a widow when I’m not even married? As for a bomb, I am here to bury—

Yes, yes, we know, he shouts, cutting me off. But we must check you for explosives. There’ve been reports. Maybe you have other intentions.

What do you want me to do?

They do not reply but their answer comes later in the day, a little before noon.

The lieutenant reappears, as does the Tajik, but with them is an enormous black man, along with a line of marksmen who lie prone on the ground and aim their guns at me. Others crowd behind them, and they all stare at me as if I’m some strange animal, potentially interesting, yet dangerous enough to maintain a guarded distance. Meanwhile, the black giant lumbers purposefully toward me.

I begin to wheel back my cart in a panic.

Mëyh khudza! the Tajik shouts. Don’t move! He won’t harm you; he’ll just check you for bombs.

Then he says quickly, confidentially: The bomb is in the cart, isn’t it? You can tell me. I won’t betray you.

I don’t even bother to answer, merely glance at him with contempt.

The giant turns authoritatively and says something, after which the Tajik looks embarrassed and speaks to me with less assurance than before, and with lowered eyes.

Lutfan burqa obâsa, he says. Please take off your burqa.

I can’t do that! I blurt out, my voice rising.

You must take it off if you want to stay here, he repeats irritably.

Is this the foreigners’ sense of honor?

Just do as they say, I tell you.

So I am to be humiliated before an audience of men. I hadn’t anticipated this, but I realize I’ve no choice but to obey. I will not leave this place without burying Yusuf. All the same, I feel ashamed that they will see me with my hair worn loose.

I take off my bughra slowly. My hair hangs down to my knees. As I let the bughra slip to the ground, dust billows from it. I’m sure my shalwar kameez is equally dusty and stained with sweat. I lower my eyes, my naked face burning with shame.

It isn’t the end of my ordeal. I’m instructed to move away from the cart. I say a silent prayer as I climb out shakily. The strand of cowrie shells and coins that I wear on my head tangles in my hair. I brush it free and, trembling with mortification, hobble away on my stumps while willing myself not to fall. My goatskin wrappings smudge with dust. I come to a standstill after a few gaz.

Now put your hands on your head and turn around, the Tajik calls. Turn a full circle.

I do as he tells me, my stumps hurting.

When I face him again, the black giant makes a tipping motion with his hand, which the Tajik translates: Please lie down facing the ground with your hands on your head and your legs spread apart.

I refuse! I cry out, scandalized. What you are asking is shameful!

The Tajik ignores my response and says: Once you lie down, the sergeant will approach you and search you for explosives.

Didn’t you hear me? I won’t do it.

The sooner you comply, he says, his voice turning shrill, the quicker they will resolve your petition for your brother’s corpse.

I stare at him for a long moment. He is sweating profusely. I cannot tell if he is lying, but the tone of entreaty in his voice is unmistakable.

I lower myself slowly to the ground and lie down on my stomach.

A silence closes over me; all I can hear is my own heart beating.

I turn my head and see that, in the distance, the Tajik has averted his eyes. Closer to me, the giant approaches the cart and prods it with his rifle. He turns it over gingerly and examines it. Putting it down the right side up, he begins walking toward me, all the while speaking in a surprisingly calm and gentle voice. He ignores the bughra lying on the ground, walking past it. He grips my hands and places them wide apart on the ground above my head. When I feel his hands on me, I grow rigid and imagine I’ve turned into a pillar of stone. Closing my eyes, I sink deep into myself.

When he is done, he helps me get up and once again places my hands on my head before repeating the search. He is discreet, efficient, and all the while he continues speaking and I’m gratified that his voice isn’t entirely steady: he’s as afraid as I am. I decide to focus on his shoes, which are surprisingly small for a man his size. Somehow, that reassures me.

When he finally steps away, I can sense him relax. He’s been holding his breath and now he lets it out in a long sigh. Just as he turns to inspect the bughra, I slump against him. I’m shaking uncontrollably. He holds me gently for a moment. Okay? he says huskily, patting me on the shoulder. Okay?

He takes off his helmet and shouts to his comrades in a relieved voice. He invites me to return to my cart and offers his hand for support, but I ignore him and make my own way back, picking up the bughra as I go. All the marksmen have risen to their feet. The tension in the air dissipates. The Tajik keeps his eyes averted, possibly waiting until I’ve put on my bughra, but I simply throw it into the cart and collapse in an undignified heap on top of it. A cheer goes up from the line of soldiers, but whether they’re cheering me or their comrade, I can’t tell. I’m close to tears; I feel utterly spent.

The giant walks away and approaches the lieutenant. They talk for a while, and then they call their men back into the fort. When the lieutenant returns, he crosses the field briskly with a couple of soldiers and walks right up to me, the Tajik trotting at their heels like a dog. The lieutenant’s hair is cut so short, I can see right through to his shiny pink scalp. He stands before me and bows in an exaggeratedly humble gesture of greeting, which the Tajik dutifully imitates. I recognize the signs: they want to be chatty after stripping me of my dignity.

Salâm, the officer says. Peace.

He continues speaking, and the Tajik says: Lieutenant Ellison hopes you weren’t scared.

I think of how Father taught me not to bend before adversity. I remain silent.

Then the Tajik says: The lieutenant would like me to convey his sincere apologies, but he hopes that you understand he didn’t have a choice.

Now the officer smiles and addresses me directly, speaking very slowly and in loud, distinct tones, as if to an imbecile. The Tajik translates: The lieutenant says he hadn’t realized how young you were. He says you remind him of his sister—his younger sister—who goes to college. She wants to be a doctor. Maybe she will come and work in Kandahar province.

I think of my younger sister, Fawzia, dead before her time, and remain stone-faced.

The lieutenant says his grandfather took part in building the highways south of Kandahar, after the Second World War.

So what? I think to myself, and look away.

The officer’s voice falters for a moment. Then he speaks confidently to the Tajik, who says: The lieutenant would like to ask you a few questions.

The Amrikâyi takes out a ketâb and holds his qalam at the ready. He smiles encouragingly at me. I ignore him and tell the Tajik: I will not answer anything until you have returned my brother’s body to me.

The Amrikâyi says: As I have explained to you, we cannot do that. We have rules and regulations governing such matters.

I have no illusions about that, I say with scorn. You are here to impose your rules by force, but they mean nothing to me.

The Tajik interjects hurriedly: Pashtana, you would do well to listen to him.

He turns to the officer, who appears to interrogate him about my response. They go back and forth, and I sense the Tajik defusing the aggressiveness of his master’s queries with some well-turned phrases. Eventually he says to me: The lieutenant would like to assure you that if you answer his questions, he will arrange for you to be given a thorough medical examination, especially in terms of the injuries to your legs.

I compose myself but find I have to swallow a few times before I can speak, and even then I barely recognize the whisper that emerges from me. I tell them that all I want is to accomplish the task I’ve set myself so that I can leave this wretched place. I don’t want anything else.

The officer looks disappointed. Still, he wears a conciliatory smile in the hope that I will fall for his ludicrously transparent ruse. I turn away from him and look back at my mountains. Somewhere high up is the narrow patch of emerald green that is my valley. Despite my attempts at stoicism, a tear spills out of my eye and courses down to the kameez that Fawzia had embroidered with flowers. I miss her very much; I miss them all very much. I would like nothing better than to go home now, but I recognize that sometimes there is no going back.

The officer clears his throat, as does his factotum.

He says: We’ll leave you now.

Please open the eye of your heart and give me my brother, I reply.

He says: I can’t do that. It’s not in my hands. I have my orders.

I think of Yusuf rotting inside their fort and watch with cold fury as they leave.

Shortly afterward, I am surprised when the Tajik returns with yet another Amrikâyi, accompanied as usual by gun-toting soldiers. The lieutenant is nowhere to be seen, and I feel distinctly relieved.

The newcomer plants himself before me and, without further ado, hands me a stiff and ragged piece of brown cloth. I fix my gaze warily on him: he has coarse stubble, a hard reddish face, and watery eyes. He addresses me rapidly, his teeth flashing as he belts out the words, his eyes opening wide once he finishes and awaits my response. I turn my face to the Tajik and wait for him to translate. With a peculiar diffidence, he says: Sergeant Schott has cut out this piece of cloth from your brother’s kameez.

I glance at the rag with shock and nearly drop it.

At length, in a stranger’s voice, I hear myself telling them that my brother’s kameez was green in color, while this cloth is brown.

That’s dried blood, the sergeant says indifferently.

From his very indifference, I know that he is speaking the truth. I hold the rag; it burns like a red-hot brand.

I ask the Tajik: What am I supposed to do with this?

He replies in an undertone. The Americans would like you to bury this cloth in place of your brother and, in return, give them the information they seek. After that, you can depart in peace.

I close my eyes and bury my face in the rag. Before my shuttered eyelids I see my brave and handsome brother with his ever-present smile—but also the moment of his death. I see him lying broken-backed in the dust, his eyes cast down in shame at my own ordeal. I would give the last of my food and water for a final word from him. I would surrender my own life with a glad smile if I could exchange it for his.

Before I open my eyes, I press the cloth to my face again and breathe in deeply. It retains the scent of our house and the mass of mountains that surround it.

Then I let it drop to the ground.

Addressing the Tajik, I say: Tell your masters that I refuse. I am not going to barter on the basis of these pitiful credits and debits.

Even before he has finished translating, the sergeant takes out a shiny tablet and stabs his fingers into it. Then he nods at the Tajik and begins firing questions at me, the words shooting out as if from the barrel of a gun:

What is your full name? What is your father’s name?

What is the name of your tribe? How many men are in it?

How many of these men accompanied your brother in the attack? What are their names? Who will succeed your brother now that he is dead?

How many guns does your village hold? How many villages in your tribe?

How soon …? How much …? How many …? How far …?

I meet all these questions with a dignified silence. I do not budge, even when the sergeant raises his voice and leans his face close enough to mine for his spittle to rain down on me. Finally, he steps back in frustration, his face flushed, and snaps: How is it possible for anyone to be so ignorant? Is it because the women in your tribe are locked indoors and separated from the men as in the rest of your damn country?

No, we are neither locked indoors nor separated from our men-folk, I say calmly.

Then how do you explain your ignorance? Are you a fool?

I have other things to do, I reply, than to eavesdrop on what the men may be talking about.

But you have ears, don’t you? You have eyes and all your senses!

When one is busy with work, one does not hear or see.

My determination must show on my face because his voice loses confidence. He gestures to the soldiers behind him and they point their guns threateningly at me. The Tajik implores me to cooperate but I don’t respond. He continues pleading but my wall of indifference saps his spirit. He stops abruptly and we’re left staring at each other. The sergeant shakes his head, gives his device a few desultory pecks, steps back, and marches off with the rest.

I am left staring at the rag on the ground, this pitiful remnant of my proud Yusuf.

Soon I myself might be forced into silence. Who knows.

Meanwhile, it is clear that they mean to exhaust me with this endless procession of interrogators. They mean to break me, but in this, as in their attempts to persuade me to leave, they will be disappointed. I will not go until I have satisfied my duty.

I gaze at the barbed wire fence and the walls that separate me from Yusuf. If it were up to my heart, I would send those barriers wandering south across the deserts until they disappeared from our lands. If it were up to my will, I would ignore the warnings of these interlopers and breach their fortress with my bare hands. I would dig a deep hole in the ground and, lifting his body, relieve the shame of my mother’s son, left to rot as an unburied corpse. But my mind holds me captive. My mind tells me that any hasty action on my part would ensure my death before my brother’s burial—and then we would both be left unmourned, unwept, unburied without the rites, an unexpected treasure for the carrion birds. Heart or no heart, I have no choice: my anger and despair must yield to patience, resolution.

So I wait in the dust instead, the silence ringing in my ears.

And many memories. A host of memories crowding around, slipping through the air like specks of dust; slipping through the silence until I hear the voices they carry. Whose whispers? What voices?

In my head, Yusuf laughs. He says:

Nizam, you silly girl, you are talking to yourself.

I know, my brother, I know. I know that it’s nothing. It’s nothing but the silence—cruel, endless silence whispering in my ears. But what else do I have to keep me company—to console me now that you too are gone, lost remnant of my flesh and blood? My first, my best friend from childhood. My last, my final companion.

How my heart hurts.

The sun is high when a new soldier appears with the Tajik. He carries a steaming bowl of food that he places before my cart. He’s young, with a closely shaven head and a martial, erect bearing. He glances at me fleetingly, but other than that, his face shows nothing.

That’s for you, the Tajik says. The men in the fort are concerned about your welfare. Maybe you will think better of them after this. There’s meat in it, and lentils.

They walk away, and I leave the food untouched.

Soon, the ubiquitous crows congregate. I wheel my cart away and the bowl disappears under a blizzard of black wings. I watch two crows squall over a piece of meat while I chew my dry bread. It’s gone stale and crumbles at the touch. I search instead for my figs and nuts.

The same young soldier returns with the Tajik to pick up the bowl. The crows disperse with raucous caws. The Tajik looks pained. His narrow smallish head bobs from side to side.

There was no need to reject the food, he says. They were trying to be kind, that’s all. It was a gift. It’s against our traditions to refuse a gift. Now you’ve rejected their overtures and made them angry.

He stands a few paces away from me and says that I should put my bughra back on. My lack of response doesn’t seem to bother him. His expression is guarded but also intrigued.

He lights up a cigarette, which he smokes in quick puffs while continuing to stare at me. It’s sad, he says finally. We’re both Afghânyân, we’re much the same age, and yet we’re on opposite sides. I work with the Americans because nine years ago the Taliban slaughtered my family. We were prosperous traders in Charikar; my mother was an educated woman. He pauses and draws on his cigarette.

In other words, he says, I can understand how you feel, believe me. But I sincerely think the Americans are here to help us, to make our lives better before they leave. And you—I suppose you believe, with equal sincerity, just the opposite, because they killed your family.

My loyalty is to my brother and the memory of my family, I reply. Yusuf is not carrion for these jackals to tear apart.

He gazes at me without animosity. You’re so fierce, so determined, he says with admiration. I’ve never met a woman like you. I’m sorry I called you stupid earlier. I wonder if my sister would have grown up to be like you had she lived.

What is your name? I ask abruptly.

Masood, he says, and blushes.

Then listen to me, Masood. You are a dog and the servant of your masters. I’ve seen how you behave around them, without any dignity or self-respect. I’ve no desire to speak to you. I find your presence distasteful.

He raises his face and squints at the sun, which is directly overhead. He purses his lips and exhales forcefully. It didn’t have to be like this, he says, and motions to his armed companion that it’s time to go.

There’s genuine regret in his voice and it’s because of this, perhaps, that I find myself asking, despite everything: Did my brother suffer … when he died, I mean …

No. He didn’t suffer. He was shot through the heart. A clean shot. He died instantly.

My voice breaks. I’m glad.

You should be. He was lucky. But some of the others—they suffered terribly.

Tell your masters I won’t leave until Yusuf is returned to me.

He hesitates. His expression shades with regret.

Then you’re going to be here for a very long time, he says quietly.

What do you mean?

Didn’t you hear what the lieutenant said? Your brother will be taken to Kabul. It was his fate to be transported through the air as a dead man. It was written.

I watch him dully as he walks away with the soldier, scuffing the dust with his slippers.

Then I sit back in the cart, my head pounding.

They haven’t even reached the perimeter of barbed wire that surrounds the fort when I let out a sharp cry of grief. The Tajik freezes and glances back wide-eyed as my cry echoes across the plain and soars into the mountains. I follow it up with another cry, which seems to unnerve him completely. He picks up his slippers and sprints toward the fort, while the soldier glares at me with undisguised hostility. I beat my head with my fists and begin to laugh, but in reality I am crying.

The day drags on. The sun beats down relentlessly; the light is blinding. I look around the field with a heavy heart. This is where I’m staying. This is now my final home. How strange life is. I used to have so many wishes, so many dreams.

I steel myself. I raise my face to the sun and it burns into my skin.

All through the afternoon I carry a feeling of extreme sadness. I listen to sounds from the fort. Someone laughs; someone else shouts. The laughter ceases abruptly, as if cut by a knife. There’s sporadic singing, whistling. The crackle of a radio swims in and out.

As the sun goes down, a steady wind blows from dark clouds forming over the southern plains. The day’s heat had made the mountains hazy. Now they reemerge in the dying light, crowding in on the fort as the air turns cold. But the sunset inspires me with awe, the colors moving me simultaneously to laughter and tears. It lasts much longer than I’m used to in our high valley. There the transition from day to night is instantaneous: bright light one moment, coal-black darkness the next.

The night arrives with a cavalcade of clouds. I’m grateful for the blessed silence and the absence of the searchlight, but when I strum on my lute, a shot rings out, and I stop playing.

Soon the air turns glacial. I put on my bughra and drape my blanket over it. My hand slips inadvertently through the hole my baby brother Yunus had made in the blanket. Mother had given him a hiding for it. My eyes mist with tears as I remember my family. I still find it difficult to believe I’m the only one left.

Without warning, the searchlight switches on. It skitters across the field and comes to rest on me. I shrink away from it and close my eyes. What I desperately need is sleep.

At daybreak, I am awakened by the melodic sound of sheep bells. I sit up and look around. A flock of sheep has entered the field from the same mountain trail that brought me here. Some of them wear blankets. There’s an especially plump white animal, not much more than a lamb, with a bright crimson blanket embroidered in black. They scatter over the field, looking for pasture, weaving in and out of strands of mist.

Dawn is cool and silent. The black silhouette of the fort is more like a dream than reality. When I clap my hands for warmth, it attracts the attention of the sheep. Their quest for pasture in this arid plain is proving fruitless. I call out softly to them and they gather around. In the solitude of the plain, I enjoy their inquisitive company. It reminds me of my childhood years shepherding flocks in highland pastures. Soon the white lamb is frolicking by my side: I stroke the fuzz underneath its chin, and rub its muzzle in the manner that sheep like best. A larger animal, no doubt its mother, nuzzles it as we play, and I stroke both of them.

A red sun rises in the gray sky. I watch it with weary eyes and feel as if I’ve been here for a very long time. Fatigue has lent a touch of the illusory to everything. It’s as if I’m living on the sharp edge of a knife. The slightest relaxation in my vigilance threatens an onslaught of held-back tears. At times, I feel feverish, especially now, with the warm, soft lamb in my grasp. So I force myself to attend to the task at hand, mute and exhausted.

Without letting go of the lamb, I draw out the knife concealed in the inner lining of my bughra. Forcefully yanking back its neck, I plunge the knife with brutal swiftness across its throat. It doesn’t even have the chance to bleat but simply hammers its hooves against the earth. A stream of blood spurts into the air and indiscriminately sprays the terrified flock. It drenches the mother, who cries out loudly, the whites of her eyes showing. She lurches forward, but I push her away with one hand. Blood continues to spurt from the severed arteries and splashes the sleeves of my bughra and my veil. I hold the lamb down with all my strength until it stops kicking and shudders to stillness. Then I drop the knife and drive the mother away with my fists, leaving bloody marks on her pelt. Still she circles around, calling out in distress, while the rest of the flock scatters. Finally, even she moves away, and I rest my violently shaking hands on the dead animal, my breath coming in bursts. To kill in these circumstances requires nerves of iron, which I do not have. There’s blood, blood everywhere.

Only then do I hear the commotion from the fort. There’s a gaggle of soldiers clustered behind sandbags, but they’re too far away to register what happened. Instead, it is Masood the Tajik who comes racing out, skidding to a stop just inside the barbed wire fence. He looks bewildered.

I point to the lamb and call out: This is in exchange for your masters’ gift of food. We Pashtuns also have our traditions of hospitality. Now we’re even.

His face lights up in perfect comprehension. He gives an excited laugh.

This was well done! he exclaims. I will certainly convey your message.

He casts an appraising eye on the lamb. We will feast tonight, he adds. Do you want me to take the lamb to them?

No. Tell your captain I would like to give it to him personally.

I will do that. He’s meeting with his officers, but I will find a way to tell him.

He turns to leave, then hesitates. Four soldiers are hurrying purposefully toward him, led by the hard-faced sergeant from yesterday. He begins yelling at Masood even before they close in on him. The Tajik points to the lamb and begins to explain something to them in their language, but the sergeant cuts him off angrily and escorts him back to the fortress. Remarkably, in all of this, I am ignored almost as if I were invisible. I watch them leave, and am left to wonder why their wrath was directed at their own interpreter and not at me.

Not knowing what to expect next, I wait in the light of the rising sun. Slowly, the mist clears; the sun begins to blaze down, as always. The heat intensifies. It steams from the circle of blood-drenched earth surrounding the cart. Light touches the stone walls of the fort. It illuminates the dead lamb; the necklace of blood around its throat glitters.

When the Tajik returns, it is with an armed escort. They walk up to the barbed wire. The Tajik looks crestfallen. He flops down on his haunches. The captain has refused your gift, he calls out, gazing in disbelief at the lamb. The soldiers who watched you kill the lamb deemed your act barbaric: they claimed that civilized women do not slaughter animals. I tried to explain it was a gift from you in keeping with our traditions, but they refused to listen to me. They made fun of your sanity. I don’t understand it. I simply don’t understand it.

He steals a sidelong glance at his escort, who’re staring at me with undisguised contempt. I notice that they seem to be keeping watch over the interpreter as much as over me.

The Tajik winces. I don’t understand them, he says again. It must have to do with their customs. They’ve adopted a stray dog, for instance, and treat it as their pet. They give it the choicest morsels as if it were a prize sheep and not a mere dog, that most unclean of animals, and they fuss over it and fondle it in a manner that makes me ill. They’re a strange people.

As he speaks, I realize he’s inched forward until he’s a gaz or so ahead of his companions.

There’s more … he says, and pauses.

I wait for him to continue.

He clears his throat uncomfortably. They’ve decided to take you away.

I start and stiffen. Take me away? Where?

He makes a vague gesture southward. Kandahar.

To the city! But why? My place is here!

The captain has decided that you need to be admitted to a hospital. A hospital for people whose minds have been damaged by the war. He says you need treatment.

What rubbish. I’m not deranged. I won’t go.

They’ll take you by force. They’ve made up their minds. They’re on their way here. What can I say? There’s nothing to say.

Suddenly he rises to his feet and looks straight at me.

Listen to me! he says with urgency. You’ve still time to get away. Turn your cart around and leave this place. I’ll convince them you’ve changed your mind about your brother. They’re not bad people. They’ll understand.

He leans forward and places both his hands on the wire.

Do as I tell you, please. Go away. Your brother is dead, but you still have a life to live. Soon our country will be free. Our leaders will reach an agreement. Then we’ll live as we’ve always lived, without outside interference.

He pauses and looks at me pleadingly.

Go away. You’re wasting your time here. Do you understand?

I sit up very straight. He slumps back and looks at the ground. He appears devastated.

You’re not going, are you? he says.

No.

You’re making a terrible mistake.

It’s my decision.

Can you tell me why?

I remove my veil from my face and gaze at him. Our eyes lock.

I couldn’t live with the shame, I answer.

He raises his hand to his face and covers his eyes. Without a word, he turns on his heels and stumbles away, the soldiers following in his wake. Soon I am alone in the sunlight again. I feel a sudden pang of thirst and raise the goatskin to my mouth, but there’s no water left.

I take off my blood-soaked bughra and shake my hair free. I examine my blood-spattered hands, my blood-speckled wrists. My callused palms are the color of unfired bricks. The white sleeves of my kameez lie over them like lips of snow.

I turn my head and look back at the mountains as at a lover. The slopes are a serene blue, as if sculpted out of the sky itself. The highest ridges now glow silver in the sunlight, now golden. Such beauty exists only in paradise.

Time begins to pulse in swift fever spasms. The morning air is neither warm nor cool, but of a consistency that is perfection itself, and of which I too am made.

I bow my head and say my father’s name, my mother’s name.

I say my sister’s name, my little brother Yunus’s name.

I say my brother Yusuf’s name.

When I raise my head, I see the soldiers advancing toward me, with the captain at their head. The black giant is with them, as is Masood the interpreter, which is unfortunate. I recite the Shahada in my head.

There is no god but God, and Muhammad is His Messenger …

I begin counting the moments. One.

Dwa.

Dré.

Tsalor.

It’s up to me now. I’m terrified: my hands are shaking, my mouth is parched.

I wait until their shadows enter the circle of blood.

Then I reach under the blanket covering the lamb with my knife and cut the plaited wire.




End of sample
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