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The world of humanity is possessed of two wings:
the male and the female. So long as these two wings 
are not equivalent in strength, the bird will not fly . . .

— Abdu’l-Baha’i 

• • • 

 We are Afghan people 
 We are Afghans of the mountains 


 We have one stance and one way 
 We have one faith and one hope 


 We are Afghan people 
 We are Afghans of the mountains.


—Popular children’s song, 
 originally in Dari 
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 Chapter 1 
 Yasmine

Herat, Afghanistan 

“Come, put on your scarf. We will walk through the park to the university, meet your father, and buy ice cream—chocolate, your favorite.” 

Smiling, Mother held Yasmine’s hijab between two pinched fingers and made it dance. It was gray and ugly. Well, maybe it wasn’t actually ugly, maybe it was really quite nice, but Yasmine looked away anyway.

“I don’t want to go out.” Yasmine spoke softly. She meant no disrespect, it was just that going outside meant being careful about where she looked, whom she spoke to, what she said, what she wore. It was exhausting . . . and boring.

Yasmine sat on the floor on a big pillow with a book opened in front of her. Getting used to the furniture in this new place had been hard, too, although one low, brass-topped table and a bunch of pillows could hardly be called furniture. They had lived in Herat for almost a year now—ten months, to be really accurate—and Herat, Afghanistan, was a long way from Oxford, England. It was like living on Mars—assuming that there were camels on Mars, and goats, and land mines.

Mother put aside the headscarf and sat beside Yasmine. “I know these past months have been hard on you, but look at all you have accomplished. You speak Dari well now, and your teacher says that you are the best student in the class.” 

Yasmine shook her head. It was easy being head of the class. Half of the girls could barely read, and every week one or two left school to get married. Married! At fourteen!

“I want to go home,” she whispered.

“Yasmine, this is our home.” 

Yasmine looked up past Mother’s shoulder to the window—a window that looked nowhere. All the windows in the house Baba had rented either faced a wall or were covered up. Mother said that during Taliban times the windows in homes were blackened or covered to prevent strangers from seeing the women inside, and when the Taliban left the window coverings had stayed, just in case. In case of what? Baba said that the Taliban had been beaten by the United Nations forces, but at school they said that the Taliban had only retreated, they were never far away. Which was true? Really, how could this place ever be home? 

“You will come to love this country, you’ll see. And you should be very proud of Baba for deciding to come back here to teach. Your father is an important man in the West, but here is where he can do the most good. And soon I will go to work, too. There are not many women lawyers in Afghanistan.” 

“But we were all happy at ho . . . in England. And I miss Grandfather,” said Yasmine.

“Your grandfather understands why we are here. I was born in this city. Herat is a city of writers and poets. Come now, the flowers are in bloom and the cypress trees—they are so beautiful, emerald green. Wait until they turn as red as fire. Imagine, trees so brilliant that they almost light the way! We will be happy here, you’ll see.” Exasperation was creeping into Mother’s voice. She handed Yasmine the headscarf and picked up her bag and house keys.

Yasmine tied the hijab under her chin, careful that it hid all her hair. She did not wear headscarves all the time in England. Thing was, she didn’t mind wearing a hijab in England because she didn’t have to. That made all the difference.

Trailing behind her mother, Yasmine walked from the back of the house, which was the family area, to the formal sitting room at the front, the one reserved for guests. The house had four rooms and a courtyard. It might have been nice, had the bricks on the outside walls facing the street not been damaged and repaired and then damaged all over again. Yasmine knew the history of Afghanistan, Baba had explained it over and over. First the Russians had invaded. Mujahideen guerrillas, Afghans, fought the Russians. Then the Russians left and the warlords fought each other. And then came the Taliban times, and now the United Nations forces were here to fight the Taliban. With so much war, it was sometimes amazing to think that any buildings still stood, or that any people were still alive!

Never mind the condition of the outside of the house, the inside was pretty rough too. There was no air conditioning or central heating inside. They had already lived through one freezing winter. Mother had bought lots of nice Afghan rugs, and they had plenty of blankets, but nothing could make this house as wonderful as home—and England was home, no matter what Mother said.

In Oxford their flat was cool in summer and warm in winter, and they had huge windows that looked out across a city crowded with church spires, brick chimneys, and stone buildings. Rain or shine (mostly rain) Yasmine would stare out the windows to the streets below. You couldn’t actually see the pastry and flower shops, clothing stores, coffee houses, libraries, and movie theaters, but they were there! Inside, bookcases reached the ceiling. Some books were written in foreign script, Dari mostly, while others were writers she too was beginning to read; Twain, Waugh, Tolstoy, Kipling, Donne, Wiesel. Plump sofas and overstuffed chairs cozied up every corner, and Mother always put tall, fresh-cut flowers in a giant vase in Baba’s study. Best of all, Yasmine had her own room, with a canopy bed, and her own television, too. Here in Herat she was supposed to sleep on a big mattress stuffed with cotton—on the floor!

Mother smiled again as she locked the courtyard door behind them. “I love the park.” 

Yasmine nodded half-heartedly. They had been to the park many times, and it wasn’t that great, not like the parks in England. Why didn’t Mother see it? 

The sidewalk along Jada-e welayat was made of colorful tiles. It might have been amazing a long time ago, but now it was dirty, and the tiles were damaged and chipped. Mother said that the city of Herat was beautiful, but there was garbage in the streets, and lots of the nice old stone buildings were being replaced with great big ugly glass-and-metal ones. Many of the shops were boarded up or covered with corrugated tin or chain-link fence. Behind the main streets was a labyrinth of laneways and homes hidden behind mud walls. They passed Toos, Yasmine’s favorite restaurant. At least they had pizza on the menu there.

Old men sat in groups, on blankets or in plastic chairs, many holding small children in their arms. Boys trailed women in burkas, their feet dragging in the dust. When the Taliban were in control of everything, a woman could not go out of the house without a maharam, a male to walk with her. It wasn’t like that anymore, but still, most women on the street were accompanied by men or boys. And in Taliban times, all women had been forced to wear burkas outside the house. Many women still wore the long gown that covered every inch of them, even their faces. To Yasmine, it just looked ugly. And it was hard to imagine that there was a real woman under there. They looked like shadows that could be blown away by the wind. Seeing the way they moved, heads held unnaturally high and swiveling from side to side because they had no peripheral vision, made Yasmine shudder.

A woman in a burka was coming towards them. The lump under her burka wiggled. Yasmine guessed that she was holding a baby in one hand and her shopping bags in the other. The burka covered everything, like a tent, but her head was bent and she was shuffling.

“Why is she moving like that?” Yasmine whispered.

“It’s best if the grille is pulled tight against the face. That way a woman wearing a burka can see more. But her hands are busy so she is looking down, trying to see the ground instead.” Mother spoke in a low, controlled voice.

Yasmine turned away. It seemed rude to stare, even if the woman couldn’t tell. One thing was for sure, she would never wear one, ever. The clothes she and her mother had to wear were bad enough—plain black skirts that fell below their knees, trousers underneath, and long jackets over white blouses that buttoned to the neck. It was hot out, and they were dressed for winter . . . well, fall, anyway.

“See, the sun is out. It’s not really that bad, is it?” 

Mother looked at Yasmine and smiled. It was a thin, pleading smile. Even dressed in dull clothes, Mother was beautiful, with almond-shaped, jewel-green eyes like her own, a high forehead and cheekbones. To Yasmine, Mother was the most beautiful woman in the world. Daughters know such things about their mothers.

“Careful.” Mother reached for Yasmine’s hand at the corner of the street. Yasmine was fourteen years old, too old to hold her mother’s hand. But then, crossing the street in Herat was different from crossing the street in Oxford. For one thing, the crossing lights here only occasionally worked, and anyway, the cars didn’t always stop. Both of them looked right and left and right and left, and then made a run for it.

A balloon-seller stood a short distance from the giant iron gates of the park. The colors of the balloons reminded Yasmine of home: lemon-yellow like the daffodils that grew in Mrs. Asquith’s garden, red like the pillar box on the corner of their street, cobalt-blue like the English sky after rain.

Mother reached into her purse and handed the balloon-seller a few Afghani.

“Mother, I am too old for balloons.” In England she would have felt silly but in Afghanistan, it was worse. Here a fourteen-year-old was considered a grown woman. If anyone from her class saw her—not that that was likely—she would really look silly.

“One each, please. I’ll take a green one, the color of a bride’s dress.” Mother, smiling now, whispered into Yasmine’s ear, “Pick one. Perhaps we are his first sale of the day.” Yasmine chose a yellow balloon and tried not to think of daffodils.

They stood at the gates of the park and looked in. The paths were covered with white and gray pebbles and bordered by pink, yellow, and white flowers. But some of the plants looked like scrub, as though they didn’t get enough water. Up ahead was a pond.

“My cousins and I used to float little white paper boats in that pond. The water was so sparkly. One year my uncle brought remote-control boats from India and we raced them across the water. My cousin’s boat sank. He was so upset he jumped into the pond to retrieve it.” Mother laughed as her eyes misted up.

Yasmine glanced at Mother, then looked back at the pond, trying to see what her mother saw. Instead she thought of Christ Church Meadow and the boat races on the Thames during Oxford’s university term.

“After, we would drink sweet tea sprinkled with sugar and cardamom,” said Mother.

They walked on, Mother chatting on about people who were gone now, some to America, most killed by the Russians or the Taliban.

“Do you remember the song I sang to you when you were little? I’m a friend of children. I am beautiful and eloquent. I have lots of words hidden in my heart.” Mother whispered the words in her ear.

Yasmine tried not to shrug. To shrug here was considered very rude.

“You remember the words, Yasmine. Open my heart, open my treasure house, so I can tell you my secrets. Tell you a hundred stories.” Mother sang in a soft, lilting voice.

“Mother, I am too old to sing baby songs.” Really, this was too silly.

“Open my heart, open my treasure house, so I can tell you my secrets. Tell you a hundred stories,” Mother sang again.

The corners of Yasmine’s mouth turned up.

“Ah! Do I see a smile?” Mother asked.

Yasmine couldn’t help herself, she grinned.

“There it is!” Mother was laughing, but Yasmine’s grin was really more of an embarrassed grimace. Maybe she could pretend that she was little again and they were at Oxford’s Botanic Garden, just off the High Street.

“I’m a friend of children. I am beautiful and eloquent. I have lots of words hidden in my heart.” Mother’s words were little more than whispers floating in the air, but still people turned their heads, some of them scowling.

“Shush, Mother!” This time Yasmine giggled.

They were coming to the tall, majestic gates at the other side of the park. As they passed through them and onto the road, Yasmine had to admit that perhaps once, a long time ago, they must have been really amazing. The two walked along the sidewalk, shaggy bushes to one side, a busy boulevard to the other.

“I’ll tell you sweet stories, ancient wisdom. Tell you tales and—” 

“Mother, stop!” This time Yasmine laughed out loud.

A truck pulled up beside them, its wheels squealing like little animals caught in a trap.

“I’m a friend of children. I am beautiful and eloquent. I have lots of words hidden in my heart . . .” 

Feet pummeled the ground. Yasmine turned. Men in black turbans, with black surma smeared around their eyes, piled out of the back of a truck. They carried sticks, chains, and clubs, all raised up in the air. They were running towards them.

“Mother!” Yasmine cried as her hand slipped from Mother’s grasp. No, her hand had not slipped away, Mother had pushed her away, pushed her so hard that she tumbled into the prickly sweetbriar shrubs along the sidewalk.

“Hide, hide!” Mother waved her off while running back into the park, as if to draw them away from Yasmine. She did not get far.

“Mother!” Yasmine screamed.

They had surrounded her. Mother fell to the ground and covered her head with her arms. The whacks on her back sounded like rice bags being dropped from a great height. Thud, thud, thud.

“You, the daughter of America, don’t you know our laws? You dress with no respect. Don’t you know that a woman cannot go out without a man?” they yelled.

“Mother, Mother! Stop! Don’t hurt my mother! Stop!” 

Yasmine scrambled out of the bushes. She lifted her fists and beat at a man wearing baggy pants. He hurled her back into the thorny bushes, as if she were nothing, a piece of paper, litter. Yasmine reeled backwards, smacking her head hard on the ground. She lay face up, surrounded by white and yellow flowers, in stunned silence. A green and a yellow balloon drifted up into a clear blue sky. Finally she heard the crunch and pings of spraying stones under tires as the truck pulled away.
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 Chapter 2 
Home Again

“Wake up, Mother, wake up.” Yasmine rolled over and crawled towards her mother on hands and knees. She whispered into her mother’s ear. Mother, curled on the ground, lay still.

People came to help. They made calls on cell phones. A man wanted to lift Mother up into a car but he was afraid to touch a woman who was not his wife. “They are everywhere, the Taliban. The khariji soldiers, the foreigners, think that they have beaten the Taliban, but they return like waves in the sea.” Distraught, the man helped by flagging down a pickup truck. The driver agreed to take mother and daughter to the hospital. Three women lifted Mother up and into the back of the truck.

“Come, girl.” A woman opened her arms and hoisted Yasmine into the truck. “Do not cry. Be brave.” 

Yasmine lay down beside her mother on the floor of the truck and whispered into her ear, “Mother, wake up. Wake up, Mother.” 

The truck stopped in front of a gray, cinder block structure. Bullets had strafed the building and the windows were either broken or boarded up. No, this wasn’t right. This was not a hospital. Yasmine knew what a hospital was like. She had been to one back home, after hurting her wrist while playing field hockey. There were supposed to be attendants that helped people out of cars and ambulances, but here there were only dirty little boys standing by a door. They tried to pull Mother out of the truck as if she were a sack of apples. Mother slipped out of their grasp and slammed down onto the ground. Together they shifted Mother onto a gurney and then rolled her through swinging doors, only to lower her down onto a thin rug on the floor in a hallway.

Yasmine kissed Mother’s cheeks while trying to straighten her own hijab. Where were the nurses with uniforms and clipboards, pushing little trolleys filled with medicines? And hospitals were supposed to be clean. This place smelled of cigarette smoke and dirt.

“Help my mother!” she cried to a woman in a burka. 

The voice from under the veil said, “You must wait your turn.” 

“Please, I need to telephone my father.” 

The woman pointed to an old phone that hung on the wall. Yasmine called the university. The man who answered said that he would pass on the message, but really, the professor should not be disturbed.

“Please, please,” Yasmine begged. “It’s very important! Tell him that, that we were . . .” She dithered while wiping her face with the back of her hand. What to say? How to describe what happened? “Tell him that we are at the hospital. Please, please!” 

Yasmine sat close to her mother and pulled her knees to her chest. Despite the heat of the day the building was humid, and the rug covering the cement floor did nothing to keep the damp away. “Mother wake up, wake up. Baba come, Baba come, Baba come,” she repeated over and over and over. What if Baba did not come? What if Mother died? What happened to girls who were left all alone? 

“Baba come, Baba come, Baba come.” Yasmine closed her eyes.

There was no way to tell the time, but after a while she heard a sound, something familiar, that made her look up. “Baba!” Yasmine leaped to her feet. She saw her father running towards her along a cement walkway under stone arches. “Baba, Baba!” she screamed as she raced towards him, arms outstretched.

She could hear his labored breathing as he grew closer. “Are you hurt? What happened?” Baba asked while touching her arms, as if trying to reach in and feel her bones.

Yasmine shook her aching head. “Men came, in a truck, with clubs. They attacked Mother!” 

He grabbed hold of her hand and she led him quickly back to where her mother lay.

Baba knelt down and whispered into Mother’s ear, but still she did not wake up. As soon as he saw someone who looked like a doctor, he took paper money out of his pocket. “Help my wife,” he said, trying to force it into the doctor’s hands. The doctor just shook his head. He tried another doctor, but got the same response. Yasmine stood at his side. Baba was holding her hand too tightly. His face glistened with sweat. He was tall and strong, but now he looked different, he looked frightened!

Finally, one doctor, his face pale and gaunt, took Baba aside to a corner and spoke quietly, his head bent forward.

“Never mind who’s running the government now, doctors are still being watched,” he explained. “Male doctors do not want to take the chance of attending a woman, and the only woman doctor in Herat has been forbidden to work by her husband. By looking at your wife, I think that her back is not broken but her left leg is, in two places, maybe three. Take these. It is mosaken. It will reduce the pain.” He slipped Baba some pain pills.

It was going to take days to have Mother’s leg put in a cast, so instead a brace was found for her leg. The leg would at least be immobilized. And when Baba was sure the hospital had given Mother all the help she was going to receive, he hired a foreign car to take them home. Mother was awake when Baba lifted her into the car. She moaned in pain.
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As the automobile pulled up to the front of their house, they saw a small, nervous man pacing up and down the walkway. He looked at Baba and nodded. Baba carried Mother into the house and laid her on a mattress. He placed long pillows, toshaks, around her as bolsters.

“Stay with your mother, Yasmine.” Baba left them.

Only then did Yasmine start to cry, and only then did Mother speak.

“Hush, Yasmine, my daughter. I am alive, and you and your father are safe. That’s all that is important.” But the sound that came out of Mother was not like her voice. It was low and rough, as if her words were dragged over stones. Yasmine lay beside her mother, buried her face in the pillow, and tried to muffle her sobs.

“Yasmine, I want to speak to you.” Baba stood in the doorway now.

Again, Yasmine wiped her face with the back of her hand, tucked a loose strand of hair into her headscarf, and followed Baba out into the first room, the one that was reserved for guests.

“This is Professor Maywand,” said Baba.

Yasmine nodded her head in acknowledgment.

“I hear that you speak English.” The professor spoke gently to her.

At first Yasmine did not look up. She had learned a lot in a year. Do not meet a man’s gaze. Do not be alone with a boy who is not a relative. Do not let any skin show. There were many do nots. Mother was teaching her what was halal, or correct for Muslims, and what was haraam, or unacceptable, but it was complicated. But inside she was still a British girl, still the girl who could walk to school by herself, play sports, and draw and read whatever she wanted.

“Yes, I speak English.” Yasmine deliberately raised her head and looked the man in the eye.

“Then I will speak English to you. It is good that I practice. I am very sad to hear that your mother was attacked.” He spoke slowly, enunciating every word. “We want to know if the attack was deliberate or random. What were you doing just before it happened?” 

Yasmine, shaking, throat dry, could not think of what to say, so she repeated the words of the song, “I’m a friend of children. I am beautiful . . .” The thought was sudden. Was it because they were singing? Were they at fault? 

“You were singing?” 

Yasmine nodded. Why did she feel ashamed? They had done nothing wrong.

The professor’s expression changed as he ran his hands through his hair and looked up at the ceiling.

“Your wife should not have called attention to herself that way,” he said to Baba. “Herat is not as dangerous as Kandahar City, but things happen. You should have warned her.” 

Startled, Yasmine looked at Baba. It wasn’t his fault!

“Go back to your mother, Yasmine,” said Baba with quiet resignation.

Yasmine dithered. At home she would have spoken up. She would have said something, defended her father, become angry . . . but here things were different. It was hard to know what to do. Silently, part angry and part frightened, she left the room, and returned to her mother.

The medication was working. Mother was asleep. Yasmine sat beside her and listened to the words of the men in the next room. It was hard not to hear. Wooden doors did not divide the rooms the way they did at home. Instead, beautiful curtains and long rugs hung in the doorways. Words drifted past unimpeded.

“If the attack was random,” said Professor Maywand, “then perhaps there is no cause for real alarm. But there are other issues. There have been complaints at the university about the lectures you give in your World Religions course. Is it true that you have said in your classroom that Christians, Jews, and Muslims are all connected through Abraham?” 

“Abraham is recognized as patriarch and prophet by all three religions,” said Baba, with a hint of stubbornness.

“And did you say that one day, in the far future, this fact, as you call it, might unite us all?” The man sounded tired.

Yasmine went to the doorway and stood behind the curtain.

“Do we all not want universal peace? Is that not what we strive for? It is a university, a place for discussion.” Baba sounded indignant now.

“Here, today, discussion can kill, my friend. We are living in a dark time. We suffered through many years of Russian occupation, and then came chaos and fighting between warlords, each with their private armies. But how could we know that the worst was yet to come? We thought the Taliban, ruling in the name of Allah, would bring us stability.” The professor stopped talking for a moment. Yasmine crept closer to the curtain. “You and your wife have been very naive. Your naiveté puts you in danger, and it puts your colleagues at the university in danger, too. Please, take a leave of absence and let this settle.” 

Baba started to protest, but the professor began again.

“You have given up a great deal to come here—I understand and appreciate that—and your name brings great prestige to our university. Your intentions are good, but you are of no use to us if you are dead. They say that the Taliban have been defeated, but, as you have just discovered, they reemerge at will. I think this conflict is a long way from being over.” 

There was silence again. Perhaps Father was letting the advice sink in.

“Kam Air flies directly to Kabul,” the professor went on. “From there you can take a commercial flight back to London. When the country is more stable, we will welcome your return. My friend,” he said sadly, “dying is easy in this country, it is staying alive that is hard.” 

Yasmine crawled back beside her mother. “Mother, wake up. Mother, we are going home!” she whispered. Was it wrong to feel happy? She closed her eyes and slept.
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 Chapter 3
 Call Back to the Land

Baba hired an old woman to come and nurse Mother. Over the next month Mother improved, but still she could only stand on wooden crutches for short periods.

Baba said that Yasmine should not go to school anymore. If the attack on Mother was not just random, then it would be best, he thought, if they were seen in public as little as possible. And so, the three of them were confined to their four rooms.

At first it was fine, but after three weeks it was not fine, it was lonely. And worse, a change had come over Baba. He was distracted and nervous, had stopped reading, and at night he paced the floor. Baba simply wasn’t Baba. For one thing, he had grown a beard and wore baggy clothes and a turban. Mother teased him and said that he would never get on a plane dressed like that. “You look like a Talib,” she said. Baba did not think that was very funny, but it was the first time Mother had laughed since the attack, so he laughed too. Yasmine did not laugh. If he could not get on a plane, how would they get home? 

“What are you drawing?” he asked Yasmine one day.

She held up a picture of her best friend, Melissa. Her Third Form art teacher in Oxford had said that she had a gift for portraits.

Baba sighed. “My dear, if we are to survive we must make changes. You must not draw faces. It is frowned on,” he said. He went through her sketchbooks and pulled out portraits. “I must keep you and your mother safe. And perhaps we should rethink some of these books.” Baba pulled out all the copies of the Children’s Companion magazines that they had brought from London. “They are too Christian,” he explained. And so another reminder of Yasmine’s old life was gone.

 Weeks passed, and still there was no talk around the house about leaving Herat. Yasmine just had to know. The day came when her mother’s leg was not so sore and she was feeling a bit better. Yasmine crouched down beside her and asked, in a shy whisper, “Mother, will we go home soon?” 

Startled, Mother looked at her daughter. “What do you mean?” 

“I thought . . .” Something inside her fell.

“Come. Sit.” Mother patted the pillow beside her. “What happened was terrible, awful, but what would it say about us if we ran away?” 

Yasmine couldn’t believe her ears. Why would they stay where they could be attacked and beaten just for singing a children’s song? How could staying possibly make sense? 

“But the professor said . . .” Yasmine tried to keep her voice from breaking.

“Professor Maywand said that your father has made enemies, and that by staying at the university he is putting other people in danger, too.” Mother paused. “Do you remember how it was that your father came to England?” 

Yasmine nodded. “Baba’s mother and older sisters were killed by a Russian bomb. Grandfather took Baba to England when he was ten years old. Grandfather sent Baba to a good school. Baba worked hard,” said Yasmine. She had heard that story a million times.

Mother nodded. “We love England and we were happy there, but your father felt a call back to the land. It’s a feeling many Afghans who live outside our country have. I feel it too. Do you remember the poem written by Khalili? ‘. . . But all the friends gather in the khak’s heart in the end / So in death as in life we are always in the company of friends,’” quoted Mother. “We belong here, Yasmine. To run away would be cowardly. If we want our country back we have to fight for it. The Westerners cannot do it for us. Do you understand?” 

“Are we going to stay here?” Yasmine tried to keep her voice level.

“Grandfather has a house in Bazaar-E-Panjwayi, in Panjwayi District, Kandahar,” said Mother.

“But the man, Professor Maywand, said that Kandahar was very dangerous.” Yasmine could hardly believe what she was hearing.

“Kandahar City is dangerous, but we are going to a village in Kandahar Province. Your grandfather was born in the village, he is respected there. He paid money to rebuild the mosque. People in small villages sometimes do not accept strangers easily—it is the same around the world—but your father has made his pilgrimage to Mecca, so he is a hajji. He too will be respected. Your father has hired people to clean up the house for us. He will take a break from the university, and write his book. I will get better, and when all this is forgotten, we will return.” Mother combed her fingers through Yasmine’s long black hair.

“When do we leave?” She felt tired, but then doing nothing for weeks on end had been exhausting. And maybe it wasn’t what she’d been hoping for, but there was no sense in crying. Anyway, at least in the country she could go outside.
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No one wanted to drive them to the village. There were bandits on the roads. They would have to cross territories controlled by warlords, and there was always the Taliban. “Too dangerous. Too dangerous,” said one driver after another. Finally Baba found an old man who owned a car and a small truck big enough to carry a generator, desk, blankets, rugs, pillows, and even a proper bed so that Mother would be more comfortable. The man’s son would follow behind in the truck.

Baba and Yasmine gently laid Mother out along the back seat of the car. Yasmine scrunched down on the floor beside a basket of fruit and naan to eat along the way.

“Where is your wife’s burka?” the driver, a kindly man with a round face, asked.

“She does not own one,” Baba said.

The driver pointed to a shop covered with chain-link fence. “Buy one for your wife and another for your daughter.” 

Yasmine was about to protest, but Mother squeezed her hand.

Baba returned with two silk, indigo-blue burkas, with crowns made of silver thread. The driver shook his head. “They are too beautiful and will draw attention. Never mind your daughter. She is young. Get another one for your wife, quickly.” Baba tossed the new burkas into the car and looked around, his eyes searching the road.

A woman in a shabby, torn, saffron-colored burka sat against a wall at the end of the road. Her head was bent, an elbow rested on a knee, and her cupped hand was held up. Baba crouched down in front of the beggar and whispered a few words. The woman shook her head furiously. Baba stood then and ran into the shop. When he emerged, he held a new burka. Again he crouched before the beggar. This time she snatched the burka out of his hand and disappeared behind the shop.

 When Baba returned to the car, he held the woman’s ugly burka under his arm. Yasmine covered her nose. It stank like a goat’s pen.

The city of Herat was soon almost behind them. Once past the timber-seller, where great logs pointing up into the air looked ready to tumble and squash pedestrians, men on bikes, and little rickshaws on the road below, they ventured out onto the highway. Land mines and scorching heat had turned the highway into a landscape of tiny blistered volcanoes. Often they had to pull over for a convoy of military trucks to pass.

It took days to reach the village. During the day they ate from the food basket, and at night the driver arranged for houses to sleep in along the way. Time passed in a blur.
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“We are here,” announced the driver.

Yasmine, asleep on folded arms, woke with a start, bolted up, and pushed her face against the dusty car window.

“Yasmine, no!” Mother reached over and yanked Yasmine’s scarf up over her daughter’s head. Yasmine fumbled a bit, then smoothed her hijab over her head with a flat palm.

The road was crowded with jingle trucks decorated with swirls of red, yellow, and green paint. Silver trinkets dangled across the windows. On the other side of the trucks, heaps of sandbags led up to a massive door that looked as though it belonged to a fort from medieval times. Soldiers carrying guns peered down from a great height. And then came a whirling sound. Yasmine stuck her head out of the car’s window and looked up. Helicopters! There were two, she could see their underbellies and guns sticking out each side. They were scary, like giant, killer insects.

“Yasmine, that is the army base, it’s called a FOB. It stands for Forward Operation Base. Many soldiers, Canadian and American mostly, from the United Nations, live inside. There is a landing pad for helicopters inside the FOB. But those soldiers . . .” Baba pointed to men wearing helmets, black vests over blue uniforms, their pants tucked into black boots. “They belong to the Afghan National Army, and they work with the UN soldiers. Your grandfather’s village is over there.” Baba motioned past a row of Afghan vehicles to a walled village across the road and beyond.

The car, and the truck that followed behind carrying their furniture and boxes, nudged through the line of multicolored trucks and drove into the village. The village was nothing like the villages Yasmine had seen in England. This village was made up of mud houses that had been polished to a smooth yellow shine and winked in the sunlight. All together, the walls, the homes, and the buildings looked as though they had sprung fully formed from the earth.

The two vehicles rumbled down the main street kicking up puffs of dust. People stared. The houses had doors that were made of tin, and many windows were covered with plastic sheets. They passed a man-made stream, its banks covered with grass and leafy trees giving it shade.

“Stop here,” said Baba. He got out of the car and walked over to a man tending meat on a grill that lay across a large steel drum. Plastic tables and chairs were on one side of the grill and toshaks, on top of old rugs, were on the other side. A grandfather, holding a baby boy with eyelids smudged with black surma to ward off flies, sang to the child while tickling him under the chin.

Yasmine pressed her nose against the car window. Across the road a cluster of old men stood in front of a mosque petting their beards and twirling tasbih prayer beads.

She could smell bread baking. A line of large flat baskets, filled with milky-white mounds of dough, lay in a row on the ground against a wall. Boys kicked a ball about in the middle of the road.

“What are they doing?” asked Yasmine.

“The boys are playing while they wait their turn. The baker will call out and a boy will take him the dough,” said Mother. “Not every family can afford an oven.” 

Yasmine nodded. She could see the baker squatting beside the hot oven. He was soaked in sweat and there were burn marks on his arms. They looked like chicken bones wrapped in crinkled, brown paper. A boy stood over him holding out a basket. The baker snatched the dough, smacked it flat, sprinkled it with water, then lowered it into the hot oven.

“Is that a school?” Yasmine pointed to a low building beside the mosque.

“It’s a madrassa, a religious school for boys,” said Mother.

“Where is the school for girls?” asked Yasmine.

“Westerners are building a school for boys and girls, but it is not ready,” she said.

“When will it be ready?” 

Mother hesitated. “It may take a long time.” 

Yasmine said nothing. There was nothing to say.

Baba was still talking to the kebab-seller when a girl plopped a bundle of naan down beside the grill. She looked to be about Yasmine’s age. The girl looked towards the car. They stared at each other for just a second. Should she wave? Yasmine was about to lift her hand when the girl turned and ran down the road. She had a limp.

Baba climbed back into the car and gave the driver directions. They didn’t have far to go. The house was very near the middle of the village, and the village was small, tiny even. It was only a few moments before the car stopped in front of a great metal door. Baba gave the bell-cord a yank. An old woman with hooded eyes opened the door. She and Baba talked. She nodded then and opened the door wide for Baba to pass into their new home.
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 Chapter 4
 Tamanna

Bazaar-E-Panjwayi, Kandahar Province 

Tamanna swept aside the heavy curtain that hung across the doorway separating house from courtyard and looked east to see a weak sun rising.

“Salaam, Mor,” Tamanna called out to her mother as she slipped her feet into worn sandals.

Mor, hunched in the middle of the courtyard, struck a wooden match and lit the coal fire in the pit under the round tandoor oven. A spark landed on her sleeve. It met with one of Mor’s mighty smacks.

“Mor?” Tamanna took a step. Her hip suddenly gave way and her foot shot out, knocking her brother’s blue, star-tipped sandals to the ground.

“Tamanna!” Mor cried out.

“I am sorry, Mor.” 

“Tut-tut.” Mor’s tongue clicked against her teeth.

Tamanna took a deep breath and adjusted her hijab. She picked up Kabeer’s sandals, cleaned them with her sleeve, and placed them back on the step. Kabeer had been missing for five years and, although the sandals fit her perfectly, Tamanna was not allowed to wear them. Kabeer would have big feet by now, but there was no arguing with Mor. The shoes stayed by the door waiting for her brother’s return. Was he dead? She and Kabeer were twins, connected forever. Surely she would know when his spirit had left this earth. Would she not have felt it in her bones? 

Tamanna hip-hopped around the house, ducked under the clothesline, and crossed the back of the garden. But it wasn’t a real garden. Nothing grew there except thistles. Her eyes were fixed on the outhouse straight ahead. She had trained herself not to look in the direction of Uncle Zaman’s shed. He was asleep. He was always asleep. There were times when Tamanna thought Uncle never got up and Mor never went to bed. Uncle was ten years older than her mother and, in her opinion, he was mean and as lazy as a slug. Worse, he gambled and smoked chars. Maybe he even went to the house where liquor was sold. There were whispers about such a place in the women’s bathhouse.

Many months ago, Mor had tried to offer Uncle advice. “What you are doing is against the laws of Islam. You will get hurt,” she had said, gently and kindly. Tamanna, holding her breath, had watched it all from the doorway of the house. Uncle Zaman’s face had turned as red as a pomegranate. He’d spat on the ground and screamed, “No woman tells me what to do, you ahmaq! You woman! I will not be told how to behave in my own house!” But it wasn’t his house. It was Mor’s house. Then Uncle Zaman shook his fist under Mor’s nose. But yelling and shaking a clenched fist did not satisfy him. He slapped Mor and then he punched her, and when Mor crumpled to the ground he kicked her, screaming, “You nothing woman. You have no brain. You must not speak.” 

“Stop, stop!” Tamanna had run across the courtyard then and pitched herself on top of her mother. Uncle had pulled back his leg and let it fly. When his foot landed on Tamanna’s hip, there was a sound, a crack, and searing pain that ricocheted up her body and left her throat scorched.

Three seasons had passed since then, and Tamanna’s hip had still not healed properly.

Now Tamanna slammed the outhouse door and bolted it by dropping a length of wood into a slot. The outhouse was just four old pieces of wood surrounding a concrete slab with a hole in the floor. It stank. A new hole needed to be dug, but Uncle would not provide the money, and so they made do.

They could have supported themselves if they had been allowed to keep all that they earned. Mor sold eggs from the chickens Grandfather provided, and she baked naan for Rahim Khan, Mor’s cousin the kebab-seller. Tamanna delivered the bread to him twice a day. But almost everything they earned went to Uncle.

Tamanna burst out of the outhouse, poured water out of a jug and washed her hands. A sound—a sort of groan mixed with a yawn—emanated from Uncle’s shed. She tiptoed to the door and peeked inside. She expected to see him sprawled out on his mat, as if tossed there by a large, careless animal. Instead the old wooden door suddenly swung open so wide and so forcefully that it banged against the inside wall. Tamanna reeled backwards.

“What do you want?” Uncle Zaman snarled. He loomed over her like a hawk over prey. He had high, sharp cheekbones and a large, hooked nose. Some might have called him rugged and handsome, but Tamanna thought him menacing and fearsome.

“Salaam,” Tamanna whispered.

“Go away.” He waved his hand at her as if she were a fly. “No, come here.” 

Go away. Come here. It was always that way with Uncle.

“There is a new customer. He is an important man from Herat. Lots of money. Take him some naan and charge him double,” he growled.

Tamanna nodded. A car and a small truck had passed through the village yesterday. There had been a girl inside the car with green eyes, wearing a beautiful gray hijab, and the man had spoken to Rahim Khan, the kebab-seller. He’d been dressed in fine, clean clothes. That must have been the man Uncle was talking about.

“He lives in the big house with the blue door. You know it?” he asked.

Tamanna nodded again. No one had lived in that house for years and years. If the man with the fine clothes lived there, then the girl did too. Perhaps she would see her.

“Deliver the bread and do not stop to talk to anyone. I have seen men give you dirty eye. If you get dirty eye again I will make you wear a burka. I will not have you spoiled for marriage.” He barked out the words while swishing his hands in the air.

“Mor says that I am not to be married for many years. My father said—” 

“Your mother is a useless woman. Your father tried to fight the Taliban and look where it got him—in the grave. Dead men do not speak. I will say when you get married.” He spat out the words.

Tamanna’s lower lip trembled, but her hands made small, tight fists. How did he know that her father was dead? There was no proof. She wanted to cry out, to yell, but there was no stopping Uncle.

“Have you any news of your father? Have you received any more of his precious letters?” he jeered.

Tamanna pursed her lips and swallowed hard. A long time ago, travelers passing through the village had brought letters from her father. Mor took her husband’s letters to the holy man, the imam, to read. The letters were long, many pages, but the imam only said, “Your husband sends warm regards and prayers for peace and God’s blessings.” The imam kept the letters. Then, they stopped. They had not received a letter in five years.

Most people would have said that Tamanna was a quiet girl, easily dominated. But they would have been wrong. Anger gave her courage. “My father is a brave man.” She looked Uncle square in the face. Uncle raised his hand as if to strike her. Tamanna willed herself not to move. She just waited for the blow. But nothing happened. Uncle laughed and walked past her towards the outhouse.

“Praise be to Allah,” she whispered as she ran around to the front of the house.

The oven was now bristling hot. Plucking a small mound of dough as white as milk from a basket, Mor pounded it with a closed fist, dipped it into water, then lowered it down into the oven.

“Fetch the wood,” said Mor.

Tamanna raced to the far corner of their courtyard, laid down her shawl, a patoo, and piled kindling on top. Quickly she tied the corners of the shawl together and heaved the bundle onto her shoulder. Her hip throbbed with pain.

“There, Mor.” She dropped the bundle. A small cloud of dust enveloped them both.

“Drink your tea.” With a free hand, Mor pointed to a mug and a slab of steaming naan. Tamanna slurped the green tea through her teeth, then pulled back in surprise. Her tea was sprinkled with sugar. Such treats were reserved for Uncle, not for her!

“Mor?” she whispered, but her mother did not turn her attention from the hot tandoor oven. Beads of sweat were already forming on Mor’s brow. “Uncle says I must take naan to the big house near the mosque,” said Tamanna. Mor just nodded.

Tamanna picked up the two steamy bundles of naan that Mor had wrapped in white cotton. With the hot bread clutched tight to her chest, she charged out of the courtyard. 

“Be careful! Do not step off the road, there are land mines!” 

Tamanna did not look back and so she did not see her mother stroke her taweez, the holy charm that hung from a black thread around her neck. Still, she could hear her mother’s pleading words following her out through the broken gate and along the rutted path. Soon the path would join a straight road that ran through the village of Bazaar-E-Panjwayi.

“Salaam.” Tamanna plopped the naan onto the small plastic table by the stove of the kebab-seller and took a deep breath. The air was ripe with the smell of fried onions, tobacco, and sizzling lamb and goat.

Rahim Khan grunted as he plucked a piece of naan off the pile. He dropped kebabs slathered with onions on top of the flat bread and passed it to a waiting customer. A piece of lamb fell into the coals and crackled. Tamanna’s mouth watered. Rahim Khan plucked it out of the coals and handed it to her.

“Tashakor,” Tamanna thanked him. Rahim Khan nodded without looking her way.

Tamanna tried not to make eye contact with the customers. It was hard to ignore a bearded old man sitting at one of Rahim Khan’s tables, though. He had a face marked with scars, a sharp buzzard nose, and black buzzard eyes.

“Khoda-hafez.” She called out her farewell over her shoulder as she dashed off again.

“Watch out!” a woman in a burka shouted at her. Tamanna jumped aside as Gul Beebee Akthar, the mother of a martyr, paraded down the road in an old black burka. Two more women in burkas followed her, calling out, clearing the way.

“Salaam,” Tamanna said softly.

Tamanna turned into a small passageway between two houses. It was a shortcut across town. The passage bent and curved, and just when she neared the end it came to a dead stop, blocked by rusted farm equipment.

“What are you doing here?” 

Tamanna froze.

Noor, fifteen and tall for his age, stood behind her. He riveted his hands to his hips and glared at Tamanna. All the children in the village were afraid of him. He wore a coal-streaked shalwar kameez and a beaded cap that covered hair so black it looked blue.

“Where are you going?” he asked.

She didn’t answer. It was improper to talk to a boy, and he knew that. Tamanna spun around. Behind her was the old farm equipment and on either side were tall mud walls. There was no way out except straight past Noor. But there would be gossip if someone saw them together in the passage! And then what would Uncle do? Tamanna pulled her hijab low over her forehead and came face to face with Noor.

“Do not speak to me ever again,” she hissed, then she bolted down the passageway towards the road.
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The door was big, blue, and made of tin. Tamanna took hold of the bell-cord and gave it a mighty tug. It was many minutes before an old woman, with hooded eyes and a toothless scowl, opened the door. Tamanna had seen her often in the bathhouse. Wordlessly, Tamanna held out the naan.

The woman snatched the bread out of Tamanna’s hands. “Come back tomorrow and I will tell you if we want to make an order.” 

The door was about to close when a girl with bright-green eyes peeked around the wall. “Can you come in and visit?” she asked. It was her, the girl in the car! Visit? Tamanna was astonished. Girls did not visit. Tamanna did not know what to say and so she just stood there, wide-eyed.

“What is your name?” asked the girl.

“Tamanna,” she whispered.

“My name is Yasmine.” 

The old woman slammed the tin door and the girl with the green eyes vanished.
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