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Part One

KABUL

August 1977–April 1978







1

‘THE ONE THING I know is that Allah never forgives sodomy,’ my godfather Zaki jaan pronounced. This was around ten o’clock, during a brief interlude in the pop musician Akbar Ramish’s performance—a gig that Maadar had arranged in honour of my sixteenth birthday.

The other men at the table, clothed in heavily starched dress shirts, smirked, clinking their glasses and praising Zaki jaan for his provocations. They took long, satisfied swigs of whiskey, paying no heed that Allah also forbade the drinking of alcohol.

‘It’s immoral, impure, unpardonable and wretched,’ he continued. ‘And if we let them get their way, then others will find the courage to continue down their path. We can’t let any one of our boys become a . . .’ he paused and uttered in a hushed tone, ‘kuni.’

He slammed his fist on the table, as if to give his point more force, and the subsequent rattle of the plates echoed up into the sweltering air of that August night.

Baba, alerted to the sound that set off, looked over to where I stood, between the table that Zaki jaan and the men were seated at and the one where my best friends, Faiz—Zaki jaan’s son—and Maihan and others were. Baba’s gaze then travelled across the banquet hall of the Spinzar Hotel, over the glare of the floating candles and through the bouquets of hyacinth bulbs flourishing from the tables. He had evidently overspent for my birthday party. He drifted over.

‘Certain indulgences are frowned upon by Islam, even if they are socially permissible now,’ Zaki jaan continued.

‘Zaki jaan,’ came the deep, comforting voice of Baba, ‘how about we leave this subject for another time?’ He lay one hand on my godfather’s shoulder. ‘Let’s simply enjoy the night, hm? This is Kanishka’s night.’

A look of mutiny settled on Zaki jaan’s face, and then he looked at me. I shrank a little, trying to conceal how petrified I was. Could he see into my heart? Could he know that I, in fact, was a kuni?

But he said nothing. I smiled at Baba, who nodded and then turned his gaze around the room, settling on Maadar. She moved gracefully through the ballroom in her turquoise pullover dress and cream-coloured jacket, stopping frequently to treat each guest like a precious gift, thanking them for their presence and blessing the honour they had done us in sharing in my celebration.

Trailing at her feet was Benafsha, my eleven-year-old sister, dressed in sequins and tulle, her hair woven into elegant braids. Benafsha found the braids uncomfortable and would occasionally reach behind and tease her fingers through them in an attempt to loosen them, as though playing an instrument at the back of her head. I could tell from her uncertain expression that Benafsha felt uneasy being at the party, as if the braids in her hair strained her, and that she’d rather fade into the shadows. When Maadar allowed her to drift, she hung close to the edges of the room, as if searching for an exit. And yet, despite it being my birthday—despite all of these 170 guests being there for me—I felt the same. Did people know my secret?

Over the next two hours, I was drawn away from Maihan and Faiz as new guests emerged. My eyes repeatedly strayed towards the stage, entranced not so much by Akbar Ramish’s music but rather his wavy black hair and deep-set brown eyes. Just before midnight, Akbar Ramish curbed his music to present my Baba onstage. Buttoning his suit jacket and adjusting his kipper tie, Baba stepped up and grabbed the microphone. He beamed with pride and happiness as shimmering lights and patterned shadows emanating from the disco ball that hung above the dance floor bounced off his face.

He spoke in words slightly cracked at their edges. ‘Thank you all for coming. Kanishka is my one and only son, and he is such a blessing to me and our family. I trust he’ll continue to make me proud and give me reason to keep my head up high. But no young man is complete without a wife. Let me tell you how funny he was at age seven. He always played with girls.’

I winced in anticipation of what was to follow.

‘One day,’ continued Baba, ‘Kanishka came up to me to say that he proposed marriage to a neighbour’s daughter who was seven years older than him. Kanishka said in my ear, “Baba, today I made a ring out of flowers and twigs, asked for Farzana’s hand, and put the ring on her finger and said, ‘You be my wife.’” I asked him, “Do you realize Farzana’s age?” And Kanishka asked, “Can you explain what difference it makes?”’

The room erupted in laughter. Baba resumed his speech after the room quietened. ‘But Farzana was not so agreeable to the young boy’s heartfelt proposal. Rather, she was amused and even teased Kanishka about it. Seeing how upset my poor boy was, I consoled him, saying, “Don’t worry, jaan, maybe you are better off marrying a woman younger than you. And perhaps—just to be on surer ground—you could wait until you’re a little older before you ask another woman to be your wife.” So now we are here today, when Kanishka is almost a man, and he will soon start his journey into adulthood. Hopefully, the next time we convene, it will be for his engagement party!’

The crowd again roared its approval with thundering applause. I shuddered. Why would Baba shame me by resurrecting a story that I would have preferred to be forgotten and kept buried forever?

Baba clicked his fingers before I could dwell on it. People began to dance while Baba glided to me and wrapped an arm around my shoulders, beaming.

‘There are lots of pretty girls here.’ He turned his head and winked at me.

‘I’m not thinking about girls,’ I said.

‘Why not?’

‘Because I have nothing to give them right now,’ I said.

‘You should really start looking for your flower.’

My eyes swept across the crowd, past snub noses and narrow waists, instead falling on heavy stubble, chiselled jawlines, broad shoulders with bulging biceps and triceps. The sheer ruggedness of the girls’ strapping brothers and younger uncles swept my gaze toward them like ocean tides, and I the rudder in their currents. I stole glances, and when they gazed back I quickly looked away.

Baba whispered something in Maadar’s ears and I felt it had to do with me. I tried to ignore my parents and enjoy the celebration. My cousins and their parents were dancing and laughing. My gaze laser-beamed on Maihan’s closest family members as they sat at the front of the ballroom. His mother, Shameem, haughty and sparkling in a zardozi-embroidered couture gown that softened her neckline, sat faithfully next to the austere Rahim jaan, Maihan’s father, and his bullish older brothers, Baryalai and Ezmarai. Baryalai was much stockier than Ezmarai, whose waif-like stature clearly hadn’t lessened the faith he had in himself, for his eyes stared confidently from a narrow face. Both brothers gleamed in mohair suits and Windsor-knotted ties.

Then there was Lamba, voluptuous Lamba. She was Maihan’s coquettish cousin. I watched as she strode across the room, her bare legs long and caramel-coloured under the lights. She swung her hips to the music, all to the cheers of a pocket of admirers, and flicked her lacquered tresses and then looked at me. I turned away quickly and crossed the room to some of the quieter pockets of guests who sat at their tables in quiet finery.

Baba had invited the big-name clans of the royal Durrani Pashtun lineage—the Barakzais, the Muhammadzais and the Sadozais—and their teenage daughters. It was they who were looking at me now, in the way Lamba had looked at me. I knew Baba’s plan: it was to set the stage for marrying me off to one of them so that he might find his way into a high-status family. That’s what ambitious Afghans were doing as more and more people had started mixing and marrying outside of their qawm and qabila.

What about the girls who had served me tea and cake earlier that evening, presented me with their families’ gifts, and nudged their way towards me for a dance? Were they a part of Baba’s ploy? If so, it wasn’t working.

Akbar Ramish squeezed his accordion and his band played the fast beats of a new song, diverting the party’s attention towards the swarming dance floor where measured steps whorled into wildness. Lamba, at its heart, spun in the arms of different boys, though her eyes kept wandering between shoulders to me.

I peeled off to find my best friends—and so that Lamba wouldn’t corner me—leaving the banquet hall and heading to the restroom, where I knew they would be. Faiz stood in front of a mirror, fixing the runaway strands of his cowlicked hair.

‘You look dazed,’ Faiz said. ‘What’s wrong?’

I ran the water and washed my hands. ‘You mean you missed the highlight of the night? Baba announced that he wants to marry me off.’

Faiz shrugged. ‘What’s wrong with that? You’re going to want a wife.’ He seemed to pause and think for a few moments about what he had said. ‘What is it?’

Faiz turned from the mirror and placed a firm hand on my shoulder, his expression spreading into a self-satisfied smile. ‘Every man needs steady sex,’ he said while steering his thick unibrow up and down suggestively.

I tried to shrug his hands off me. ‘You’re such a goof.’

‘Huh,’ Maihan snorted as he surprised me, stumbling out of the stall. ‘You’ve turned into a girly man since I last saw you,’ he said, grinning and zipping his fly.

‘I have?’ I responded.

‘Yes, you looked mortified out there when Lamba looked at you.’ He smiled and rolled his eyes.

‘It’s true,’ Faiz said. ‘You did look as if she was coming to eat you. She’s hot stuff!’ He looked at Maihan, grinning. ‘Isn’t that right, Maihan? Your cousin is hot stuff?’

Maihan laughed but said nothing.

‘I just feel so fatigued by all these expectations on me. Don’t you?’ They both wore blank expressions. ‘Why must our parents instinctively follow their forebears?’

‘To preserve the integrity of Afghaniyat,’ Faiz said, sounding bored. ‘That’s how they express their love and protection—through tradition.’

‘Why must we be like them? Just because they followed the people before them doesn’t mean we have to. It’s as if our limbs are their limbs, our mind their minds, and our hearts theirs too.’

Faiz pursed his lips as he considered this, but his thoughts seemed elsewhere, while Maihan merely nodded, facing the mirror and looking at me as he ran a hand through his hair. My eyes drew to his soft bouncing curls, the sheen of which momentarily cast my mind back to my first memory of Maihan—in kindergarten. The two of us, along with Faiz, whom I’d known my entire life, had been inseparable ever since.

‘I don’t know who my parents will marry me off to. Hopefully someone beautiful; she must be beautiful.’ Maihan looked at me as he said this, a quizzical expression on his face, as if his words were thin and not his own. As if they were not true and he wanted me to know it.

Maihan and his family had only recently moved back to Kabul after a two-year stay in New Delhi. There, Rahim jaan worked as the chargé d’affaires of the Afghan Embassy while Maihan attended a conservatory prep school specializing in hand lettering.

‘Calligraphy is the touchstone of Eastern art,’ his father had reminded him.

Maihan excelled at cursive writing, and his teachers deemed him poised for renown, like the Timurid scribes of old who carved illuminated manuscripts into parchment.

I too marvelled at Maihan and always thought that he had it all: he was athletic, book-smart, creative, good-looking and popular. As a ‘dip kid’—the tag given to children of diplomats—he blossomed with an air of confidence and sophistication. He easily adapted in any situation, and peers and elders alike showered him with admiration.

Not even a week earlier, I, along with a sizeable share of Kabul’s one million residents, had watched him ride through Ghazi Stadium on Afghan Independence Day. He rode among a cavalcade of teenage horsemen, all hung in beautiful sails of satin and shagreen leather, projecting suaveness and the deference of courtiers before their sovereign. I always idolized Maihan, but when I watched him from my perch up in the stands, I really saw the embodiment of the perfect prince, one I would gladly bow down before. Though the prospect of becoming the ideal for Afghan society did not look good, based on the accounts of his lively social life in New Delhi. Since arriving back home, all he had talked about were the late-night parties and the loose Hindu girls.

‘India is so close by, but a world away,’ Maihan had boasted. ‘There’s so much freedom there. You can speak your mind, not like here! Teenagers have so much fun. Guys and girls are always together. We danced, sang karaoke and drank alcohol until we passed out.’

The stench of alcohol lingering on Maihan’s breath brought me out of my reverie. ‘Come on, Kanishka. It’s your birthday,’ he said, his eyes brightening. He came close and draped his arm around my shoulders. Maihan’s touch always excited me.

‘Stop being so glum.’ He reached into his pocket and pulled out a copper flask. ‘Let’s celebrate and drink to friendship! To girls!’

My eyes filled with a faraway fear as I saw what he was holding. ‘Wait. Stop that,’ I said, palms raised, stepping forward. ‘What if someone walks in? They’ll see it. Or they’ll smell it!’

Maihan and Faiz rolled their eyes and proceeded to quickly take turns sipping from the flask.

I watched them with increasing frustration. ‘Okay, fine,’ I said after a few stubborn seconds. I unfolded my arms and held out my hand. ‘Let me try.’

Faiz grinned as he passed it over. I took a sip, but once the heady liquid ran over my tongue, I spat it out. ‘That’s disgusting!’ I wiped my mouth with my sleeve and handed it back.

Maihan looked confused. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘Nothing’s wrong. I just don’t see the point of drinking something that tastes worse than medicine.’

‘Don’t get so worked up,’ Faiz said, waving a dismissive hand through the air. ‘You need to enjoy life.’

I retrieved the flask and drank deeply until I could bear it no more. I had done it just to prove a point. Faiz nodded approvingly.

‘Here, take a bite of this.’ Maihan handed me a cinnamon bark from his pocket. ‘It’ll help.’

A few minutes later, the three of us walked out of the restroom and made our way to the centre of the dance floor. People quickly began to gather around us, clapping their hands, cheering, dancing. Faiz soaked in all the attention and immediately his body flowed with the beat of the music. I noticed Maihan drift over to Lamba, while I was paired up with Faiz. Baba, Rahim jaan and Zaki jaan stood near the refreshments table, laughing and slapping each other on the back.

‘Hey, go talk to her . . .’ was the constant refrain whispered my way as I was encouraged and cajoled to approach several girls. The strongest came from Maadar, who leaned in and gestured for me to go over to Zarmina, the daughter of the deputy minister for transport and civil aviation. ‘She is very beautiful. Go and talk to her.’

‘Will it make you happy if I dance with Zarmina?’ I asked.

‘It would make all of us happy,’ Maadar said, making me wonder who the ‘all’ was that she was referring to.

Zarmina seemed tuned in to my energy and she turned her big smoky eyes and looked up at me briefly through her thick lashes. Faiz noticed it too, and he switched places with her in the centre. She sparkled from head to toe, her lean, sculpted legs and long, delicate arms sheathed in a soft glow. Her suede miniskirt rose high above her knees as she danced. But with each step she took, coming closer, all I could feel was unease. Once a Logari song came on, I had no choice but to dance with Zarmina. Following the rhythm, we squatted down and held the pose when the music abruptly stopped and resumed shimmying and twirling when it started up again. Baba threw Afghani bills over my head, and children rushed to sweep the money off the floor.

I forced myself to keep my thoughts from drifting to Maihan, who was still dancing with Lamba, until eventually I too was caught up by the exhilaration of the friends and family around me—or was that the swig I’d taken from the flask? After the song had finished, I stood on my tiptoes. Maihan had gone. I kept looking around, then through a gap of two dancing forms I saw him being led away by Lamba, towards the back door. I tried to see if they were holding hands, but the gathering crowd closed the space between and the alcohol soon took hold. For the next few blissful hours, we exchanged partners time and again until the small hours of the morning, as if the inevitability of tomorrow was a world away.
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I SPENT MUCH of my time away from school standing in the shade of a pedestrian alley and talking to tourists about fine carpets. In those charged days of 1977, my city of Kabul was a common stopover for adventure seekers. I used to marvel at the hedonists who filled the little hand-painted Kombi buses that carried these pilgrims along the hippie trail. As they filed out of the buses one by one and into the bustling market, I would approach them—putting my fluency in English and French that I learned at school and the rudimentary German that I picked up on visits to the Goethe Institute in the Shar-e Nau district to use—and charm them into visiting Baba’s shop. The hand-painted sign by the entrance proclaimed: Marco Polo Rugs.

Our apartment was right above Baba’s shop. The building—which was nestled between two of the city’s largest opium dens—stood within a warren of interconnected streets in the Mandawi district. The second-floor perch of our family home overlooked the open-air market from which the scents of charbroiled venison kebabs and snowtrout sizzling on metal grills would rise up and infuse our apartment. Elsewhere, furriers sold leather, pelts and rawhides skinned from lynxes and wolves alongside karakul wool. A rifle-maker sold jezails and matchlocks, and a blacksmith displayed steel alloys formed into hammers, horseshoes, pickaxes and khanjar daggers. Between these were spice souks, their counters covered in mountains of intensely coloured grains and pulses, chilli, curry, ginger and paprika.

Maihan, Faiz and I all attended the same outdated yet snobbish public school, but their lives were different from mine. Whereas I lived amid a gritty marketplace and spent every hour outside of school helping my father in his carpet shop, Maihan and Faiz lived in tony neighbourhoods on the other side of the Kabul River. There, they would not, like me, wake early to the sounds of carpets being beaten or vendors setting up their stalls, but instead to the gentle scent of coffee being brewed by their servants, or the birds twittering in the verdant gardens of their sleek, modern homes. They frittered away much of their time attending the same fetes and soirees hosted by their parents and their fancy socialite friends.

I envied my friends’ easier lives, but there were few places on earth you could compare with Marco Polo Rugs. Entering was like stepping inside a jewel. Stacks of mulberry, tussar and eri silk rose in high towers, ready to be plucked and used for bedding, gowns, stoles and turbans. Ersari, Kashmir, Mauri, Rumi, Samarqand and Suzani silk rugs lay rolled up like fat snakes, or were laid out in all their colourful glory on the showroom floor and along the walls. Purses, wallets, coverlets, curtains, cushion cases, decorative bands, doorway toppers, mattress covers, ottoman and settee covers, pillows, prayer rugs, runner rolls, saddlebags, storage bags, table coverings, tent bands and trunk covers designed in the Behsir, Bokhara and Khiva styles and made from goat, camel and sheep hair enlivened the space.

As a boy, I imagined the store as a playground, a place where I could use the props around me and retreat to my mind to weave fantasies of heroism and chivalry. On graph paper, I would sketch expressive cartoons that captured the full range of dramatic human emotions, or else images of floral forms on scrolling vines and floating cloud bands from nature, even peacocks and exotic animals from the wild—a far cry from Afghan carpets’ obsession with geometric shapes. I remember when I was around eight, Baba asked me why I drew.

‘I am making designs for carpets.’

‘For what?’

‘I’m going to weave these patterns when I grow up and become the best carpet weaver in Afghanistan. It is my dream.’

I remember, even now, the way the colour drained from Baba’s face.

‘My son,’ he said, recovering after several seconds, ‘is destined for grander things than carpet weaving. You go to school for a reason.’

‘But it’s my dream, Baba.’

‘Enough!’ Baba grabbed my notebook decisively and ripped out the pages.

I pleaded with him to stop, but he didn’t. ‘What are you doing? That is my . . .’

‘No son of mine will become a weaver,’ he said, dropping the torn pages into a trash bin and handing me the chafed notebook. ‘You will be someone big. A philosopher or politician. A thinker. Not a slave for rich people. You understand me?’

Even as tears streamed down my face, I looked up and said obediently, ‘I understand.’

From that day forward, I hid from my father my love of carpet-making and a litany of other secrets that would come to define me. When I got older, I paid more attention to watching Baba as he enchanted customers and weaved his own magic as a salesman. Though most of the carpets we sold were high-end, Baba was wise enough to provide carpets for every class of customer in Kabul—we sold qaleen for the gentility, gelim flat-woven tapestries for the faux bourgeois, soumak brocades or satranji cotton weaves for the commoners, buria straw jute for the peasantry, and the namad felts for the nomads. I knew even then that I had no desire to continue the family business myself, yet I admired Baba’s pluck and appreciated the way he had been able to support our family.

I still remember the way his bright hazel eyes came alive as he glided around his shop, pulling carpets from piles and unfurling them over the floor. As customers knelt entranced before him, he would lower his slim frame to a crouch and gaze over the big nose that dominated his exceptionally lively and intelligent face and regale them with loosely invented tales about the provenance of the carpets. As customers drew their hands across the surface of a plush carpet, savouring the smooth strands, soft textures and supple grooves, Baba would explain to them how rugs—‘like carpet salesmen!’—improve with age, that time creates an abrash that fades the tonality of threads into a marbled look, heightening the sheen. As the adage went, ‘A Persian rug is perfectly imperfect and precisely imprecise.’

After a round of mint tea and sheer pira, the customer would ask that inevitable question: ‘So how much for the carpet?’ Baba, in a well-oiled routine, would first exhale deeply and scratch his bald head, then feign a few musing thoughts and mental calculations, before he and the client would haggle over prices, writing numbers on scraps of paper and sometimes dickering for days on end. Usually, the customer would succumb to Baba’s trickiness and an honour-bound deal would be finalized with clasped hands.

Once Baba’s business boomed and we moved up the social ladder, people who’d had nothing to say when Baba was unsuccessful now visited the store to object. I suppose if Baba had been discreet about making money, there would’ve been less commotion.

One day, a self-appointed mutasib with a hooked nose and low-hooded eyes, giving him the aspect of an eagle, walked into the store and censured him for his alleged immorality. He asked Baba, ‘And why do you name your business after an infidel?’

‘What would you prefer I call it?’ Baba asked, incredulously.

‘How about something Islamic?’

Baba pretended to consider this. ‘Or perhaps I could change the name to China Silk Palace.’

‘Those Chinks,’ the mutasib spat. ‘They are not even People of the Book.’

This was an aggravation for Baba. Whenever someone would mock the Chinese for their tight eyes or refer to Mandarin as the ‘ching chong chung language’, he would air his discontent and fiercely rebuke them.

Baba’s love affair with China began when he was a young man. After scoring in the top percentile in the Concours, he received a scholarship from Mao Zedong’s regime to study at Fudan University. Ever since, Baba would boast about Shanghai being ‘the Paris of Asia’, and he often declared that it was ‘destined to be an entrepot of culture, diplomacy and industry’. After graduation, he returned to Afghanistan, but he continued to romanticize China: ‘Only in China have a hundred flowers bloomed and a hundred schools of thought contended. The Chinese are the wisest among the wise.’

Still, to avoid offending the purists, Baba closed the shop every Friday and on religious holidays even though it wasn’t mandated by the government. And in response to the mutasib, Baba curled his Fu Manchu moustache and said, ‘I’ll think of another name.’ But the name Marco Polo remained emblazoned on the signs in front of Baba’s shop, as it did for many businesses throughout the city.

I had read lots of books on the Venetian wayfarer’s passage over the high plateau across Eurasia. Baba used to collect them, keeping them on display in a bookcase at one end of Marco Polo Rugs. His customers would pull them down and dive into a couple of pages while waiting for him to unroll a carpet. I enjoyed watching the spell that his story cast over them, how a stillness crept over the usual chaos of their manner. They would fall completely motionless. And then, upon Baba’s return, they would always look momentarily bewildered, having been pulled away from the story the same way a pearl diver emerges from the sea: a little dazed and disappointed to have left the wondrous world of the depths, but grasping something beautiful. It had earned him a prophet’s mystique. And now the name Marco Polo was immortalized by barbershops, cafes, even a bijou restaurant-turned-discotheque in Kabul’s Shar-e Nau district, and a ritzy street in the necropolis of Balkh. Even the national animal—a large sheep with spiralling horns—bore the Marco Polo name.

When Baba wasn’t working, he loved to assert his fatherhood and expand his sphere of influence in politics.

‘I’ve been thinking that I haven’t been spending enough time with you,’ Baba informed me one day from the driver’s seat of our trusty, Iranian-made Paykan, days after my elaborate birthday celebration. ‘You’re almost a man now; it’s time you stopped playing like a child and learned more about a man’s responsibilities in this world we live in.’

We turned onto a broad avenue that was lined with poplar trees. Baba pulled up along a curb in front of the Durrani hammam. My legs quivered.

‘I thought we were going to one of your political meetings,’ I said.

‘We are indeed, my boy.’

Baba and his Maoist comrades used the hammam as a place to convene and vent about politics, even though Afghanistan had outlawed Maoism in 1969.

Maadar was aware of Baba’s past involvement with the Maoist movement. They were already married and I was already born when Baba became a Sholayee and started working as an editor for Sholeh Javid, the Progressive Youth Organization’s newspaper, in 1965. The following year, King Zaher Shah ordered Baba’s arrest and held him as a political prisoner for almost two years. After Baba was released, he promised Maadar he would cease his subversive activity. Baba, unbeknown to Maadar, remained part of it even as the Sholayees dissolved in 1972. And like a rosebush that had been merely clipped back, new buds of resistance soon flowered, blossoming into the RGPA, or Revolutionary Group of the Peoples of Afghanistan, a year later. As far as she was concerned, Baba’s involvement now was part sentimental, part ideological, and did not extend past the nightly rants at the dinner table. But I was beginning to know the truth about what my father and his comrades talked about when they gathered at the hammam.

However, I had a more singular interest in hammams. I had always dreamed about going to the hammam—but not with my father. It was known that hammams served as refuges for men seeking the company of men.

‘Is it safe to host an activist gathering at such a public place?’ I asked.

‘Yes, we speak in coded words and act like we have nothing to hide,’ Baba answered dismissively.

From the alleyway, we walked through a grand door discreetly labelled ‘Men’s Sauna’. A barrel-chested old man with a gap-toothed smirk greeted us as we entered. Behind him, a gilt-framed arras of Ahmad Shah Durrani hung in the alcove. I looked over the old man’s shoulder at the man in the picture. Peering out from his frame, he wore a jewelled turban cap adorned with the infamous Koh-i-Noor diamond; a thick cloak draped over a khet partug, stitched with Kandahari doozi; and carried in his hands a dull grey bayoneted rifle.

‘Mineral package or self-service?’ the old man asked.

‘We’ll go for the mineral bath,’ Baba said.

‘Communal bath or private chamber?’ The man spoke in a slight lisp as a result of his gap.

‘Communal. We’re meeting some friends in the main chamber.’

‘Forty afghanis for both of you,’ the attendant said. Baba handed over the bills, with an extra fifteen as a tip. In exchange, we were each given a pair of slippers, a towel, a miniature shampoo bottle and a bar of soap. Baba and I passed through a door that led to the dressing hall, with its lockers and showers. There, we changed out of our jeans and T-shirts. Clad only in our bath towels, we entered a secluded hideaway diffused by steam and then passed an octagonal wading pool before reaching the heating room. The cylindrical columns and walls were adorned with glazed jade, lapis, majolica and turquoise mosaic tiles, a remnant of fifteenth-century Transoxiana architecture. The aromas of heated stone and Himalayan cedarwood oil mingled with soap and sweat.

I had entered heaven on earth. Bearish, brawny men appeared and disappeared between plumes of steam. I felt something stir in my groin and fought to contain it. Heart thumping, a gamut of feelings raged inside me. My eyes flicked between them and Baba, anxious he would catch me admiring the magnificent beauty of so many sensual and nearly naked men—all older than me. He wasn’t looking, so I dared raise my head a little higher, let my gaze linger a little longer. I focused on a man wearing thin black shorts that were wet, revealing his bulging crotch beneath. Then I saw others wrapped in skimpy towels and men buffing themselves and each other. We continued past a series of divider screens in one of the private rooms, and I faltered a little as I made out a man lying naked on his stomach while a masseur pressed down on his body with a wet towel.

By the time I composed myself, breathless and full of tingles, Baba was three steps ahead of me, and I rushed to keep up with him.

When we turned a corner, Baba pointed to a group of men sitting in a circle in a corner of the room. ‘Salaam, everyone,’ he said, approaching them. ‘I want you to meet my son.’

I hurried next to him and bowed my head. Baba introduced me to all four of them—Ataullah, Musa, Rustam and Sabawoon. The one who stood out the most was the raffishly handsome Rustam, who must have been named after the mythical hero from Ferdowsi’s epic, the Shahnameh. He was much younger than Baba. The crystal-studded earrings in his right ear gave him an edgy streak. He was hairy-chested like the other three men, but definitely better looking.

As Baba and I sat down, a thickset man with broad shoulders and a moon-shaped face appeared from nowhere and said, ‘I’m at your service. Who wants to start?’

‘Kanishka?’ Baba intoned, inviting me to go first. His eyebrows were raised gently and he was smiling.

I nodded and was quickly led several feet away from Baba and his comrades to a seven-foot-long peshtemal laid out over the stone floor. The man gestured towards it and I lowered myself onto my stomach on the warm surface. Then the man began to soak my back with lukewarm water poured from copper dishes. After this, he lathered me with a sudsy swab and finally applied a powdery clay to a hemp mitt. I felt his hands go to work and was invigorated by the scrub and powdery clay chipping away at the flakes of my dead skin. I wondered if this was how a snake felt when it shed itself. But I couldn’t enjoy and relax when my dick was so stiff. I felt I was going to erupt, like a volcano.

The man massaged me and then exfoliated me from my feet to my neck as I willed my penis down. The attendant poured some more water over me to rinse the dead skin away. He scraped the hard skin under my feet with a pumice stone and then placed hot towels over my body. He told me to stay still for five minutes to absorb the therapeutic elements that were now detoxifying and soothing my joints and muscles. I turned on to my back and the man repeated the process.

As Baba started talking, I noticed Rustam slyly ogling me. There I was, hedged by scantily clad men and being checked out, all in the presence of my father. I knew I would never be as handsome as Maihan, but basking in the moist heat of the room under the gaze of this sexy stranger, I felt stunningly attractive. I thought about what Rustam’s body might look like underneath his robe and what might happen if we were the only people in the room. Then I observed the corners of his mouth smugly rise when I quickly covered my crotch.

Once the attendant finished with me, Baba and his comrades talked more freely. ‘Okay, I want to tell some jokes!’ Rustam said. ‘What do you want? Kandahari or Wardaki, or something else?’ I knew that Kandahari jests, by repute, were raunchy stories about male-for-male lust, while Wardaki rib-ticklers described buffoonery committed by clever men with a charming zest for insincerity.

‘Kandahari!’ Musa exclaimed.

‘All right,’ Rustam said. ‘Once upon a time, a Kandahari man married a narrow-waisted woman. On their wedding night, the man was enchanted by his first sighting of his new bride’s legs, and he said, “My God, what great legs you have.” The bride blushed and said that at home she used to walk barefoot around the house, and maybe that had something to do with it. The man replied, “It would have been nice if you had also walked around bare-assed.”’

Except for Baba, all the men erupted into peals of laughter. I joined in, aroused by Rustam’s lowbrow debauchery. ‘It’s not necessary to be so vulgar,’ Baba said. ‘Especially in front of a sixteen-year-old boy.’

‘If he wants to be a real man, he has to know how real men talk,’ Rustam said.

There was a moment of decorous silence, and then Rustam said, lowering his voice, ‘Don’t all look at once, but that little animal over there—’ He pointed with his bristly chin across the room to a man lying down on a basin lining the wall—‘is a famous kuni. He’s married and has kids, but continues to bend over for men. He’s been beaten and threatened, but he can’t live without dick. One night as I was leaving the hammam, he solicited me.’

‘Enough,’ Baba said, drawing his features into a frown, his eyes hard. ‘The more you stir this shit the more it’s going to stink. Let’s talk about something else.’

Rustam looked a little annoyed, but then he turned to me. ‘And you, are you excited about becoming a man? What is your birthday wish?’

I hesitated as I looked at Baba, who was gazing at me blankly. ‘I—I want to make Baba proud,’ I said as confidently as I could. ‘I want to become a lawmaker, get married, and defend the rights of peasants.’

Baba seemed to come alive at this. ‘Yes, Kanishka is a top student,’ he said. ‘Inshallah, you’ll see more of him, comrades. As we work together to fight the power.’

A heated argument ensued about which direction they should take the party, given the political climate. Even though I didn’t catch all the details, a sudden queasiness washed over me. President Daoud was open to Western influences but his administration showed animosity towards dissent by arresting anyone who protested against him or his policies. He had employed laissez-faire economics to transform our desolate backwater into a modern republic, but Baba believed that China would lead the international system and Afghan peasants would ascend to engineer a successful socialist society.

I had always felt pride in Baba’s courage, but sitting in on this meeting was making his political involvement real. It had always been easy to tune out my father’s lectures—wisdom he hoped would make its way into my stubborn adolescent mind. As I listened to the small group of men continue to speak so intensely about using force to reform the government, there was no denying that Baba was willing to risk his life and his family’s future for his Maoist vision. He thought the Islamic parties were backward and disorganized and that the pro-Soviet communist parties would falter. I felt a looming dread that ‘Maoist’ was another label I would have to stamp on my forehead. I was already deemed a kuni, and Afghanistan hated kuni-ha. I didn’t want to be hated more by becoming a Maoist.

‘We can only survive by aligning with a powerful group,’ Musa said.

‘That would be a big mistake,’ Baba contested, shaking his head solemnly. ‘Because they don’t understand what we stand for, they dismiss us as too radical.’

‘What about the Khalqiya and Parchamiya?’ Rustam asked.

Khalq was one of two pro-Soviet Marxist-Leninist factions visible in society; Parcham was the other. Khalqiya were mostly from modest provincial families and conversed in Pashto, while Parchamiya had been urban dwellers for some generations and spoke primarily in Dari.

‘Are you drunk?’ Ataullah asked. ‘You think the Soviets would allow that?’

Rustam spread his hands and shrugged. ‘So what’s the solution?’

‘We need to increase our party membership,’ Sabawoon said determinedly, ‘from the hundreds to the tens of thousands. We need to get more support from the provinces and weaken the Khalq and Parcham.’

Rustam and the other men bickered, quietly but heatedly. Baba spoke his mind often and his comrades listened to him intently. After a while, I excused myself and proceeded to the khazineh where I rested in the steam room for about twenty minutes, before returning to the dressing hall. I was just about to open my locker with the key on my bracelet when I spotted a figure standing outside the shower. It was Rustam—wearing only a thin towel at his midriff—and he was waiting for the water to warm up. He hadn’t seen me yet, so I watched him—allowing my gaze to travel up from his slender ankles to his muscular thighs, and then from his crotch to the hair on his chest. When I reached his face, steam from the now-hot water rose in tendrils, creeping around the contours of his jawline, and then a pair of fierce eyes was staring back at me. My heart stopped. I’d been caught—what would he think? But instead, he winked at me and, very carefully, deliberately, he removed his towel from his waist and placed it on the hanger, then placed his hands around his long penis, tipping his head to one side as he gauged my reaction.

Lips parted, heart thumping, I blushed—I could do nothing else.

A moment later, I was fully erect and wanting to throw myself into Rustam’s arms. Would he beckon me? But he stood there, gazing back, before finally stepping into the shower. I was left alone, even as a jumble of thoughts jostled in my head. I wondered what it would be like to be under the running water with Rustam, if his holding me tight would groom me to be a ‘real man’, a male who acted straight but also reaffirmed his masculinity by inserting his penis into the holes of receptive men, whenever he felt the urge. I wanted to feel, see, smell and taste him.

‘Come here to the sink!’

Hearing Baba’s command, I shook all lascivious thoughts out of my head. My father reached into his duffel bag in the locker and grabbed a safety razor and shaving cream.

‘What are you doing?’ I asked.

‘I’m going to shave you. As a Muslim man, you must adhere to fitrah. You need to trim your moustache and shave your armpit and pubic hair to keep it clean. This will initiate your manhood. You’ll no longer be a boy. Once you’re shaven, you will become a young man.’

‘Give it to me,’ I said. ‘I’ll do it myself.’

‘I insist,’ Baba demurred. ‘I must show you the proper way.’

I felt awkward and also embarrassed that Rustam might witness me being coddled and cosseted, but I didn’t want to disobey Baba. There was a sentimental tenderness to Baba’s movements as he lathered my face with the bitter-smelling shaving cream. Uttering ‘Bismillah’, he glided the razor across my face, and my few pubescent whiskers came off. He soaked the razor after each stroke, and soon the new skin of my cheeks and jaw was revealed. He lifted up my arms and shaved my armpits.

‘Don’t repeat what you heard of our conversation today, even to your maadar,’ he whispered. ‘I don’t want her to worry.’

In a daze, I walked into the shower stall and went about my ablutions: I lathered my body, face and hair with lanolin soap, and carefully shaved my crotch with a straight razor until I was smooth like a baby. With my fingers, I combed the roots of my scalp with the glay sarshoi. The bentonite mud from the washing clay rose like a plume of volcanic ash. I rinsed, dried myself and smeared drops of lotion on my body. I wrapped a towel around my waist and stepped out, pretending—or rather, wishing—that I was oblivious to the Maoist subversion unfolding around me.
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A WEEK LATER, I was curled up in bed reading Scheherazade’s tales from One Thousand and One Nights when the sound of a heavy fist knocked on our front door. As I leaped out of bed to go see who it could be, familiar voices seeped in from the hallway.

‘What’s going on?’ I asked Maadar, who had entered my room without knocking. She shut the door behind her. As she spoke, she quickly tidied the floor of the strewn clothes in the corner, and the desk of the many books that lay open at their spines, jostling for space.

‘Zaki jaan is here!’ she said. ‘He wants to take you, Maihan and Faiz to Istalif for the weekend.’

‘Istalif? Why?’

‘It’s in honour of your birthday,’ she said, before adding, ‘and Maihan’s return.’

I stared back at her blankly, but my mind was cast to Istalif and its sweeping valleys and overhanging mountains—and, of course, to Maihan. I hesitated going at first, worried that an excursion with Zaki jaan was a trap. That I would say or do something to expose myself and confirm his worst fears. But then I thought about Zaki jaan’s kind deeds towards me and my family and, of course, the allure of going on a trip with Maihan—and my decision was made.

‘Hurry up.’ Maadar placed an empty suitcase at the foot of my bed. ‘Pack what you need. I’ll go tell them you’re coming.’

After packing, I heaved the case out of my bedroom and hurried into the mehmaan khana. ‘Salaam,’ I said, opening my arms in greeting, first to Maihan, then Faiz. I kissed Zaki jaan on the cheek, and he spread his fingers through my hair and ruffled it like when I was a kid. He seemed more jovial than on my birthday.

Zaki Samarkhel, Faiz’s father, was a handsome man—powerfully and prosperously dressed—with salt-and-pepper hair and a thick stubble. He was known to be stern, but only those closest to him knew how he indulged his only son, while to our family he was a generous friend, and husband to my late Aunt Eliana. After studying in England, he became Afghanistan’s first cosmetic surgeon, specializing in face and nose reconstructions—and also rumoured to be available for hire by women looking to uphold their reputation by returning to them their virginity. Ever since Aunt Eliana died from cervical cancer when Faiz was a baby, it had been just the two of them.

‘Safe travels, Zaki jaan!’ Baba said as Faiz, Maihan and Zaki jaan exited the door. ‘Let’s hope these young men behave themselves.’

I gave Baba a big hug and said, ‘We’ll be fine. No need to worry about us.’

Faiz chose to ride shotgun in Zaki jaan’s blue Cadillac de Ville. Maihan and I spread out in the back, breathing in the musty smell of the air vents and enjoying the homey comfort of the pillow-topped seats. As we made our way out of the city, I gazed out of the window, allowing the sun to paint my face with warmth. I watched pedestrians walk along the curb and little boys with cobbled shoes and sunburned faces run up to the edge of the road, selling red tulips or blocks of cheese flecked with seedless black raisins. Soon we came to a wheat field where a Tatar gazelle leaped across the grazing pasture. Then came the lavender bushes and rice paddies clustered among hemlock and larch trees. We headed into higher altitudes along the dusty steppes. Patches of sagebrush and spalls of granitic rocks the colour of smouldered charcoal filled the earth on both sides of the jagged mountain chains that spilled into a barren desert, calcareous and dry.

Maihan scooted to the middle of the seat and leaned forward to talk to Faiz. I leaned out of the window and let the wind hit my face. I counted rocks aglow with an effervescent sheen. A herder ushered a tribe of goats along the side of the road. As I watched them, I felt something touch my thigh. I looked down, and there was Maihan’s hand. In a flash it was gone, leaving me to question whether it really happened at all. What lingered longer was the electric charge that rushed from the ends of my toes to the tips of my hair. I turned to glance at him when the car joggled as we veered into a rut on the road. Zaki jaan stared at me through the rear-view mirror, and I was startled by the uncharacteristic intensity in his eyes. For all I knew, Maihan’s touch was an accident, and I doubted that Zaki jaan would have been able to see it in the mirror. His stern look was likely not intended for me, I reasoned—probably a reflex after hitting the bumps in the road. After an awkward silence, Faiz resumed his chatter.

An hour later, we crossed over the bridge and into the picture-postcard village of Istalif, just as Ahmad Wali’s song dedicated to the town played on the radio. Zaki jaan raised the volume and the four of us belted out the lyrics. The noon sun cast a warm glow over the immense forts and houses erected on the sprawling hillside overlooking the Koh-e Daman valley’s wells, reservoirs and watercourses.

As I basked in the sheen of the Judas trees, the proverb ‘He who has not seen Istalif has seen nothing’ came to mind. I marvelled at the serenity and wild beauty that was attracting hundreds of thousands of tourists from all over the world to camp, hike, ski and indulge in Afghanistan.

Zaki jaan drove along the gravel road leading into the village. The thoroughfare narrowed as we approached the Istalif bazaar, a place where glazed pottery was stacked high on storefront shelves. I delighted in watching the little comings and goings of the town: vendors selling carpets, candlesticks, carvings, cloth and crystals, and the glint of light on a barber’s turning blade as he expertly shaved a man’s head.

We soon left the hubbub of the town and ascended a shaded drive along a thicket of tall trees, in between which I stole views of people lounging on garden terraces that soared up into the hilly woodlands above the residences.

When we reached the Samarkhel villa, a groundskeeper appeared and swung open the wrought-iron gates for us. I listened to the gravel sinking beneath the tyres of the car as we rolled into the compound around us, rows of fruit trees and shrubs with budding leaves stretched in clusters, stitching their way in every direction across the open fields.

Finally, the car came to a stop. We lumbered out and walked under a latticed walkway carpeted with grapevines that led to the porch. We made our way through a yurt door into our bungalow. In the foyer, the credenzas and amphorae were embellished in shimmering patinas, and the walls depicted a scene of chivalry from the Sassanid Empire in a gypsum bas-relief of schist and limestone. The groundskeeper arrived with a carafe of doogh with sprigs of mint pricking the air, along with a basket of mulberries served over ice.

‘This is the kind of house I want to live in when I grow up,’ Maihan said.

‘As a calligrapher?’ Zaki jaan asked.

A look of sadness fell on Maihan’s face. ‘I hope so. But my parents think I need to be more realistic. And anyway, we need infrastructure before society will value fine art. I want to design fountains, metro stations, opera houses and skyscrapers that climb several hundred metres into the air!’

Zaki jaan sat up straight in his chair. ‘I don’t disagree with your parents,’ he said stiffly, before seeming to soften a little. ‘Still, it’s smart for you to develop your artistic sensibilities. You should travel more, be inspired.’

‘What are your favourite cities?’ Maihan asked Zaki jaan, brightening at the talk of travel.

‘I’ve been to many,’ Zaki jaan said, as suddenly the sun burst through the window and picked out the subtle lines on his face. His eyes filled with a faraway mist. ‘Let’s see . . . My favourites are Buenos Aires, New York and Paris.’

‘Why?’ Maihan said, his curiosity piqued.

‘Because those cities are vibrant. And they were built upon foundations of Jewish ingenuity and commissioning.’

‘I heard the Jews abandoned Afghanistan,’ Faiz said, his eyes narrowing cynically. ‘They must be sell-outs or traitors.’

Zaki jaan sighed and flicked away a piece of fluff from his sleeve. ‘If you don’t know history, my son, then you should ask,’ he admonished him. ‘Jews are People of the Book, like us.’ His face softened then as he steered his gaze to me, smiling. ‘What do you want your profession to be, Kanishka?’

‘I would like to study in Paris,’ I said, ‘and pursue a doctorate in law.’

‘Ah, so your baba tells me,’ he said, drawing himself up as if finally satisfied with an answer from the trio of young men in front of him. ‘You know, if you receive your degrees from France, you’ll be more educated than Daoud Khan.’

‘What about you?’ Maihan asked Faiz. ‘You haven’t shared what you want to do.’

Faiz placed his hands on his hips and gave a racy shimmy. With his head lifted up high in the air, he proclaimed, ‘I’m going to move to Hollywood and become an actor.’

Maihan and I chuckled loudly, but sobered up when Zaki jaan suddenly sprang up from his seat, frozen, as if a sudden coldness had crept around his heart.

‘Shameful!’ he said, a look of disgust settled on his face. ‘Where did you learn that from? No more American movies for you!’

Faiz looked stricken. ‘But—this is my dream—’

The next word didn’t leave his mouth, for the sentence was brought to a sudden stop as Zaki jaan smacked him around the back of the head. The dull thud echoed lightly in our ears. ‘Over my dead body you will act!’

Zaki jaan stared at his son for two or three endless seconds before he stormed off to another room. Once his footsteps had died away, Maihan and I looked sheepishly at Faiz and asked if he was okay. He said nothing, merely stood and dragged his feet out through the French door and into the backyard.

I looked at Maihan, who shrugged and raised his eyebrows.

We went outside. Across the lawn, Faiz was pulling locks of grass out of the ground near the balustrade that overlooked a gorgeous vista of grapevine trellises and pomegranate, apricot, peach and plum trees. He looked forlorn, and I wondered what exactly was crossing his mind. Since his mother’s death, Zaki jaan had spoiled him shamelessly, and seemed to delight in his son’s enthusiasm for sports and entertainment of all kinds. Now perhaps he too was worried about being condemned as a kuni.

Maihan and I performed somersaults as crested hoopoe birds twittered around us. Faiz cheered up and joined the fun. It was my idea to take off our shoes, roll up our jeans and dip our toes in the spring water that cascaded from waterfalls and tinkled into the glen below. Mist from the river eddied around the banks, and an errant breeze gently winnowed through the lush greenery. I fell into a trance as the scenery reminded me of Saadi Shirazi’s poem comparing the funnelling winds rustling through a garden with a shimmering carpet. From afar, we could see Zaki jaan wave at us from the patio door, seemingly now at peace.

‘Come on, boys, the groundskeeper has brought us lunch,’ he shouted.

When we went inside, the aromas from the set table cast a spell.

‘Let’s eat,’ Zaki jaan said, lifting the tops of the dishes, each with its own puff of steam.

Before taking our first bite, Zaki jaan said, ‘Bismillah.’ We repeated the word and dug into the feast before us. My mouth came alive with the tastes: crispy tandoor-baked gandana and leek, potato, and pumpkin turnovers that we dunked into a jaan-i-amma dip. I piled pan-fried chicken and mounds of zarda palaw flavoured with the peel of Seville oranges onto my plate. When our appetites were finally satisfied, Zaki jaan said, ‘Alhamdulillah shukur’, a customary prayer after a meal.

He held our attention for a moment, then stood up from his chair and announced, ‘I’m going out to catch up with some of the elders in the village. I’ll be back in a few hours.’ He paused, his face stiffening, and gazed at each of us for a second or two before adding, ‘Don’t do anything stupid.’

Once Zaki jaan was gone and Maihan, Faiz and I were left alone, we pondered what to do.

‘I have an idea,’ Faiz said, in a better mood now. ‘Baba has always forbidden me from going into the basement. I’m curious to know what’s down there.’

‘Are you too afraid to go there by yourself?’ I asked.

‘He’s spooked of the Babaloo!’ Maihan said.

‘I don’t know—maybe we shouldn’t,’ I said.

‘Let’s go,’ Faiz said with a glint in his eye. ‘But whatever we do, we must never tell my baba.’

Maihan opened the door next to the walk-in pantry. Faiz held a kerosene lantern in his hand and illuminated the way underground. When we stepped off the warped staircase, an eye-watering scent of mould filled my nostrils. A thick layer of grime covered the damp wall-to-wall carpeting. A mahogany dowry chest, red velvet divan, teakwood armoire and mother-of-pearl vanity made the hideaway seem like a palatial boudoir, while cobwebs in the upper corners gave the room the feel of a Stygian crypt.

Maihan seemed unbothered by the smell. He grabbed a silk robe from the open wardrobe closet and said to Faiz, ‘I think this must have belonged to your maadar.’

‘Let’s see if she left anything for me.’ Faiz lifted the brass lock from the dowry chest. He sifted through the trousseau to reach the bottom and pulled out a silk bag of lingerie. He sniffed the collection, seemingly intoxicated by the scent.

I took the bag from Faiz’s hand and pulled out a bra, rubbing the padding across my face and chest. ‘This is so nice. I love the way lace feels.’

Maihan draped the cup of the bra on my head. ‘Look how huge she was—like Marilyn Monroe!’

‘Quit making fun of my maadar!’ Faiz said, snatching it out of his hand. ‘Shame on you.’

Maihan’s laughter quietened. ‘I was only kidding.’ He whipped out a comb from his back pocket and slicked his hair. With each brush, it seemed to turn the screw of my excitement. And before I could even think what I was doing, my fingers flew up to the buttons of my shirt—steered by a sudden thought that came to mind: a wild thought, reckless. In a few breathless seconds, I had removed my shirt, unbuckled my belt and taken off my pants and underwear. I’m not sure what got into me, but I was completely naked.

‘Astakfullah,’ Faiz said. ‘What are you doing?’

Maihan laughed. ‘Damn—you look good!’

I blushed, having forgotten about my newly shaved nether region. I watched as Maihan undressed himself.

‘Come on, join the fun!’ I said to Faiz. ‘What’s wrong with you?’

‘Toba, toba,’ Faiz said, his eyes bulging with fear. ‘You guys are out of control. If my baba walks in, we’re dead.’

‘We’re not doing anything,’ I argued. ‘We’re just playing dress-up.’

Maihan, Faiz and I had goofed around before, back when we were carefree little boys chasing hares and sousliks across the alfalfa fields of Guzargah. We would make codes and ciphers and snoop the backstreets and bazaars for the latest scoops. Maadar never batted an eye when we raided her closet, on the hunt for disguises.

Maihan and I began trying on the clothes we’d found in the dowry chest. Faiz eventually took off his clothes, donned his maadar’s panties, and slipped on the bra. Maihan hooked the clasp on the back of the bra and filled the cups with socks.

I fitted Faiz’s panties with bobby pins, and we dressed him in a purple lace, see-through camisole chemise. Faiz’s face lit up as he put a scarf around his neck. I adorned him with a gillit armlet, followed by a choker, bracelet, headpiece, rings and ankle chain. Bejewelled from head to toe, he sashayed up to a trifold mirror and preened, adjusting his garment and flipping his scarf over his shoulder. But then he frowned at his reflection.

‘You’ve turned me into a freak,’ he said. ‘I don’t like acting like a girl.’

‘Oh, shut up,’ Maihan said. He rummaged through a chest of drawers and put a pink chiffon around his neck. I reached into the wardrobe and pulled out a fancy leopard-print scarf.

‘Here, take this too,’ I said, passing it over to Maihan.

‘Keep the scarf. I like this better,’ Maihan said, putting on a wide-brimmed hat.

‘Those looks suit both of you,’ Faiz said, all merriment now. ‘Good going, girls.’

Maihan looked at me. ‘What do you think?’

‘What can I say?’ I asked, fluttering my eyelashes. ‘You look . . .’ I hesitated. ‘You look amazing.’

I wrapped the leopard-print scarf on my head and tied it under my neck. Then I jumped on the divan and rested my head on the sloping back of the seat and fanned myself with a paddle-shaped paka. As I watched Faiz and Maihan, I wondered what life would have been like if I’d been born a girl.

‘Stop slacking off,’ Maihan chastised me. ‘Come fix Faiz’s hair.’

‘No, don’t touch my hair! I like it the way it is.’

I pushed Faiz down in the chair and grabbed a brush with boar bristles from the vanity table.

‘I can’t do this any more,’ Faiz said as he stepped away from us. ‘You two are both out of control.’

‘Where are you going?’ I asked.

‘Go,’ Maihan said as Faiz walked up the stairs and headed out of the basement.

Maihan searched through a vinyl box filled with records in their sleeves. He found one he liked and wound up the crank on an old, dusty gramophone. Soon, a remix of the dancing dream-sequence song from Awaara was pumping through the basement. Suddenly, the place felt like a wedding reception.

Maihan grabbed a fur throw from the armoire, wrapped it around his neck, and swung his hips while lip-syncing precisely to the Hindi lyrics. When the song was over, he asked, ‘How many stars do you give me?’

‘Five stars!’ Theatrically, I blew him five kisses.

‘I love India,’ Maihan said, putting his hands over his heart. ‘When I grow up and get married, I want to celebrate my honeymoon there.’

‘Okay, enough of this,’ Faiz said as he came back down the stairs.

‘Are you ready now to look glamorous?’ I asked.

Faiz begrudgingly took a seat. Maihan pulled a bobbed wig from a pearl-encrusted box in the dowry chest and handed it to me. ‘How’s this?’

‘Perfect!’ I clipped the wig on to Faiz’s head and tangled his hair into a frizzy mess.

‘Hold on.’ Maihan had opened another drawer in the vanity. ‘I found a make-up kit.’

‘Go ahead,’ I said. ‘What are you waiting for?’

Maihan spritzed mineral water on Faiz’s face and patted it with a washcloth to dry him up, then caked on layers of make-up in variegated colours. He daubed thick foundation onto Faiz’s skin, deepened his eyes with indigo and green shadow, and smudged his lashes upward with a brush.

‘Damn it,’ Maihan said. ‘The powder ran out. We’ll have to improvise.’ He rummaged through the vanity drawer.

‘How come you know so much about cosmetics?’ I asked.

‘I pay attention when Maadar puts on her make-up and listen to her when she’s talking to other women,’ Maihan said.

It was odd to hear Maihan admit his interest in girly things. He was the epitome of manliness so far as I was concerned, and based on what he told us about his time in India, girls were beginning to notice as well. And why wouldn’t they? So far, Maihan hadn’t suffered the ugliness of the pimples that puberty had brought to me.

‘But how come you’re so interested in women’s stuff?’ Faiz asked.

‘Maadar likes me to keep her company at the beauty parlour. Since there’s no girl in our house, I suppose I’m like the daughter she never had. I don’t mind it.’

Maihan used a washcloth to buff Faiz’s lips and defined them with lipstick, then flecked his cheeks with rouge and rubbed it in. I opened a bottle and drizzled glitter on Faiz’s hair, put a gold dot on his forehead, and rubbed ambergris oil into his hands and neck. I snapped clip-on earrings onto Faiz’s ears, and when we were done, Maihan and I looked into the cheval mirror in front of us and saw Faiz transformed into a striking woman.

‘Here, I found the perfect perfume for you,’ I said.

‘Oh no’—Faiz raised his palms—‘I can’t smell like perfume.’

‘Let him spray a little,’ Maihan said, rolling his eyes. ‘What is it?’

‘Charlie,’ I said.

‘Really? I would have imagined something classic, like Christian Dior or Paloma Picasso.’

‘You’re an expert on perfumes too?’ I asked.

‘When Baba was a diplomat, he bought duty-free perfumes along with alcohol and cigarettes. I know every item in the catalogue.’

I tucked the bottle into the back of the vanity drawer, behind the rosewater perfumes, and found a cobalt blue bottle. ‘Here, take a whiff of this.’ I sprayed it on my wrist.

‘What is it?’

Maihan looked at the bottle. ‘Soir de Paris by Bourjois.’ He spritzed Faiz under the jawline, then slipped strappy stiletto sandals onto Faiz’s feet. ‘You’re ready,’ he said. Faiz clumsily got up and flexed his legs. He jumped on to the divan and lay in a sexy position, kicking his legs in the air and waving a horsehair flywhisk with his hand.

‘Look at you,’ I said. ‘You’re a beautiful princess.’

Faiz gave me a puzzled look. ‘I know we’re having a good time dressing up. But I’m not a princess. None of us are. We’re boys.’

‘Chup sho!’ I shushed Faiz. ‘What if Maihan and I want to be princesses?’

‘Both of you are totally out of your minds.’

‘Let’s go back upstairs.’

‘We probably should,’ I said. ‘Who knows what time—?’

Then we heard Zaki jaan yell out our names. ‘Where are you boys hiding?’

‘Quick! Take off your dress and make-up,’ Maihan said to Faiz, who had already begun undressing.

On the floor above us, we could hear Zaki jaan’s footsteps, and the floorboard creaking beneath them. I removed the stylus on the gramophone and the music came to an abrupt stop. ‘The basement door is open,’ I whispered. ‘Hurry.’

‘Unstrap my bra,’ Faiz said to Maihan as his fingers fumbled in panic.

It was too late to do anything but hide. I blew out the lantern and we rushed to a corner behind an armoire and several corrugated containers. From upstairs, the sound of the dry hinges of the shrunken wooden trapdoor creaked, and my pulse thrummed like a hare’s. Zaki jaan stomped down the stairs, a candle in his hand. His dancing shadow loomed as the flame got closer.

‘Why are you hiding?’

None of us moved or made a sound. It was only a few seconds before Zaki jaan found the lantern and lit it, brightening the entire room.

‘I warned you not to come down here! Don’t play with me. It’s time for dinner.’

I clamped my hands over my nose to keep out the dust. But Maihan let out a loud sneeze.

‘What in God’s name is going on here?’ Zaki jaan asked. ‘Why are you dressed like—like a woman?’

He stomped over to Faiz and lifted him to his feet with one hand, unbuckling the belt from his trousers with the other.

‘Forgive me,’ Faiz said. ‘I wanted to see Maadar’s things. I was curious. You never talk about her.’

‘There is no excuse for your transgression,’ Zaki jaan said. ‘And how dare you use your maadar to defend yourself? These were her treasured belongings that I kept to remember her, to cherish her—not for you to mock and molest.’

Zaki jaan stopped suddenly, as if a thought had entered his head. Tight-faced, he stared into the middle dimness, before turning slowly and resting his eyes on me.

‘You,’ he said, so softly it was as if his voice shrank away into the corners. ‘Is this all your idea?’

He gripped the belt so tightly that his hand had turned a deep crimson.

‘Me? Why me?’ My heart thumped.

He looked at me for a few more moments and then turned back to Faiz, grabbed him and stooped low.

The sound of three blows of the belt across the backs of Faiz’s legs—from right to left, left to right, and right to left again—echoed like screams inside the basement. Faiz broke into sobs and wept.

‘You are no longer a child able to play dress-up,’ Zaki jaan said. ‘I must punish you for your filth so you will be saved from God’s wrath.’

Maihan and I stood silent in the face of Zaki jaan’s fury. What else could we do? Our punishment was watching Faiz suffer. I could see that Zaki jaan, even in his fury, was suffering too. In the dark of an unused basement it had all seemed like innocent fun, but out in the light I could see how our behaviour was nothing but reprehensible in his eyes.

Zaki jaan turned to Maihan and me with a look of coldness, of utter disappointment. ‘We will never discuss this again. I will not shame you further by telling your parents. In return, I expect that this will never be re-enacted under anyone’s roof.’

We ate our meal in silence that night, and the dreadful stillness continued throughout the drive home the next morning. The heavy mounds of stinking cow dung that I had paid no attention to on the trip up to Istalif were all that I smelled on the drive back to Kabul.
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LYCÉE ESTEQLAL WAS the pinnacle of cosmopolitanism during Afghanistan’s golden age. But by the time Faiz, Maihan and I started attending at the tail end of Muhammadzai rule, its once-impressive buildings were a cracked and fading ruin of its former self. Almost everything was falling apart in some manner, from the leaking pipes to the damp-smelling toilets; from the staircases with their uneven steps and broken banisters to the acoustics that were so shabby you could hear the press of chalk on blackboards in adjacent classrooms. The only marks of beauty were the riot of mimosa trees and the nests of turquoise bee-eaters on the campus grounds.

It was the twenty-seventh day of Ramadan, known as Laylat al-Qadr—the holiest day of the year in Islam, exactly three days before the Eid celebration—and I was sitting at a twin desk at the back of the classroom. Maihan sat next to me and was also itching and sweating from the stifling heat of the unventilated room. The four walls around us were chipped and full of cracks, while the ceiling had damp marks in its corners, stretching like webs. Presently, my pressed shirt and firmly knotted necktie chafed my throat. I took off my blazer and rested it over the back of my chair.

The conditions of school and the heat were made worse by the rigours of Ramadan. It was already the late afternoon, and in accordance with proscription, no food or water had passed my lips that day since before sunrise. Although we came from families that kept to the religious traditions, Maihan and I were able to skip the starvation ritual on days we spent at home. But at school we fasted to appease the school administration and the puritanical boys who acted as the guardians of Islam.

As we sat in class, Maihan slouched with his head resting on his elbow, gazing blankly into the middle distance. I spread out my legs and brushed up against him, then immediately sat up straight again, a shot of excitement rushing up the very same leg into my groin. Maihan took a gentle swipe against my body under the desk and then crossed his legs. Goose pimples speckled my skin. The look in my eyes became furtive as I glanced at him. But when he turned his face to me—on which I expected to see a smile lighting up his olive complexion—I grew alarmed to be met with a ghostly pale face. He also shivered violently, and I could hear the gentle chattering of his teeth.

‘Are you okay?’ I whispered.

Maihan said nothing. I wasn’t even sure that he had heard me.

Worried for my friend’s well-being, I contemplated whether I should risk interrupting our teacher, Anisa Yunesi, who was preoccupied with writing dates and terms on the board for our ninth-grade history class. One of the few female teachers at our all-boys high school, Anisa Yunesi was known to possess a violent temper. She justified this treatment of tough discipline by declaring that the pain she inflicted upon us was a blessing, often quoting Rumi’s verse when she did so: ‘When someone beats a rug, the blows are not against the rug, but against the dust in it.’

At that moment, Maihan’s condition began to worsen, and his stomach released a roaring gurgle so loud I looked around to see if anyone had heard. Maihan’s hands flew to his stomach as if to silence it. But it was too late. The students sitting nearby chuckled, drawing the attention of Khanum Anisa, who turned to face us. That day, she was dolled up in a slinky dress trimmed at the waist to accentuate her hourglass figure.

‘What’s going on?’ she asked in her nasal voice.

‘Nothing,’ Maihan replied.

Khanum Anisa’s eyes narrowed. ‘You look like you’re barely awake.’

‘I’m okay,’ Maihan said.

‘And so you’ve been paying attention?’ She folded her arms and straightened. ‘How were the Arabs able to conquer Afghanistan?’

‘I—I don’t know,’ he replied meekly.

‘What do you mean you don’t know?’ Khanum Anisa asked. ‘How do you expect to become a scribe when you don’t even know basic history?’ She smacked her ferule against the table. ‘If you can’t answer, you’ll get a zero for the day.’

‘Can I answer for him?’ I asked, and then, under her icy gaze, added, ‘He’s a bit sick today.’

Khanum Anisa breathed in deeply through her little snub nose. ‘Proceed with your answer.’

I recounted—in one breath—how the Arabs, after centuries of warfare, finally took over all of Afghanistan and forced the natives to convert to Islam.

‘Excellent!’ Khanum Anisa exclaimed, her cold expression thawing in an instant.

I felt a little intellectual thrill inside me. So what if I sucked at sports—at least I had the classroom.

‘Now, let’s try again,’ Khanum Anisa said, turning to Maihan. ‘Who was the hero at the Battle of Asmayee?

Maihan tried to wrack his brain for an answer, but as soon as he did he bent forward over his desk a little more and turned an even whiter shade of pale. I could tell that the slight mental push had brought on another wave of nausea, and now it was flowing through him freely. ‘I can’t concentrate,’ Maihan said. ‘I feel ill.’

‘That’s not our problem,’ Khanum Anisa rebuked him. ‘All your classmates are fasting too. The answer. Go ahead.’

I couldn’t help it—the word shot out of my mouth before I could pull it back. ‘Mazangi,’ I said. ‘He protected Kabulis from the Arabs!’

‘No, no, no!’ Khanum Anisa shook her head sharply. ‘Mazangi was an infidel. Shah do Shamshira was the Muslim. He became a martyr in this battle.’

I furrowed my brow and scolded her inwardly. I was right, and I knew it. Baba had taught me the true story about how indigenous Afghans were pillaged. However, that was not the pro-Islamic invasion answer that Khanum Anisa wanted to hear. She glided ominously along the aisle between the desks, tapping her stick against her palm. As she approached, the whiff of her amber perfume announced itself long before she arrived next to me.

‘Extend your palm!’ she said, stooping slightly next to Maihan’s desk.

‘Please don’t,’ I said as Maihan’s clenched hand uncurled slowly.

Khanum Anisa struck twice, and Maihan’s soft, short squeals echoed within the damp, cracked walls.

‘Now go sit outside for the rest of the class,’ Khanum Anisa ordered. ‘When you return tomorrow, I’m going to test you on the entire chapter.’

A sense of astonishment stilled the classroom as Khanum Anisa struck down Maihan, the golden boy, like Achilles. He stood up and left the classroom, his shoulders hunched.

‘What’s the purpose of fasting,’ I complained, ‘if we can’t concentrate?’

The class fell under an icy silence. ‘How dare you?’ Khanum Anisa said, her eyes flicking around the classroom as she grew flustered at having her authority challenged. ‘Press your nose against the floor and repent.’

She meant for me to do khat-e-bene. My muscles tensed and pride took over. ‘No, I won’t do that.’

‘Ladylike!’ my classmate Osman mocked. ‘Can’t take discipline!’

Khanum Anisa’s cheeks reddened. She raised a hand and pointed to the door. ‘Leave my classroom.’

I packed my bag and walked to the door.

‘You will be marked delinquent and risk expulsion!’ Anisa shouted after me. ‘Let this be a lesson.’

I stormed out with my shoulders straight. But despite my show of confidence, my own behaviour shocked me. Behind me, the room erupted into thunderous applause.

I saw Maihan leaning against the railing of the staircase that led to the first floor.

‘Hey, Mai—’

He collapsed and pitched forward, tumbling down a few steps. I caught him by his arm and pulled him into a sitting position on the stairs. His eyes shut. I loosened his tie and unbuttoned his Oxford shirt. Maihan’s Adam’s apple throbbed. After a moment, he opened his eyes.

‘You must break your fast. You fainted.’

I unzipped my rucksack and pulled out a thermos filled with water. ‘Open your mouth and drink.’

Maihan took a big gulp and then laid his head on my lap. I took a sip too—now we’d both broken our fast. I peered into the pocket of my rucksack and found a bag of talkhak and we both munched on it. As soon as the nourishment kicked in, his groans of agony faded. A sly smile slowly spread across his lips, and I catalogued its unique progression of steps—the way his mouth stayed shut while his lips tilted up a smidgen on the right side, making his dimple reappear.

‘You saved my life,’ Maihan said. ‘If you hadn’t broken my fall, who knows where I would be?’ He leaned back and rubbed his head against my thigh. I suddenly noticed the way his untucked shirt revealed his belly button and the hair around it.

‘I feel like my head’s going to explode,’ Maihan said.

I gently caressed his temples and forehead. ‘Let me give you a massage.’

He thought about it for a moment before nodding. I pressed my hands firmly across his jawline and underneath his neck, searching for trigger points and loosening the knots in his muscles, then squeezed the bridge of his nose with my thumbs.

‘Where did you learn this?’ he asked.

‘From my maadar.’

Maihan’s eyes started to close, and for a second I worried he would pass out again. ‘That’s just the right amount of pressure,’ he said. ‘It feels so right.’

‘Do you feel your muscle knots loosening?’

‘Oh yeah,’ he said, his thick eyelashes fluttering serenely.

‘Hopefully your future wife will have healing hands for you,’ I said, noticing the tremor in my voice.

‘No. I prefer your hands touching me.’

‘Really?’ A stillness hung in the air. ‘Please don’t toy with me,’ I added.

He said nothing for a few seconds as I pondered the inner workings of his mind, the silent click of the turning cogs. What was he thinking?

‘You want to know something?’ he finally said.

‘Yes.’

‘I’ve dreamt about you. Only about you.’ He held his gaze then and studied my face. ‘I think you have the most beautiful almond-shaped eyes in all of Asia.’

Caught off guard, I blushed and felt a warm glow consume my whole body. I knew deep down I wanted Maihan, but why did I feel so inadequate? I felt that I was unworthy of his attention—after all, he was the boy everyone wanted to be. And here I was, scared witless to be the object of Maihan Melatyar’s affection.

Maihan sat up, his gaze fixed upon mine. I held my breath even as our eyes strained with unspoken longing, locked in wordless, intimate conversation. I leaned in to touch him, to feel the warmth of his body against mine—when the school bell rang. Immediately, we drew apart as students spilled into the hallway. We left as well, going to our separate homes at opposite ends of the city. As I walked, clutching at the sweet memory of what had just transpired, I let my mind wander down a path that had seemed forbidden before. The idea that Maihan might be willing to accompany me down this road was beyond my wildest dreams.
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MAIHAN AND I did not talk about that day he fainted in school—in particular, we did not discuss what happened between us that afternoon. We were simply courting each other, without any rigid rules, which was more than fine with me.

Growing up, Maihan and I had always spent recess and most of our afternoons together, and now I dared to hope that there would be a greater sense of urgency and excitement to those times. Maihan’s family was stricter than mine. Their house was stately and stuffy, the objects on display as forbidden to be touched as antiques in a museum. Maihan’s parents behaved cold and formal with people. Despite the rumours about Rahim jaan’s infidelities, they acted as if their marriage was perfect and pristine.

Maihan needed a break from his family. So it was his idea that we spend more time with my family. We started hanging out at Baba’s store, where we had the most freedom to play, talk and get to know each other again after two years of separation.

Maihan helped me sweep and varnish the floors and dust the veins of moss off the walls. He treated Benafsha like a sister by bringing her chocolates and quizzing her on countries and capitals and the provinces of Afghanistan. She became our replacement in fantasy games of magic carpet since Faiz kept himself occupied with soccer and his studies. Besides, Zaki jaan still kept a close eye on Faiz after the stunt we had pulled in Istalif.

Maihan loved every minute at our home. He often commented on the way Baba and Maadar talked to each other as friends, how they interacted in a loving manner with everyone and with each other and presented only one version of themselves.

‘How did your parents meet?’ Maihan asked me.

‘It was quite romantic,’ I began to tell him. ‘They met at the Kabul Youth Club. Baba was arranged to marry his first cousin, but he refused. When he told his family about this Kabuli maiden, practically his entire village cut ties with him.’

Baba and Maadar’s marriage started from a foundation of love. Baba only ever expressed gratitude for finding her, never any resentment for losing his family as a result. They only bickered about which branch of Islam had the correct storyline. In those days, Sunnis, the dominant majority, and Shias intermarried more and more after duelling in centuries of bloodshed, prejudice and rivalry. Maadar’s family were Qizilbash descendants of those who were left behind after the troops of Nader Afshar, the shah of Persia, invaded Afghanistan in 1738. Baba loved how Maadar’s close-knit, gregarious Shia family got ahead despite all the discrimination and hardships they’d endured. Even so, he reverted to religious sectarianism, rarely holding back his contempt for Shias outside the family. Baba’s bluntness struck a jarring note with my pious Maadar.

As I had since kindergarten, I often sat in the stands with Shameem, Rahim and Maihan’s cousin Lamba to cheer on Maihan, his brothers and Faiz at Lycée Esteqlal soccer matches. And I saw how ostentatious the Melatyars acted at functions, most notably the Visual Arts Exhibition and Gala, where a curator put Maihan’s artwork on display before the upper echelons of Kabul society. Though Maihan spoke of a career in architecture, he was still a calligrapher at heart, and an accomplished one at that. He made swirling concentric circles rich in composition and ornamentation, similar to the way a weaver patterns a carpet. He spoke in a monotone when he talked about architecture, but became starry-eyed when he described his dream to follow in the footsteps of Muhammad Husain Kabuli, the Afghan calligrapher dubbed the ‘Golden Pen’ for transcribing classical Afghan poetry for the Mughal emperor Akbar.

Maihan’s winning streak started in September when he won first place at Lycée Esteqlal; the following month, he defeated all the contenders in the league of Kabul; and now he advanced to the national art championship, where the winner would receive five thousand afghanis and an all-expenses-paid trip to the Asian Visual Art Summit in Tokyo, plus a scholarship to attend the Sanay Nafisa School of Fine Arts.

On the night of the gala, with the songs of Édith Piaf playing in the background and the evening light turning blue, Maihan and I admired the panels of calligraphy verse inscribed in the kufi and naksh styles. Each one was emblazoned with filigrees, paintings of humanoid figures, diaphanous gardens and mountain landscapes. Students’ embossed sculptures of mythical animals formed from marble or stucco rested on plinths and pedestals. The carpet salesman’s son in me knew that we would begin seeing these designs on rugs and various textiles in upcoming seasons. A series of oil-on-canvas paintings that depicted scenes from an epoch before Islam’s arrival in Afghanistan enraptured me: a pantheon of Kalash gods and goddesses, Lord Ganesh seated on a swastika, Kavi Vishtaspa in a Zoroastrian fire temple, ruby-eyed Salsal and Shahmama buddhas showered with lotus flowers, and the coronation of Esther as the first Jewish queen of Persia.

Finally, we reached Maihan’s phenomenal piece, and I stood before it in awe. Several silent seconds passed.

‘So, do you like it?’ he asked, leaning in slightly, his words tinged with a note of soft, insecure tension. I didn’t know what touched me more in that moment, his vulnerability, or that such beauty could pour out from one so young. The piece was a fantastic blend of gold, crimson and the intense purplish-blue of lapis lazuli. These colours were used to form an atlas of the ancient world, centring on the Ptolemaic trade routes and the Old World continents. Like the trade routes—a fine thread embroidered through the Eastern world—my eyes travelled over every pen stroke. They were clean and confident, with no touch-ups visible. I found myself breathless in front of Maihan’s masterpiece, and I wondered—with a tinge of jealousy—what it would be like to possess such an obvious and admirable talent.

‘It’s—’ I began to say.

‘Yes?’

‘It’s beautiful, Maihan.’

‘You really think so?’

‘It makes my heart sing.’ They were corny words, but they were all I had to convey what I felt.

‘Thank you, Kanishka,’ he said softly.

Later at dinner, we packed our plates with savoury and sweet bichak pastries, buckwheat blinis with caviar pearls, battered cauliflower and potato pakawras dunked in chaka dip, nergis meatballs stuffed with quail eggs and an assortment of cheeses with Kuh Daman grapes. For drinks, Maihan opted for sparkling water and I tried the sour cherry juice, while bartenders poured redolent French wines into the large stemmed glasses of the adults around us.

The extravaganza reminded me of a rubaiyat by Omar Khayyam that Baba used to recite: ‘Drink wine. Wine gives you a taste of the eternal life. Wine is the magic potion that can restore youth, that divine season of roses, of elation, of sincere friends. Enjoy this fleeting moment we call life.’

When no one was looking, I switched my juice for wine and savoured every subtle note of it. When Maihan saw this, he did the same.

Then one night, after a modest dinner at our house, Maadar suggested that Maihan stay over as it had already got so late. ‘I don’t want to send you out all alone,’ she said brightly, urging him to accept the invitation. I had noted that Maadar too enjoyed that a boy as accomplished as Maihan enjoyed our company as much as we did his.

Maihan agreed and called home to get permission, which his parents granted. At this, Maadar took out a toshak from a cupboard in the kitchen, climbed the stairs and laid it out over the floor next to my bed.

‘Shab bakhair,’ Maadar said, looking down at the toshak and nodding with satisfaction. We wished her goodnight and she left the room.

Settling down, we covered ourselves with blankets. After a brief debate, we agreed that I would sleep on the toshak and Maihan on my bed. Starlight poured in and I kept wide awake. My heart beat hard. Maihan hadn’t slept over at my house since we reached puberty, so having him here now, under my parents’ roof, made me both nervous and excited. Faiz had been missed, but it had felt so right, spending most of my days alone with Maihan. The feeling of joy overwhelmed me.

Maihan fidgeted, moving from side to side. He also breathed heavily. I tossed and turned as well. Maihan lifted his head and looked over at me.

‘Can I come next to you?’ he whispered.

I said nothing. In my head, I said ‘yes’. Maihan grabbed his pillow and crawled down next to me.

‘Are you sure about this?’ I tried to make out his face from the scant light seeping through the windows.

‘There’s nothing wrong with two boys sleeping next to each other.’

‘Yeah, but what if my family walks in on us?’

‘So what?’ Maihan said. ‘We’re not doing anything wrong.’

‘You’re right,’ I said. ‘I’ll tell them I—’

‘Relax,’ Maihan said. ‘No one is going to come.’

‘Are you still awake?’ Maadar called from the hallway. We moved away from each other. ‘Continue your stories in the morning.’

‘We’re going to sleep,’ I shouted. This seemed to satisfy Maadar.

Maihan and I lay quiet on our backs. There were so many things I wanted to ask him, so many things I wanted to share. I had no idea where to begin. I took a deep breath.

‘These days, all I do is think about sex,’ I said, not daring to look his way. ‘Even when I’m praying and I’m supposed to be concentrating on Allah.’

Maihan laughed softly. ‘You’re very naughty.’

‘You don’t have the same problem?’

‘No.’

‘Lucky you. I can’t help it. When I’m at the mosque, nestled between men behind and in front of me and the imam says “Allahu Akbar”, I . . .’

‘What?’ Maihan asked, urging me on.

‘I become aroused when we genuflect. I get distracted when we’re all down in the salat position, with all the pressure on my knees, my nose touching the ground and my ass lifted in the air, I—ah . . .’

‘Don’t stop now!’ Maihan said. ‘Say more. What happens then?’

‘Nothing. I do wonder, though, when I’m praying in a mosque, whether—oh, never mind.’

‘Tell me. Are you wondering whether other men are concentrated or distracted?’

‘No.’ I paused, ashamed of even thinking about what I wanted to say.

‘I won’t judge you,’ he said.

‘All right,’ I said. ‘I’m wondering if any man behind me is enjoying the view of my buttocks spread wide.’ I felt liberated at releasing these words, and continued. ‘And then images of hunky nude men flash before me even when I shut my eyes.’ I paused and sucked my teeth.

‘Why does this bother you?’

‘I feel guilty when Mullah Naqib spews his sermons about the evils of carnality.’

Maihan giggled. ‘Doesn’t he resemble a goat, with his stubbly cheeks and the way his ears stick out?’

We both laughed, but my mood dimmed when I recalled the power of that memory. ‘Mullah Naqib says that any ejaculation that is not used to impregnate is sinful, since it kills innocent sperm. What do you think?’

Maihan rolled his eyes. ‘What an idiot—not you, him. Even when you conceive, millions of sperm will die. Only one will make it to the egg. Not to change the subject, but . . .’ He hesitated.

‘It’s fine,’ I urged encouragingly.

Maihan gazed into the distance in deep consternation, his pretty lips pressed together in hesitation. It felt as though certain words lurked behind those lips, threatening to escape, and he was torn whether to free them or not. Eventually, he turned to me and asked, ‘Do you think of me?’ Then trailed off into silence.

‘Think of you?’ I was baffled by his question. ‘Yes, you are my friend. I think of you.’

He grinned and said, ‘No, I meant when you—you know—jerk off?’

It took me a moment to absorb the shock of the question. I stared at him, breathless, silent for longer than I should have been, so long that his eyes narrowed in curiosity. I gave Maihan a half-smile and timidly asked, ‘What do you think?’

There was a long pause and both of us froze, trying to read the other’s mind.

Unable to bear the silence any longer, I continued, ‘What really bothers me is what Mullah Naqib says about men having sex with men.’

‘Does he go into details?’

‘He says the greatest moral decay is the Tribe of Lut. Citing an ayat from the Quran, he says, “When a man mounts another man, the throne of God shakes, so to purify the sin you have to kill both.”’

Maihan huffed. ‘Don’t listen to mullahs. They rape boys and smoke hash.’

‘But Zaki jaan isn’t a mullah, and you should have heard him talk at my birthday celebration. He said sodomy is “immoral, impure, unpardonable, and wretched”.’

Maihan could say nothing to this. We both lay in silence for a moment.

Finally, I said, ‘You know what I think? I don’t believe in religion at all.’ I saw Maihan reflexively roll his eyes at me in disdain during that painful silence. I had slipped up by disclosing my faithlessness; by broaching a taboo subject that Maihan was not at liberty to discuss. But it would have been even more awkward for me to change the subject. So I continued. ‘What good is a belief that causes people to be afraid of seeing and acknowledging the truth? Making love is supposed to be beautiful, not a punishment or a sin. I just want to be myself.’

‘I had sex when I was in New Delhi, you know. A girl.’ Maihan paused but quickly added, ‘We weren’t close. It was purely physical, and we broke up even before I knew I was going to move back here.’

Silence. I felt a flash of disappointment and jealousy. Throughout the weeks we’d spent together, I’d convinced myself there was a chance Maihan might be like me: a virgin. Countless fleeting thoughts had dwelled on a vision of Maihan and I on a night like this: secret and under starlight—our first time.

‘I meant what I said at school that day,’ he said quickly, sensing my sudden discomfort. ‘I thought about you a lot while I was gone.’ He chuckled. ‘And not because you wrote me so many letters.’

I rolled my eyes and smiled.

‘But now that I’m back here in Kabul, I see how much my family needs me. What Zaki jaan said to us in Istalif was true. We’re not kids any more. I’ve made a vow to myself to be the son my parents want me to be.’

‘No more gin?’ I teased.

‘Not just gin. All alcohol,’ he answered.

‘No more girls?’ I asked.

He shook his head. His body brushed up against mine. He slipped his hand under my right arm.

I turned my face to him. ‘What are you doing?’ I whispered.

‘I want to talk to you,’ Maihan said.

I looked at him, confused. ‘You are talking to me.’

‘Come here.’ Maihan leaned in closer to me, so close I could feel his breath. So close I could feel his warmth. I felt safe, secure. Then our fingers interlaced. Maihan lifted himself up and mounted himself on top of me. He nibbled my ear.

‘What are you doing?’ I laughed nervously. Maihan moved his lips closer to mine. I wrapped my legs around his and clasped my hands behind his head. Our eyes met, then our lips pressed together. Our kiss was raw and a little clumsy. I had never kissed a boy—or a girl, for that matter—and it was more than I had ever imagined. I wondered if the girl Maihan had slept with had felt the same way when he’d kissed her and held her in his arms.

We kept our lips together at first, enjoying the sweet softness. Then, at the same time, our mouths opened, and we let our tongues move in and out, our bodies fluent in a language neither of us had ever spoken before. I felt my erection grow. My hands moved from his head and neck and down his back. I grabbed hold of his buttocks and reached down to feel his firm bulge. We both looked at each other and smiled, breathing hard. The softness, the hardness, the wetness—it all felt so right. I wanted to feel this way all the time. We jerked each other off in constant motion while kissing, until we both exploded together, feeling each other’s body shake and vibrate even after we both came. I reached over and grabbed the bath towel hanging off my desk chair and wiped Maihan and myself down and snuggled tightly next to him.

‘Do you feel bad?’ I asked after a few moments, my knees bending, then straightening. ‘About what we just did?’

‘It felt right. I think . . .’

‘You think what?’

‘Oh, nothing.’

‘Say what’s on your mind.’

‘I’ll tell you tomorrow,’ Maihan said. He got up and grabbed his blanket.

‘Where are you going?’ I motioned for him to come back. ‘You are sleeping next to me.’

He blinked and then blushed. ‘Are you sure?’

‘Yes.’

We wrapped our limbs around each other and slept uninterrupted through the night.

At dawn, Maihan and I woke up to the musical notes of the muezzin bellowing the morning call to prayer that emanated from Pul-e Khishti mosque. We wrapped ourselves in blankets and climbed the stairs to the rooftop and stepped into a grand celebration.

‘What were you going to tell me last night?’ I asked.

‘That . . . I’m so glad I’m here with you now.’

‘Me too,’ I said.

He paused. ‘Promise me you won’t tell anyone.’

‘Of course, I promise,’ I said.

I could feel my heart falling when Maihan came to my rescue, grabbed my hand and walked me over to the ledge overlooking cars and buildings. I smoothed out Maihan’s hair. He put his hand on my face and rubbed my cheek with his thumb. I turned him around and wrapped my arms around his waist. The air had cooled overnight and tasted clean and crisp. Autumn had arrived. Maihan’s athletic physique was hard and smooth under my touch. I rubbed his neck, then his back, and finally his arms to give him warmth. As I did, I felt a miraculous sense of euphoria.

Across the avenue toward the Char Chatta bazaar, shopkeepers emerging in the dawning light began to neatly stack crates of rice bags in their kiosks, while peddlers in makeshift stalls warmed their hands as they sold aubergines and other vegetables from burlap sacks that rested on wheelbarrows.

Maihan turned around and kissed me deeply. I melted in that moment of tenderness but pulled back before our bodies could go any further.

Maihan walked over to the pigeon coop tucked in the corner and lifted the latch, releasing my loft of birds. I watched as Maihan fed them millet. They cooed, and he refilled their trough with water from the barrel.

Maihan turned around. ‘What are you doing? Staring at me?’

I smiled.

‘Come here.’

Maihan and I preened and sang to the pigeons; we chased them and urged them to fly away. As they clustered together in mid-air, we each grabbed a broomstick and waved it to guide the flock to dive, tumble and turn. They careened between buildings and minarets. I felt Maihan’s eyes on me and imagined we were Rumi and Shams, partners in a life of poetry.

In the distance to the east, a flickering lazy sun climbed slowly over the arid mountains, dwarfing our existence. Like sunflowers, Maihan looked to it and so did I, our eyes flaring, as it painted our nascent love with approving warmth. Maihan had become mine, and I his.
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WEEKS LATER, DRESSED in corduroy pants and a jaunty beige tweed blazer, I waited for Maihan in front of the iconic Pata Khazana chai khana, located on a busy street in Deh Afghanan district. Men outfitted in perahan tunban suits with sandals criss-crossed each other on the sidewalk. Women sporting sheer chadors tied under their chins, dark glasses and closed-toed shoes passed by uncovered females wearing sleeveless smock dresses. The little world around me was caught in that bell jar of rush-hour traffic: all chaos and noise, with cars finagling their way between innumerable bikes, buses, carriages, carts and rickshaws. A driver kicked a horse into a canter, pulling a garish ghadi down the street.

After our first—and so far, only—night together, Maihan and I had continued to spend most days in each other’s company, but rarely were we ever completely alone. We’d had no opportunity to speak to each other as honestly as we had that night, and there was so much that I longed to say. Even though he had made me no promises, my heart insisted that Maihan belonged to me, and I to him.

The chill of the evening promised a cold winter was approaching; the dry wind chapped my lips and cut through my smart blazer. As the sun faded over the encircling mountain chains, shades of violet painted the sky. A sturdy man with a chinstrap beard wrapped in a camel wool patu and wearing a pakul cap cast me a lecherous glare as he passed by. A tingling sensation crawled up and down my spine, but I promptly collected myself when I saw Maihan approach. He smiled with a look of seraphic contentment that glowed on his flawless skin. His windswept hair had been trimmed in layers. I suddenly felt incredibly underdressed and uncool. Maihan, as usual, looked like a runway model, decked out in a designer button-down cardigan over a turtleneck, wool trousers and burnished tan shoes.

‘Well hello, professor!’ he shouted over the traffic as he extended his arms to hug me. I held him, inhaling his citrusy cologne. We made our way into the chai khana. We had grown accustomed to going out on our own by now, but only Maihan had frequented Pata Khazana before. Inside, the rustic-chic decor accented with Taloqan salt crystal lamps, caramel onyx tiles and liver-red Chob Bash Ersari rugs transformed the space into a romantic echo chamber. The fragrance emanating from incense sticks burning in anchored silver censers infused the air. A qawwali ensemble performed the spiritual song ‘Dama Dam Mast Qalandar’ on an elevated stage with the lead singer playing a harmonium, two percussionists with a tabla and dholak, and a chorus of five men repeating key verses and clapping their hands.

Maihan and I were the youngest people there without the company of our parents. We walked through the arcade of arches towards the back where a conference of men jabbered away and siphoned shisha from bubbling copper water pipes as they reclined on carpet-covered takhts. Other customers sipped the aromatic kahwah brewed from green tea leaves with saffron strands, cinnamon bark, cardamom pods and Kashmiri roses.

We found a semi-secluded spot where we could converse freely. For drinks, we both started with qai magh chai. I ordered a platter of lamb shami kebabs with masala fries. Maihan opted for a large plate of aushak dumplings.

‘You know, I’m very happy to be here with you,’ I said.

‘Me too,’ Maihan replied.

‘I’m afraid to say this, yet I must. I want us to be together. For everything. No matter what anyone says, when I’m around you, I feel like I’m where I’m supposed to be. I believe we’re meant for each other.’

The words had been on my lips for weeks, possibly for my entire life. I couldn’t believe I had just uttered them. The room suddenly felt hot.

Maihan smiled warmly, but then looked pensive. ‘It’s not so easy to have what we want.’

My heart skipped. ‘Maihan, what do you want?’ I asked.

He appeared to bristle for a moment, but then smoothed out the gathered folds of his cardigan, as if composing himself. ‘Kanishka, you’re my best friend. I feel closer to you than I do to anybody. Now’—he paused and took a deep breath—‘I wasn’t entirely honest with you the night we were together.’ He looked down at his dumplings, then back up at me. ‘You . . .’

‘What?’

He breathed in again. ‘You weren’t my first.’ The words shot out of him quickly.

I froze. ‘Your first what?’ He said nothing. ‘You told me about the girl.’

He fidgeted uncomfortably in his seat and went on. ‘There were a couple of guys too. Guys I hardly knew, who meant nothing to me. I know how I feel about you. I also know that my family would never accept it.’

Each word he spoke, he couldn’t look at me. I couldn’t decide whether I was more upset that he had had sex with men or women.

Then he finally turned his eyes to me. ‘I was serious about what I said to you that night, that I need to be a good son to my parents.’

‘But you are the perfect son,’ I said. ‘Why can’t you be that and also be with me? I won’t tell anyone. You know I won’t. I want us to be together however we can.’

‘My family and I are set to leave again for the winter recess, and we won’t return until school starts up again in March.’

I blinked, unsure what he meant by this.

‘How does you leaving change anything between us? We can still write to each other, can’t we?’

Maihan looked down at his half-eaten meal, apparently no longer hungry, and exhaled. ‘I think it will be a good break for us. Or maybe I need a break. My time with you is fun and spontaneous. You make living in a dream sound so easy. But it’s not as easy for me. I’ve neglected my family these past weeks. Plus there’s school and sports and the art competition. I need to be focusing on other things.’

I reached out for Maihan’s hand underneath the table and wished that we could stay there the whole night, with no one we knew around, and finally say all the things that we felt for each other. Maihan looked up at me, his eyes filled with a mist of doubt and tenderness, until he became distracted by something across the room.

‘Don’t look now, but guess who walked in.’

‘Who?’ I asked, unsure whether to turn around.

His face was hard, slightly panicked. ‘Faiz and Zaki jaan,’ he said.

‘Do you think they saw us?’ I asked.

‘If they haven’t seen us yet, they probably will. Why don’t we leave now?’

Maihan and I split the bill, left a tip for the waiter, and approached the back door.

But just as we approached, a voice shouted over to us. ‘Maihan. Kanishka. Where are you going?’ We turned around to see the inquisitive features of Faiz spread wide in confusion. We sheepishly made our way over to him and said our hellos.

‘How come you came here without me?’ he asked.

‘We came over to your house earlier and knocked on your door,’ Maihan said. ‘There was no answer.’

I was surprised to see how easily the lie came to him.

Faiz seemed to believe him. ‘Why don’t you join us?’ he asked.

‘We already ate,’ I answered.

‘Maadar’s expecting me,’ Maihan said. ‘Can we do dinner this weekend?’

‘Yes, let’s,’ Faiz said.

‘Say hello to your baba,’ I said.

Once we were outside the restaurant, I said, ‘I feel terrible about lying to Faiz.’

‘What else could we have done?’

‘Do you think he’d stop being friends with us if he knew?’ I asked.

‘I don’t think so, but you never know,’ Maihan said. We hugged each other and he whispered to me, ‘Whatever happens, never tell anyone about us. Ever. Understand?’

I nodded. But it bothered me that I couldn’t be my authentic self. I felt a bitter taste in my mouth. I thought of Rustam and how he had made jokes about kuni-ha, despite leering at me in the showers. Afghans postulated about sadaqat and imandari but these principles of honesty and integrity were impossible for us to uphold in our society. We had an apophthegm in Dari, ‘Preserving yourself is a duty’, and I understood that I had to keep myself away from danger. But I hated the tangled web of lies.

I wanted to go home and tell Maadar and Baba that Maihan and I loved each other. But even if they knew a lot about forbidden love, about standing up for their beliefs, they would never understand my feelings—or me. I knew I would have to choose between my love for Baba, my family and my devotion to my Afghaniyat on one side, and my yearning for Maihan on the other. I wondered if he thought about the choices he had to make.
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DECEMBER ARRIVED AND with it I had to say goodbye to Maihan for the rest of the winter. He had left under a cloud of melancholy, for, much to his disappointment, he had come in second in the National Youth Art competition for his painting of the Ptolemaic trade routes I had been so impressed by. He had discovered the news the day before leaving for Jalalabad with his family. I hadn’t been able to see him before he left, and he had yet to write to me with his address, but I decided not to brood. Perhaps I was growing up in some ways after all.

Benafsha and I spent many of our days together that first month of the winter season. Most mornings we would trek over to Bibi Mahru Hill in the Sherpur district and pelt snowballs at each other, or climb up the frozen knoll and go sledding. When temperatures dropped below zero, we would retreat indoors and curl up around the sandali charcoal pit. Throughout winter, roghan frothed the air as our servant, Barat, who performed nearly all of the domestic chores, made us hearty and heavy meals. Early every morning, he would go to a delicatessen to buy us breakfast, often returning with haleem bulgur pudding cooked with turkey and topped with brown sugar and cinnamon. For lunch, we would enjoy a goulash that had been stewing for hours and left simmering on the stove for us to eat warm whenever we got hungry.

On Ashura, also known as the Tenth of Muharram, our home hummed with the tinge of both magic and rancour rarely expressed on other days of the year. As I had told Maihan months before, my parents’ only real argument was over religion. Most days they avoided the topic, as neither would have described themselves as purists, especially Baba, but this particular holiday seemed to always bring out the stubborn traditionalists in them.

Baba observed Sunnah by fasting, as Prophet Moses had when the Jews gained emancipation from the pharaoh of Egypt. Maadar retained her Shia practice of mourning for Imam Hussain ibn Ali, the Prophet Muhammad’s grandson, who was assassinated at the Battle of Karbala.

This day of Muharram started off with the appetizing vapour of orange zest and floral bulbs. Maadar had given Barat the day off and so was left with all the cooking.

‘I will need your help to distribute all of these today,’ Maadar said to me, the charms on her wrist bangles jangling against her long, delicate wrists as she stirred a mixture on the counter in front of her. Maadar had spent the morning making sholezard rice pudding, gliding through the almond-scented air that infused our mehmaan khana. It was her speciality, and I found it delicious when I craved a sweet tooth. She would heat the mixture in the wood-burning stove, and, when it was ready, pour rose water, soaked saffron and a handful of slivered almonds and pistachio crumbs into the cauldron, before ladling the mixture into bowls. Once they cooled, she topped each dish with a sprinkling of cinnamon and then blessed it, and at last the consecrated dishes were ready to give away to our friends, neighbours and relatives.

‘Can you tell me which one belongs to whom?’ I asked.

‘Don’t give any to Sunnis,’ Baba called mutinously from a section of the sitting room where he sat squashed in an armchair. I looked over and saw him slightly hunched, his back muscles squeezing as he fiddled with something in his lap. It was Baba’s habit to retire there to grind dried asafoetida resin into a powder with a brass mortar and pestle and mix it with gum arabic and flour to make bandhani hing. ‘Everybody knows that Shias piss on the food that they serve to Sunnis,’ he added.

Maadar’s features tightened. ‘Why are you making false accusations?’ she snapped back, craning her neck as if to trail her words over to Baba. ‘I’ve never done such a thing. We’re good people. We’re hard workers.’ She turned her head back to the counter and the mixture before her, paused, shook her head some more, and turned back to Baba. ‘And haven’t you observed how most doctors and engineers are Shia, hm? While you Sunnis sit flat on your asses?’ She turned to me now and allowed her features to relax into an air of self-satisfaction. ‘We are rich and smart, and they resent us for it.’

‘I’m not in the mood to argue,’ Baba said, jabbing the pestle more violently into the mortar now, so that it made a discernible clinking sound. ‘The only thing I’ll say is that at least we don’t whip ourselves with chains like your people do,’ he muttered.

Maadar slammed down the spatula she held in her hand and opened her lips to counter. I stood up from the chair quickly and interjected.

‘Stop it!’ I said, more loudly than I intended. Baba turned in his chair, while Maadar looked at me with wide eyes. ‘Please,’ I added more softly. ‘Why are you fighting?’

‘You don’t understand,’ Baba said stubbornly, waving the pestle dismissively in front of him, so that granules of the smashed powder went trailing through the air, shimmering and glinting like little comets. ‘There is only one Islam. Your people should be ashamed for all the harm you’ve caused claiming otherwise.’

‘Stop it,’ I said, louder, but I clearly spoke to deaf ears. Baba refused to be henpecked and come off as a laghat khor, and Maadar always demanded her say.

‘I have an idea,’ Baba said. ‘I’ll marry a second wife. A Sunni this time.’

‘You’re so disrespectful,’ Maadar said. ‘Stop talking so rudely.’

Baba turned to me, his eyes running up and down from my head to my feet. ‘Kanishka, are you Shia or Sunni?’ His words were hard and expectant.

‘Why are you forcing him to pick sides?’ Maadar demanded, hand propped on her hips.

‘I don’t want any part of this!’ I protested.

Benafsha, who was in the corner tending to a pot of sharbat-e-rayhan, a gelatinous sugar water that I found repulsive for the basil seeds that floated in the liquid like eyeballs, burst into tears.

‘It makes me sick to hear your arguments,’ I said. ‘What’s the point of making consecrated food when all you do is bicker and insult each other?’

They both stopped talking. I think I shamed Maadar and Baba into silence. But then it was broken by the clinking of bells that came streaming through the window, softly at first, and then very loudly. ‘It must be the shepherd,’ Maadar mused. She turned to me and said, ‘Kanishka, go downstairs and stop him; I’ll have your baba come down.’

I strapped on my sandals and asked Benafsha if she wanted to come with me. Irritated, my sister shook her head, so I left her and rushed down the stairs to flag the chopan to stop his drove of sheep. The bells around their neck jangled as they halted.

Trailing me, Baba came down with a wooden box in his hand. In the end, his way of calling a truce and placating Maadar after picking a quarrel with her was to do as she’d requested.

He scoped out the fattest sheep, negotiated the price, and handed over the money. We walked the animal to a ditch in front of our porch, where Baba trussed its feet with ropes and pushed it down on to its side, facing the Kaaba in Mecca. I’d watched Baba sacrifice a few times before, but this time, when he lined the ram’s eyes with kohl and said, ‘You are going directly to heaven’, I hit my limit.

‘I can’t watch this,’ I said, turning my face away.

‘Stop acting so faint-hearted,’ Baba said. ‘You must watch and learn. One day, when I grow old, you will be in charge of these obligations.’

The sheep bleated weakly as Baba removed his pesh-kabz knife from a leather sheath. He placed the blade at the nape of its neck and cut its throat with three swipes, shouting ‘Allah-u-Akbar’ each time in the halal manner. A thick fountain of blood came down as spittle from the creature’s mouth sprayed the ground. The sheep fought for life for the next minute. When it had taken its final breath, Baba incised a gash on the ram’s body and blew air under the skin in order to separate the wool. He used a torch to burn the excess hair from the skin and scraped away the remainder. Baba and I took the martyred sheep home, sliced the meat into smaller pieces and then rubbed on the bandhani hing spice that he’d made, before putting the meat in dry storage. The meat would hang there for two weeks, after which Barat would start using it in specialities like mastawa or landi palaw as we did every winter. That day for lunch, Maadar turned the head of the sheep into kalah pacha. I always panicked a little at the thought of eating the dish with eyes. After our meal, Baba changed out of his bloodstained clothes and he and I headed to Pul-e Khishti mosque for the afternoon prayer.

Muharram coincided this year with the winter solstice, known as Yalda, which we celebrated in the form of a potluck dinner with my extended maternal relatives, who would make the drive into Kabul from their home in Chindawul for the festivities. Baba and Maadar entertained my aunts and uncles and their spouses, who sat cross-legged around a makeshift korsi, while Benafsha played charades with our female cousins: perky Gabina, pesky Negeen and possessive Wazhma. Maadar served an appetizer tray of various dolmas along with two main-course dishes: bor palaw, an oven-broiled Bianchi pheasant dish prepared with mint leaves, and a fesenjan duck stew. Bowls filled with sliced blood oranges, pomegranates, watermelon, mulberries and walnuts looked like cheerful centrepieces.

My uncle Waseem finished his recitation from Hafez’s poem and began to recount arcane notions about King Sulayman’s magic carpet ride to Kabul, and then back to Jerusalem on a green silk and gold rug, carrying his men and horses along with a column of camels, tents, troops and djinns. As usual, Uncle Haseeb, Uncle Dawar and Baba debated long into the night about whether the Quran proved the existence of flying carpets. Baba was sceptical, reciting passages from the Quran that suggested that God created the Earth flat, like a carpet spread out. But Uncle Haseeb dismissed that as simply a metaphor, citing verses describing how the queen of Sheba commissioned King Sulayman a flying carpet to break through the blowing winds and expand ancient Israel’s trade network to the east.

I had heard these stories and listened to this debate at every Yalda celebration. My mind slowly drifted to the top of the Eiffel Tower, where I imagined Maihan and me looking out over the city from a soft and beautiful carpet that held us aloft. I stared around the warm room and wondered if this was the kind of life Maihan had chosen for himself instead of wanting to be with me.

~

Two months passed with no word from Maihan, and I continued with the life I had lived before his kisses. I spent most of February either at home with my family or with Faiz. We went to the movies, played karambol at his house, and talked about Nostradamus prophecies late into the night. Nearly half a year had passed since our trip to Istalif, and Zaki jaan hadn’t said a word about our little adventure in his father’s basement. I was relieved to be back in Faiz’s good graces, and apart from those first few occasions I saw Zaki jaan again after the incident, he acted normally around me too; so it was a relief to know that I hadn’t lost the man I considered an uncle.

Back at home, most of my evenings were the same: dinners and talks sweeping into a tapestry of pleasant if not remarkable monotony. That was apart from one Saturday evening when we were all sitting for dinner, and Baba was handed a letter by Maadar.

‘It arrived today,’ she said, shrugging her shoulders. Baba, brow furrowed, took it and ripped it open. It was from a childhood friend from his home town in the provincial capital of Badakhshan. I watched as Baba read in silence, his mouth slackening, his eyes poring over each sentence right to left, right to left.

‘It’s Baba,’ he said, his lip trembling, tears forming in his eyes. ‘Your grandfather. He’s passed away.’

We rushed to him and hugged him, and he cursed himself for not being able to attend the funeral; that had been his punishment for refusing to marry his first cousin as arranged. For the rest of the evening, we mourned our loss with Baba reciting a du’a. We raised our hands and passed them over our faces to seal the supplication as we prayed that our grandfather would be peacefully laid to rest.

Afterwards, we ate quietly while Mozart played on Radio Kabul. ‘Is everything okay?’ Benafsha asked me in between mouthfuls. ‘You’ve looked very sad for the last few months.’

I was surprised to hear this. As preoccupied as I’d been, I actually thought I had been good at putting on a happy face.

‘I was thinking the same,’ Baba said. ‘You look drowned in thought. Are you in love?’

‘Who’s the lucky girl?’ Maadar asked.

Benafsha shook her head at my parents in disapproval. ‘Oh no, that’s not what I meant. Please leave him alone.’

I didn’t know what to say. I wanted so badly to unburden my heart, to tell my family all I’d been suffering since Maihan had pushed me away and left. Baba would certainly beat me if I did. After a brief pause, I glanced over at Benafsha, who sat cross-legged across from me. ‘It’s just that today is Valentine’s Day,’ I said. ‘And everyone is with someone special.’

‘Tell us, Majnun, who is your lovely Layla?’ Baba asked. His question, posed so sweetly to his only son, was proof of yet another example of his nonconformity—especially given that romantic love was alien in a culture that restricted choice, frowned upon premarital sex, imposed arranged marriages, and obsessed itself with ghairat.

Yet, there were no role models for my kind of love. All the romances in the canon of Afghan literature—Adam Khan and Durkhanai, and Yusuf Khan and Sherbano—involved heterosexual couples. There were murmurs about a tenth-century ruler, Sultan Mahmud of Ghazni, decadently loving his slave boy Malik Ayaz far greater than any of his wives. But that reassuring story was dismissed by most.

‘Leave him alone,’ Benafsha said.

I sighed. ‘What if everyone finds their mate and I don’t?’ I asked.

‘Why worry so far into the future?’ Maadar said. ‘Besides, Gabina, Negeen or Wazhma will be on hold. One of them will make the perfect wife for you.’

‘You want me to marry my cousin when both of you didn’t?’

‘Look at that tongue of yours,’ Maadar said.

‘Don’t waste your time on what-if scenarios,’ Baba said. ‘And don’t promote Valentine’s Day outside of this house. You’ll get yourself into trouble.’

‘I don’t see any harm in making cards and giving roses to the person who makes you happy,’ I said.

‘Listen to me.’ Baba leaned forward, arms folded, elbows on the table. ‘I’ve taught you to think for yourself, but don’t go to war over this issue,’ he said, wagging his finger. ‘You’ll be labelled an apostate for celebrating un-Islamic rituals.’

That was unlike Baba. Perhaps his family’s refusal to let him attend his father’s funeral had caused him to question his principles.

‘How do you know so much about Valentine’s Day?’ Maadar asked.

Baba swallowed his food.

‘Shopkeepers on Flower Street have painted their windows with hearts and teddy bears, and they’re selling red roses and heart-shaped chocolate boxes,’ I said. ‘When I asked about it, the shopkeeper told me the meaning of Valentine’s Day.’

Baba grunted. ‘This is something new. What’s next? Easter and Christmas ornaments?’

‘Have you bought Maadar gifts to show her your love?’ I asked Baba.

‘That’s immodest,’ he said.

‘But you’re married!’ I cried.

‘It seems you’ve been brainwashed by Westerners.’

‘It’s not like that. I just . . .’ I paused. ‘. . . miss Maihan.’

Baba’s lively eyes widened—but in confusion or fear I couldn’t tell. ‘You’re talking about missing a boy?’ My gut wrenched as an awkward silence penetrated the room. A thousand thoughts exploded in my mind but I couldn’t grasp any of them, at least not to give them voice. A hard, heavy expression settled on Baba’s face. ‘Surely you’re stronger than to have such womanly feelings,’ he said.

‘Of course, it’s natural to miss a friend,’ Maadar interrupted. ‘But what does that have to do with Valentine’s Day?’ Suddenly flustered, she sipped some tea. Benafsha remained silent.

‘I haven’t seen him for months,’ I said.

‘Hush now!’ Maadar said. ‘Finish your meal.’

‘Hold yourself tight,’ Baba said. ‘You are loose and wobbly. Look at you.’ He looked hard at me for a moment, not saying anything, before turning his gaze to the crumbs on his plate. ‘Let me tell you something,’ he said, his voice cool and collected now. ‘It seems to me that you and Maihan were spending too much time together anyway. You’re not a boy any more, and it’s not healthy to depend on another man. You should be thinking about a college, a profession, and . . .’

The air in the room turned still and stuffy.

Maadar looked over at my sister. ‘Are you ready for me to help you with your schoolwork?’

‘Yes,’ Benafsha replied, then looked at me. ‘Don’t worry. I’ll pray Maihan comes home soon so you can be friends again.’ She left the table and walked to her bedroom with Maadar following. I wanted to thank my sister but I swallowed my words. I finished my food and pushed the empty dish aside.

Changing tact, Baba grinned widely and boomed, ‘So tell me, do you like any girls?’

‘I don’t feel comfortable sharing my private life,’ I said.

Baba popped a sugar cube in his mouth, cradled his cup and cautiously sipped his tea. ‘Between father and son, there are no secrets,’ Baba said. ‘You know, prior to courting your maadar, I was a smooth talker.’ I shrugged. ‘I was a ladies’ man,’ he continued. ‘It was a good time. You know what will make me proud of you?’

‘What?’

‘Put your energy into making girls desire you. You’re young now, and there are so many pretty girls you could seduce. Of course, some day soon you’ll need to think of marriage. A wife will make you happy; you will feel fulfilled. And then I can rest in peace knowing that there’s someone to care for you when your maadar and I are gone. So go on—do your duty. It’ll be far better than moping around.’

‘Yes,’ I said, and suddenly felt something cold and hard grip my stomach. It was the look of concern on my Baba’s face: a look of vulnerability, fragile and weak. But he wasn’t fragile or weak; he was brave and courageous and admired. Could I really disappoint him by presenting his only son as a kuni? The conflict made me sick. To pursue girls was probably the right thing to do. I longed for Maihan, but Baba was my father, and he was offering me a chance to validate myself. A chance to be a real man, to make him proud. Timidly at first, then determinedly, I forced the hard, handsome face of Maihan out from my mind, and replaced it with that of his cousin.

‘There is one girl I find quite attractive—Lamba Melatyar,’ I said, painting her flowing hair and heart-shaped face more clearly in my mind.

Baba chuckled and scratched his chin. ‘That tiger-eyed girl you grew up playing hide-and-seek with?’

‘Yes,’ I said.

‘You have the hots for her?’

‘I think so.’ I swallowed my lie with sips of tea.

Baba held out his arms. ‘So what are you waiting for?’

‘There are so many good-looking guys who are interested in her. Why would she be interested in me?’

‘Don’t undercut yourself. A wise man sits on the hole in his carpet.’

I’d never felt wise about hiding my flaws, though I always had to. But I wanted to have a moment with my father. ‘So why do you think she likes me?’

‘Look. She’s seen the other boys and realizes they’re all empty and infatuated. Maybe you have something other boys don’t. Think about it. And have you looked at yourself in the mirror lately? I think the wrestling has paid off.’ Baba smiled proudly and patted me on the shoulder. ‘I’m surprised you don’t have a whole swarm of girls inviting you to their houses!’

It was true that my appearance had changed slightly the last couple of months. I was a little taller, and, because of weekly trips with Baba to the bodybuilding club to take classes in pehlwani, I had filled out a bit too. Zaki jaan and Faiz frequently joined us, and it had become a kind of bonding ritual. Even after several weeks of practice, I still felt clumsy and weak, yet to my surprise, I had started developing muscles on my scrawny arms and soft belly.

‘But how shall I go about pursuing her?’ I asked.

Baba’s chest expanded as he rose up in his chair. ‘Well, you should be confident. Compliment her and show your full interest. In the meantime, you should see other girls too and find out which one is the best for you!’

‘As you say, Baba.’ I tried to sound confident and agreeable. ‘If it’s okay with you, may I now be excused? I’m very tired and think I need to go to bed.’

‘Of course, of course, my son.’ Baba patted me on the back as I stood up to leave.

I was glad I’d made Baba happy on this day of all days. He had lost his father, and I wanted to be a good son. Yet as I climbed the stairs I realized what a fool I’d been to think that with Maihan at my side I could avoid the beeline that had been set out for me since before my birth. Everything that I had been dreading since the night of my sixteenth birthday party was now coming to pass.
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BY THE TIME Chaharshanbe Suri, the Festival of Fire, came around in March, the rising temperatures had melted away the last remnants of snow that had blanketed the city for months. Maadar delegated the chores and we started the khana takani of our home that happened every spring as tradition dictated. Barat and I beat carpets, curtains and cushions against a charpai bed to get rid of beetle eggs and to thrash the grime out. Inside, we scrubbed the orifices of the stovepipes and wiped down the walls, floors and windows. Barat took the shabby cotton out of the blankets, comforters, mattresses and pillows for a visiting nadaf workman to repair. The nadaf sat cross-legged in the middle of each room, creating an enchanting musical sound as the strings of his harp-like instrument emitted clouds of dust while separating pieces of the crushed cotton pile and re-fluffing the plush. With the doors and windows propped open, a cross-breeze swept in and out the other side, pushing the stifling air out of the house. As a final step, Maadar walked a chalice filled with smouldering sandalwood through every room; she did this to shake off any negative spirits and pestering fleas that had accumulated during the long winter.

In past years, Benafsha, my cousins and I would drape sheets around ourselves at dusk and take to the streets, banging spoons against pots and pans and chanting songs as we went from house to house to solicit sweets. By the time we cleared the neighbourhood, our bags would be filled with nougat candy, saffron toffee brittle and other crunchy treats. But this year, I gelled my cropped hair into spiky grooves, spritzed Baba’s peppery cologne behind my ears and on my neck, and entered the sitting room, where Benafsha sat anxiously, dressed in her ghost outfit, waiting for me to go out with her like every year.

‘Why aren’t you in costume?’ Benafsha asked, twirling her hair around her finger.

‘I’m going out with Lamba Melatyar and some other friends,’ I said.

Baba sat cross-legged nearby, making mint chutney in a wet masala grinder. Benafsha and I could barely hear each other.

‘I want to come with you,’ she pouted.

‘No kids allowed,’ I said. ‘Maadar is going out with you.’

Maadar entered the room, wearing a papier-mâché mask. Benafsha cheered as Maadar made funny faces with her bug eyes and flapping hands.

‘Come back home by ten,’ Maadar told me as she and Benafsha left.

When the door closed, Baba turned off the grinder and said, ‘Don’t rush coming home. Enjoy your time.’

My stomach twisted with anxiety at the prospect of going out with Lamba. I could keep Baba happy and, as sickening as this may sound, use my time with Lamba to glean more about the alluring Maihan. I knew I had to satisfy Baba, to keep the heat off my back, by having sex with a girl. But I also had to match Maihan to be considered a real man in the eyes of the people around me. I felt like I was auditioning for a part in a play—except the part was meant for another person.

As Lamba had instructed when I asked her out days before, I waited for her a block away from her house and whistled to get her attention. Even in those progressive days, most Kabuli families clung to the Pashtunwali code of honour that said a man should never refer directly to a woman, let alone come to her home to speak with her.

Minutes later, she stepped out of her house, walking up to me in headlong strides, swinging her ropy black tresses and voluptuous hips. Together, we walked over to the Bagh-e Omomi Bridge towards the city centre. We reminisced about our childhood days, when we’d collect our pebbles and play sang chill bazi with other children in the neighbourhood. Now she was in her final year at Lycée Malalaï, the girls’ equivalent of Lycée Esteqlal. I found out that she and her parents had gone to Jalalabad for the winter to retreat with the rest of the Melatyar clan—just like Maihan, I thought, and then guiltily pushed his face from my mind again. When Maihan and I were just friends, it would have been normal for me to ask about him, but I held back, fretting that Lamba would detect my impassioned love for her cousin.

When we arrived at Zarnegar Park, the grainy air smelled of yoghurty chopan kebabs and thawing earth. Teenage boys and girls lined up to trot over the bonfires, while other celebrants set off firecrackers and sky lanterns, or shook dayerehs and struck drums, inspiring others to dance. We joined several of our classmates around a fire, rubbing our hands in a flurry to keep warm. The pert girls from Malalaï were all like Lamba—tall, lean, and much more sophisticated than their male counterparts.

As the night grew darker, we took turns in our group to ask chistan riddles and recite limericks. Eventually, we made our way to the merchant booths, where we bought chickpea and potato salads that were dished out in reusable bowls. We ate around the crackling fire, telling scary stories. Faiz joined us, and raised his eyebrows in his funny way when he noticed Lamba and me standing near each other.

As usual, Faiz put his flair for showmanship to good use. His humour and impersonations were hilarious. He mimicked and mocked an effeminate Irani geezer, a spiteful Paki ajam, an awestruck Hindu engineer, a bedraggled Ruski tramp, a poker-faced kung fu fighter, and an appalled Arab sheikh. Asked to imitate Afghans, Faiz ennobled us as dignified and polite nobility—begums and nawabs—with oodles of gravitas. In other words, snobs.

I kept looking at my watch. I wished that Maihan were here—I missed the way he would have howled and held his stomach in response to Faiz’s antics. I swallowed this thought and tapped Lamba’s shoulder. She’d been laughing at Faiz’s caricature of Richard Nixon—holding up his fingers in double peace signs and squishing his head into his neck, declaring, ‘I am not a crook.’

Lamba smiled at me. ‘Are you having a good time?’

‘It’s okay—’ But before I had a chance to say anything else, a paper airplane arced across the park and landed in front of Faiz. He reached over to pick it up. ‘I guess you have an admirer,’ I said.

Faiz unfolded the paper, held it next to the firelight and read, ‘Oh dishonourable majus! If you don’t stop your paganism and conform to Islam, we’ll soak you in a bath of your own blood. Repent now and return back to your faith. Your Muslim compatriots.’

We all gasped in shock and disgust, cursing both the message and the messenger. Faiz turned towards the direction the plane had come from and shouted, ‘Where are you? If you’re a real man, why do you hide?’

Tensions between the religious and the secular had been simmering for at least three years, after a bunch of Kabul University students threw a male student from a four-storey building for questioning God’s existence; as a response, the government had outlawed the Muslim Youth Organization. A spate of acid attacks on women who wore miniskirts also happened around that time. Now the Islamic fundamentalists had taken their activities into the shadows, disseminating leaflets on the doorsteps and windshields of the unobservant. When they threatened to blow up discotheques like the 25 Hour Club and the No. 9 Club in Kabul, President Daoud reluctantly shut down all establishments accused of offending Islam. Though his move was meant for the safety of all, it felt more like an endorsement of violent fundamentalism. Here were more warnings meant to scare us into submission, to take entertainment and joy away from us.

‘Why do these hypocrites get involved in our business?’ I asked. ‘We should be allowed to live our lives by our rules.’

‘Be careful,’ Lamba said. ‘I heard you upset your teacher with your freethinking.’

I stiffened. ‘Who told you? That was months ago.’

Lamba seemed to wilt a little at my tone. ‘You know how word gets around.’

‘I hate that,’ I said, shaking my head.

‘Stop being so sensitive,’ Lamba whispered. ‘They just want attention. Loosen up and have fun.’

‘You’re right. I should relax,’ I whispered to Lamba, as Faiz tried to lighten the mood. From what I made out, he was reciting from a comical Mullah Nasruddin folktale. ‘Want to do something else?’ I said.

Lamba nodded suggestively. ‘Let’s play hide-and-seek like when we were little.’

Faiz overheard our conversation. ‘I haven’t even reached the punchline yet!’ he complained. ‘I think you two are in your own little world over there.’

‘No, no, I’m here with you,’ Lamba said bracingly. ‘You’re hilarious.’

‘All right,’ I said to Lamba as Faiz turned his attention back to the group. ‘Do you want to hide or seek?’

‘Hide. But I’ll give you a hint—you’ll find me in the place with the wooden girdle.’

Faiz reached the end of his joke, and the area around the fireside erupted into whoops of laughter. Lamba quietly snuck off. I counted in my head as Faiz initiated a game of Chinese whispers. When I reached thirty, I excused myself from the group.

A minute or so later, I found Lamba nestled in a bush amid a circle of ash trees close to the mausoleum of Emir Abdur Rahman Khan. It was the exact spot that Maihan and I had made our own, a place where we dawdled many lazy autumn afternoons doodling and reading to each other. I could see the breath exhaling from my mouth in the light from the park’s few remaining campfires, and the greenish Spinzar Hotel across the street, where I’d had my sixteenth birthday party.

‘You found me,’ Lamba said. She stepped closer to me and reached for the collar of my button-down shirt. ‘What do we do now?’

I paused. ‘It’s spooky here. I think we should go back.’

‘Hold on. How about we show each other first and then go?’

‘Show what?’

She paused, batting her heavy lashes softly. ‘Our body parts,’ she whispered. Then Lamba lifted her blouse up to her neck and cupped her hands over her emerald bra. I closed my eyes, imagining what it would be like to walk around with breasts the size of grapefruits, seducing the hunkiest men in Kabul and being pampered with their affection. I took off my serape sweater as Lamba pushed her breasts together, sandwiching her tourmaline pendant between her cleavage. Then she pulled down her brocade skirt, followed by her knickers, to reveal her waxed womanhood. She gestured for me to do the same. I hesitated briefly, but then felt sure this was exactly what Baba had wanted me to do, so I unzipped my blue jeans and pulled out my flaccid penis. Looking back, I suppose the darkness emboldened me.

My senses heightened, I grew a semi-erection as Lamba crept closer. When I reached down and pressed my fingers to her crotch, I felt her moistness.

I’d expected—I don’t know what I’d expected—perchance that the feelings that were supposed to come naturally to all men would come to me too. But touching her, it didn’t feel right or natural to me. I wanted to vomit.

‘Kiss me,’ Lamba breathed into my neck.

I ignored her request, running my hands through her soft hair to distract her.

‘Want to stick it inside me?’ she asked.

‘You want me to do that?’

She nodded.

‘I don’t have any condoms.’

‘But I do.’ She fished around in her jacket pocket, which made a rustling sound as she pulled one out. I was caught off guard: I was a virgin, while Lamba carried protection. Using her teeth, she tore the wrapper, pulled out the rubber, and fondled the shaft of my penis. ‘Get it hard. What’s wrong with you? Why is it not getting up?’

‘I don’t know,’ I said.

I pulled away, but she grabbed my hand and guided my fingers inside her. She moaned, moving my hand in and out, and I could feel her getting wetter until she let go with a final release.

‘Did you orgasm?’ I asked.

‘Mmm,’ she purred.

‘Really?’ I asked.

‘You are so talented. I feel so good. Don’t you want to—’

‘I do,’ I interrupted, suddenly proud that I could be of use to the opposite sex. Maybe Baba was right—if I tried hard enough, I could develop affection for girls. Perhaps if I did this, then I’d want nothing else.

I leaned Lamba up against a tree, and she began fondling me. I closed my eyes, but all I could feel was the cold, and I started to worry about frostbite. I opened my eyes and examined her naked. I gave her a smile, praying that a stimulating erection would rescue me from this situation. Alone in my room, masturbating and thinking of Maihan, I would be in heaven, but now, everything was blocked. Guilt settled in. I felt inadequate and ugly; all of this seemed inappropriate and so wrong. Lamba seemed happy to play along despite the awkwardness, but what would she think of me afterwards? Lamba was the prettiest girl I knew and viciously sexy. A real man would have been completely aroused. There she was, rubbing her bosom against me, sticking her tongue in my ear, and I fumbled like a loser.

Branches behind us rasped. ‘Shhh. Did you hear that?’ I asked, unsure whether the faint hiss was real or merely my hallucination. I pushed Lamba’s hand away.

‘I need to go now,’ I said, pulling up my jeans. She sighed irritably, then stepped away from me and began to get dressed too.

‘I don’t think we should see each other any more,’ I said in a defeated voice. ‘Don’t take this the wrong way. You’re perfect. The problem is with me.’

Lamba’s voice had drained of its warmth. ‘I think you’re scared,’ she said, sneering at me. ‘This must be your first time. You’ve always been a silly boy.’

In that moment, I wanted to just sprint away as fast as I could. Calm down, I told myself inwardly, just walk her home and then you’re free.

A few moments later, we stepped out of the woods and I walked Lamba home like a gentleman. But it was unbearably awkward. Lamba’s eyes were fixed ahead, while mine only stared at the floor. The clip of our shoes against the sidewalk seemed to echo into eternity, punctuated by the sharp intakes of breath that Lamba would pointedly take before releasing them with slow, damning vitriol. The failure would not be forgotten. I dared not look at her even when we parted ways, but I was glad to leave her and go home.

Later that night in bed, with my hand inching south across my stomach and down beneath the navel, I tried thinking of Lamba again. For five minutes I tried, but nothing happened. When my thoughts returned to Maihan, the pleasure was palpable and I orgasmed. Immediately afterwards, I felt intensely remorseful—maybe I ought to pray for Allah to change me; perhaps one day I could wake up and miraculously be attracted to women, like my baba, my uncles and the other men I knew. It was even possible that I would grow up to become the idealized man and an example for all Muslims, like the Prophet Mohammed. To do that, I would have to love women so passionately that I’d be forced to have four wives all at once . . .

My meandering thoughts stopped right there. It was exhausting just thinking of this fictional hero, never mind becoming him! I sighed and turned my head on the pillow and closed my eyes, happy to drift away from this day. I allowed one more thought to occur before I fell asleep: from now on, no more dates with girls, I decided. Surely there were other ways I could show Baba that I was a real man.
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BEYOND THE SCOPE of business, politics and his son’s fledgling love life, Baba’s list of interests would be incomplete without mentioning his fondness for athletic games and sports. A lifetime of table tennis, wrestling and wushu martial arts conditioned his body to remain lean and trim. As the Persian saying goes, he stretched his leg way beyond his rug.

And so, a few days after my disastrous date with Lamba, Baba and I headed to the old Macrorayan district, where the Soviets had spent the earlier part of the decade constructing five-storey, boxy, tenement-style housing complexes that were originally called Nadir Shah Mina, which had come to be known as the Khrushchev Blocks. On the drive there, Baba seemed to smile when he said, ‘You know, Kanishka, empires can divide and conquer the universe, but they can’t subdue the Afghans or Chinese. It’s a simple lesson that the obtuse white race is reluctant to accept.’

I nodded along, unsure what to say. But by the misty-eyed expression Baba wore, it was clear nothing else had to be said.

We reached the wooded area around the apartment complexes. Near a court flanked by a grassy park enclosed by plane trees, the Chinese embassy’s attachés played ping-pong. Baba introduced me to his three Chinese comrades, who were dressed in matching black shorts and electric-red shirts with golden dragon embroidery. Like Baba’s friends at the bathhouse, I had never met these men before. My mind looked back, and once again, I noticed a pattern that could be traced to my sixteenth birthday. Baba was gradually showing me his life outside our home, outside the womb-like fantasy world of Marco Polo Rugs.

Baba tied a bandana around his forehead and handed me his duffle bag. He began his warm-up exercises before the game, while I took a seat on the bench.

I found his Chinese friends peculiar—pacing about in a rigid fashion—but watching Baba engage in ping-pong diplomacy exhilarated me. I kept my eyes on Baba rallying the ball and clapped when his opponent fumbled.

After the match was over, Baba walked over to me drenched in sweat. I grabbed a white towel from his gym bag and handed it to him. As Baba patted off his sweat, a suited Chinese man with a pudgy nose approached us.

‘Salaam, Nurzada sahib. How are you?’ he asked Baba in perfect Dari.

‘Salaam, Mr Wu. I’m fine,’ Baba said, and then turned to me. ‘This is my son, Kanishka.’ I had heard that name before and knew that Mr Wu was an important business associate of my father, an official of the Chinese government who supplied Marco Polo Rugs with discounted Chinese products.

‘Pleased to meet you.’ Mr Wu nodded to me, then turned back to Baba, his face growing serious. ‘I wanted to talk with you. I came to the shop a few times, but your workers said you were gone on official business.’

Baba’s head fell into a series of nods. ‘That’s right. I’ve been travelling a lot to the hinterland to promote silk products to the weavers there.’

Mr Wu’s eyes cornered me as he leaned in to talk in a more hushed tone. ‘Can we have a private moment?’

‘If you don’t mind, I prefer my son to stay,’ Baba said.

The man shrugged gently. ‘As you wish.’ He smoothed himself down and cleared his throat. ‘I have some unfortunate news.’ Mr Wu weighed his words for a moment. ‘It’s regarding the concessions. I am very sorry to report that we can no longer subsidize products for your shop.’

‘What?’ Baba asked. An odd look crossed his face.

Mr Wu raised his palms. ‘Yes, it’s sad, I know. But our hands are tied. The regime in Peking is lessening our efforts here, and we have no control over the situation. I wanted to let you know personally.’

‘Your government is going to throw away all the progress that we’ve made?’

‘China has changed completely since Mao died,’ Mr Wu said. ‘The Afghan Maoist movement is irrelevant to us.’

Baba looked crushed. In a strained voice, he thanked Mr Wu for apprising him. ‘Hopefully, Peking will realize how important it is to stay involved in this country.’

I found this statement curious at first, and then suddenly, it clicked for me: All the items that Mr Wu was supplying—the silk for Baba, and the porcelain, tea and other exotics to his comrades—weren’t just encouraging rich Afghans to purchase Chinese products. They were bankrolling the Maoist movement in Afghanistan.

Mr Wu clapped a hand on Baba’s shoulder. ‘It’s going to be okay. I’m sure your people will get through this.’

~

The following day, beneath a sheet of stratocumulus clouds, Baba and I drove to Kote Sangi in the western end of Kabul. We entered the bodybuilding club that Baba had been a member of for years, and where I had recently enrolled in pehlwani classes. There, handsome young men congregated to flaunt their chiselled bodies and their strength. In a macho country, where brawn was the ultimate marker of manhood, boys dreamed of becoming a pehlwan patcha. But after many weeks of classes, I hadn’t shown much athletic prowess. Of course, I secretly thrilled to the idea of wrestling against these men, but at the same time, I worried about what would happen if I let my desire show.

The club was expansive, with a high ceiling over a sunken circular pit with stretchable rubber in the centre. Several rows of benches, footboards and risers encompassed the arena. A painting of Emperor Babur, who made pehlwani kushti a national sport during the Mughal dynasty, was mounted on the wall in a gold-leaf frame. Legend had it that Babur could sprint long distances while holding a man under each arm.

In the locker room, Baba and I stripped down to our wrestling loincloths. We placed our clothes in our lockers and entered the arena, where lean-waisted pehlwans with massive shoulders strutted around, flexing their muscles in warm-up exercises with chain bows and push-up boards. Baba and I signalled ‘Salaam’ to his comrades, including Rustam, who I had not forgotten since my first political meeting at the hammam several months before.

Moving in unison to the beat of a master teacher, we started the training session by using a pair of wooden clubs, metal shields and bow-shaped iron weights. We whirled and juggled in preparation for a match. To my surprise, our teacher explained, ‘Today, I want you to wrestle against the members of our gym with your age range, to test your strength against the differing kushti techniques.’ I grew nervous since it would be my first real competition.

As the men from the opposing gym walked in, I spotted Maihan among them. My eyes fell on his rock-solid build and pumped-up chest. He must have spent all this time in Jalalabad working out. His father took a seat in one of the chairs set up for spectators. I could see tension set in his face when I smiled at him, and I wondered if Maihan had ever given him any indication of his weakness for boys.

As if fate were on my side—or then again, conceivably against me—I was paired up to duel against Maihan during the first set. He winked at me as we squared off. The teacher appointed someone to set the timer at five minutes. I had never been so nervous, but I knew that I could not show any emotion other than my resolve to win. I wanted, for once, to prove that I could be as manly as anyone, something that Maihan had never struggled with.

‘Kanishka Nurzada fights Maihan Melatyar,’ our teacher announced through a bullhorn. The bell rang, and the match began. Maihan and I touched the ground and charged into one another with arms outstretched, trying to hold on to one another’s waist, resting our necks on each other’s shoulder, entwining our legs to force a fall or break a hold.

The audience members clapped and cheered as Maihan and I pushed each other to and fro. He pulled me with a jerk, groped and jostled me as I turned sideways, and we came tumbling down. I got back up and exerted every muscle in my body until I managed to get him on to the floor. In the next few minutes, we downed each other half a dozen times. As we rolled and dipped into each other, I wrestled between proving myself to Baba and protecting Maihan’s well-being. I could feel my body responding to his. I panicked. The only way to control myself was to relax for a second.

In that instant, Maihan flipped me over and nearly locked me down. He came close, but I managed to slip away. Desperate to end the match, I shouted as I forced Maihan to the ground and held him in a gridlock position, with only his upper body lifted up. I pushed down, using all my strength against him. Maihan flipped me over and pinned my shoulders against the ground. The men cheered. To my dismay, I had lost. I looked at Baba’s face and saw his disappointment with my defeat. I shook Maihan’s hand and congratulated him. We left the arena together and stepped inside the empty locker room.

‘You put up a good fight,’ Maihan said with uncharacteristic shyness. ‘You look good. Different.’

I opened up my locker and began changing clothes in a daze. I had let Baba down by losing. I also felt shocked that I had not only seen Maihan, but wrestled against him practically naked in front of an audience—it all felt surreal.

‘Did you enjoy your time in Jalalabad?’ I asked as I pulled on my jeans.

‘It was the most boring time of my life,’ Maihan said as he pulled on his T-shirt. I couldn’t help noticing how his shirt fit perfectly over his sculpted torso. I imagined peeling his shirt back and spreading my wet tongue over his pecs. ‘I spent most of my vacation in my bedroom thinking about my future. Every day was the same.’

I scanned the room to make sure it was still empty. ‘Did you think of me at all?’

Maihan looked down and sifted through his bag sitting on the bench in front of us. ‘Of course I did.’

I closed the gap between us and stood next to him so that my right arm was up against his left. I knew I had to be careful in case anyone walked in, but I couldn’t bear hearing him spinning words and not touch him.

Rudely, Maihan pulled away and hissed, ‘What are you doing? You can’t do that in public. We have to be discreet.’

‘I was being discreet,’ I whispered. ‘Who cares anyway? No one’s here.’

‘I care.’ Maihan was red with anger. This was the first time I had seen this side of him. I remembered how easily he had lied to Faiz the night we saw him at the restaurant.

‘Why are you so paranoid? You’re usually so good at coming up with a story. Surely you would know exactly what to say if someone walked in on us right now.’

I felt what happened next before being conscious of it. First, a rush of air swept past my ears, and then they filled with a deep metallic clang; then suddenly, a sharp pain shot across my shoulder blades. I stood nose to nose with Maihan, our eyes locked, fury blazing in his. ‘Do you want us to get killed?’

He had slammed me so hard up against the locker I wasn’t sure I would be able to move my arms.

His gaze was narrowed and his lips trembled. Then we heard footsteps. Maihan gave me a final shove, grabbed his things and bolted out of the door. I was too shocked and devastated to move. And then I felt a firm hand on my shoulder and warm breath against my ear.

‘I’ll keep your secrets if you keep mine.’

I spun around—and there was Rustam, his eyes blank. He suggestively walked back toward the shower stalls, tall, lean and powerful in nothing but his loincloth. I might have been turned on at that moment. After all, only months ago I’d had a glimpse of his huge cock and wondered what he might do to me if I were to show interest. I should have been scared. There was no reason for me to trust him, and anyone could walk in and feel the erotic tension that had overtaken the locker room since Maihan and I had first walked in. But instead, I felt empty and lost inside. Queasy from this feeling of a knot in the pit of my stomach that I sensed would slowly shift towards my heart. I picked up my bag and made my way out of the door and back to the arena where Baba was waiting.
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IN AFGHANISTAN, SPRINGTIME and the New Year go hand in hand, and I have always found it is a season of magic and mystery. Each year, I would read the legend of the nymph Aryana who, at the start of the Farvardin calendar—the first spring morning—makes her return through a stargate on Nowruz. All the while, Ajuzak, a threatening old woman, roams the countryside as a harbinger of bloom or gloom, depending on what happens when she swings across a deep gorge in a valley encircled by mountains. If she falls into a stream and washes her hair, the year will be marked by rain, a plentiful harvest and coupling between men and women. If she lands on soil, it will usher in a drought, a famine and a drop in birthrates as men turn their wayward eyes to other men.

As I had every New Year’s Day for as long as I could remember, I stood in front of a mirror and primped myself up: on went the perahan tunban topped with a chapan-style vest stitched with silver thread, and a matching pillbox hat. I was just positioning the pillbox hat perfectly into place when a blur of colour swept by outside my door. I craned my neck around it to see Benafsha and Maadar. They trailed by in matching knee-length, floral-printed frocks embroidered with cotton sleeves and bodices adorned with beads, buttons, coins, mirrors and sequins.

Later, Benafsha and I stepped out to our balcony and painted a clutch of eggs, careful not to get any stains on her velvet skirt or straight-leg pants underneath. Maadar occupied herself with setting up the sofreh on a low table, festooning a section of our mehmaan khana until it was more colourful than the charmeuse scarf around her neck. Each of the seven items she displayed started with the letter S, and each had a meaning: a round tray of sabzih for rebirth; samanak for affluence; seyb for beauty and health; senjid for love; sir for medicine; sumac for sunrise; and serkah for age and patience.

Maadar also set out a glass bowl with a glinting goldfish, a flat mirror, two X-shaped foldable book rests that held the Quran and the Rig Veda, and a bowl of haft-mewa loaded with lotus-tree fruits and served in their own juices and rose water.

We momentarily basked in the perfection of the arrangement before us, when Baba burst into the room. ‘I have a gift!’ he said. We watched as he heaved a large box into the room and began opening it. Then we saw it. Benafsha and I hopped up and down and clapped our hands as he plugged in and switched on our first television. The channel played a music video of Googoosh, the Iranian superstar, in her signature pageboy haircut and dressed all in white, sitting in the Burmese position. She sang in a lilting contralto voice that reverberated in notes placid and sublime.

After the song was over, Baba looked around the room and with his expression I saw that he was going to tease Maadar. ‘I don’t understand all the fuss,’ he said. ‘We’re going to be gone all day; you made your decorations for an empty house.’

‘I’ve invited guests for tomorrow night,’ Maadar said. ‘Why are you complaining?’

‘Well, my New Year’s Day was last month. It’s the year of the horse in China now.’

Maadar played along. ‘I’ve heard the Chinese eat monkeys, rats and tarantulas. Do they eat horses also?’

‘No, that’s the French,’ Baba said. ‘Anyway, why don’t you cook such delicacies?’

‘We’re running late, Baba. You can joke on the way.’ Maadar patted his shoulder. Then she turned on her heel and asked us to follow her to the kitchen, where she heated a charcoal tablet on a bed of sand in a pipkin. She gathered a handful of hermala seeds and waved it in circles from head to toe, cantillating:


Espand, banish the evil eye.

The blessing of King Naqshband

Eye of nil, eye of relatives

Eye of friends, eye of foes

Whoever wishes ill will should burn in these glowing coals.



She tossed the wild rue into the charcoal fire, and we inhaled as wisps of smoke rose like spirits into the air while the seeds flickered like bewitching eyes upon us.

The ritual complete, we left the house and drove off in our beloved bright-green Paykan. At every juncture, scores of families crossed the street with their cooler chests, folding chairs and tarpaulins. The facelift that the skyline of Chihil Sotun Road had been experiencing—with cranes, scaffolds and steel frames rising up from every part of it—stood still for the day, as workers on the renovation enjoyed the holiday. This sparked a debate in the car as Maadar scolded Baba for being such a spendthrift in their own smaller renovation of the house. He wanted to install rococo furniture and folding screens despite the fact that he’d neglected to fix the fender and headlight from someone rear-ending our car months ago. Trying to tune them out, Benafsha and I rolled down our windows and wished ‘Happy New Year’ to passing pedestrians and whistled at street performers.

For the Kabuliwalla gentry, the southwestern flank of the city was the prime destination to celebrate Nowruz. After watching the banner being raised at Karte Sakhi mosque, my family and I headed to Babur’s Gardens, the sixteenth-century park built and named after the founder of the Mughal Empire, who remained beloved for many things but also preferred his own kind and falling in love with a seventeen-year-old boy. A sunburst appeared from a scattering of cotton-wool clouds that scudded across the sky—and juxtaposed against this splendid backdrop were the blooming aspen groves, the green meadows alongside a steep hill and, further out, mountain slopes powdered with snow.

Throughout the park, riotous jollity permeated the air. A pair of Sufi troubadours played the harmonium and sang ghazals and charbeitis while disciples plucked the goat-gutted strings of the rhubab, strummed sitars and beat their drums in sync. My eyes turned next to the amateur crooners playing instruments such as the dhamburas and the sarangi in fast rhythmic beats, while a group of farmers nearby formed a circle and performed the attan melli. Clutching forks, rakes, shovels and sickles, they began slowly with the rhythm of the surnai and zerbaghali. As the song beats became faster, the dance continued apace while the resonant sound of the dhol coursed through our bones. Compatriots held drums and pipes while dancers revolved in concentric circles around the girls dancing in the middle.

Other performers joined the farmers in the attan. Dressed in a khet partugs topped with shimmery red-and-gold vests, they followed each other in the seven-step Paktiawal dance, snapping their heads left to right while their long hair trailed through the air. They turned and squatted, their arms swinging in and out. The drummers gradually increased the tempo, urging the dancers to speed up. As the song became faster and faster, performers dropped from exhaustion while the remaining diehards whorled on.

Food vendors were scattered about, selling cotton candy, corn on the cob, halwa-e-swanak, jalebi, khajoor cookies, faloodah and kulfi ice cream, malawi, and a variety of salty or sweet kulchas. Boys and girls played notes on a chang qobuz or ghaychak.

A charm of migrating Siberian cranes warbled overhead. Kites of all shapes and stripes climbed higher and higher into the sky. Beyond the park, where the high slopes of Koh-e Sher Darwaza ended, a colony of tumble-down mudbrick huts lined the hill, and farther up the impregnable ramparts known as Zambur Afshar crenellated the heights. The scenery reminded me of a Sufi poem that started out like this:


Here in this carpet lives an ever-lovely spring

Unscorched by summer’s ardent flame

Safe too, from autumn’s boisterous gales

The handsome wide border is the garden wall

Protecting, preserving the park within

For refuge and renewal, a magic space

For concourse, music and rejoicing

For contemplation’s lonely spell

Conversations grave, or lovery’s shy disclosure.



Women in bright saris with Lurex borders and vivid sashes lounged in clusters fanning out their playing cards, gambling in games like betrinu, chor vali, doz bazi, fiskut and teka. Other women observed purdah, wearing their enveloping blue, brown, green or lilac chadris, and secluded themselves in more remote sections of the gardens. Stout middle-aged men sporting nuptial rings and frock coats over cotton trousers confidently held each other’s hands or put an arm around one another’s waist as they gossiped and laughed and milled around the park. This male bonding display, passed off as brotherly affection, reminded me of the spectacle at the hammam. No one questioned such flamboyant display between these real men, likely fathers and husbands.

After an exhaustive search, we found my aunts and uncles stood near an open field where Gabina, Negeen and Wazhma rolled out marbles from their gunny bags and played tushla bazi in drawn circles on a sandy ground. Maadar unwrapped a wool military blanket and laid out a cooking pot on a vinyl dastarkhan while my aunts, Jamila and Manija, diced up tomatoes, cucumbers, parsley and red onions for the salata. Baba helped my uncle Waseem thread meat with cubed tomatoes and onions on to skewers, while my uncle Haseeb fanned the barbecued meats cooking on the mangal, careful not to let his waistcoat and sheep-fleeced cap get into the fray.

Later, Faiz and Zaki jaan arrived, and we dug into Maadar’s zamarod palaw with spinach stew and breaded fish sprinkled with bitter orange and grapeseed. My uncle Wasim’s juicy and robust gazelle steaks, sprinkled with red pepper chutney, were as tender as cotton balls. We devoured our meal with Zamzam Cola.

Aunt Jamila held court among the women, backbiting about some kanchani who lured men into the winding alleys of Murad Khani. As usual, Baba and Zaki jaan led the conversation over lunch, while my uncles mostly listened. Zaki jaan boasted, ‘Kabul is on the verge of becoming the next Baghdad or Tehran thanks to Daoud Khan’s modernization schemes.’

Baba pushed back, saying, ‘Daoud Khan has fanned the flames of Pashtun nationalism far too much. What good has come from calling Pakistan illegitimate and demanding a return to pre-1893 borders? That Durand agreement is going to expire on the 100 years anniversary. Lifting up the peasants is a better way to modernize a nation.’

After feasting on sultana grapes and sheen maghza musk melons for dessert, Faiz, Benafsha, my cousins and I took our baskets of eggs and played tukhum jangi near a spot where children played with wooden toys like dambak and dolak, ghir-ghiranak and gholak or rode the carousel horses and the merry-go-round. We smashed the tips of our hard-boiled eggs against each other; the one whose egg broke first was the loser. Wazhma collected the most smashed eggs and won the game.

After a while, I excused myself and wandered off alone, which Faiz didn’t seem to mind. Only a few days before, I had lost the wrestling match—and my heart—to Maihan, and I had immediately returned to the comforting warmth of my family to recover. It felt good to be around the joy of others even if my mind drifted elsewhere. Amid all the celebration and excitement, the mischief and teasing between my parents and relatives, I found it hard to really dive into the depths of despair, as I was generally programmed to do. I felt hopeful, somehow.

I soon entered a section of the park dedicated to buskers, where I saw a man dressed in Pashayi garb playing a flute and charming a cobra in a wicker basket. A sprightly man commanded a monkey into machinations by making it pretend to be dead and do other nifty tricks; a nearby parakeet repeated phrases in Pashto.

And there he was. On the grass near a tree-shaded pathway, Maihan sat on a wooden footstool, a portable desk in front of him. He didn’t see me approaching; he appeared to be too focused on his drawing. The light linen shirt and stonewashed jeans he wore made him look like the most glamorous street artist I had ever laid eyes on.

His maadar, Shameem, sat under a parasol nearby. She was resplendent in tweed pants, a long-sleeved blouse and a shoulder-wrapped fiddlestick shawl. Her platinum-bleached hair peeped out from under a wide-brimmed hat worn slightly askew. Next to her, Maihan’s brothers took turns shaking their dice in a cup before casting it and whispering prayers.

I was unsure of how Maihan would react to seeing me. When he finally looked up, we eyed one another carefully, each trying to discern how the other felt. He smiled, and I felt relieved. Like a fool, I wanted to run and dive into his arms—a gesture reminiscent of actresses in Bollywood movies when they were reunited with their long-lost loves. Of course, I could not.

Maihan finished his drawing and left his belongings with his family. When he approached me, I imagined djinns with lavender dandelions dancing around him. We ambled through the park together, pointing out various people we knew and whistling to the mishmash of shouting and laughter. We passed an area where other teenagers smoked hemp from their chillum pipes, and jostled and slurred as they passed their bets to the moderator of Chukar partridge fights, in which the birds fitted with metal spurs on their legs squared off and sparred. The sound of the metal spurs faded away as we rounded a corner and stepped into a shady arbour—the leaves of the overhanging trees dappling the dusty floor.

‘I’ve been thinking long and hard about you,’ Maihan began to say as he stopped and turned to faced me. He looked anxious. ‘Please, Kanishka, please forget everything I said to you the other day. My behaviour . . .’—he shook his head—‘It was unforgivable and has nothing to do with you and me. I was scared, that’s all.’ Then his voice cracked as he said, ‘I have something to say unrelated to you and me. It’s regarding my parents—they’re separating.’

‘What? Aren’t your parents worried about their reputation?’

‘Of course. A separation will destroy our family’s image and standing. Maadar is devastated. But she and Baba have been fighting for months. Things really got serious when she confronted him about his affairs. He shouted “I divorce you” three times, and that ended the conversation. Now they’re sleeping in different rooms, but pretending to still be married.’

‘I’m sorry that you have to go through all of this,’ I said. What I wanted to say was, I will always be there for you, before taking him in my arms—but I thought better of it. Even though he had apologized, I proceeded cautiously after the incident in the gym.

We walked on, filling each other in on our three months apart, until we reached the terrace where the tomb of Emperor Babur was located. We went to the pavilion near Babur’s tomb and stepped into a bowered pathway inlaid with a tangle of vines. From there, we walked up further and sat astride the hillside escarpment where Babur’s Gardens and all of Kabul stretched out before us. Lights were beginning to flicker inside houses. Maihan gestured for me to come closer. He grabbed a bag of pine nuts from his pocket and we fed each other.

Ahmad Zahir’s rendition of ‘Sultan of My Heart’ blared from a distant cassette player. I turned around so that I could see the fireworks display that had just started. Maihan wrapped his ink-stained fingers around my waist and held me tight. I felt his lips against the back of my neck. Tingling, I turned to face him. Maihan’s eyelashes twitched with fervour.

‘Let this be to new beginnings,’ he murmured into the space between us.

Maihan placed his lips over mine before I could speak. I heard a symphony in my soul. Our tongues locked together, and all at once I was breathless, overcome with heightened sensation. All the hardships and confusion I had endured were suspended in that fleeting moment; the world away from this hillside edge came to a halt and somehow, from somewhere, I heard the voice of Rumi. It was a command, a line from his verse that had stayed with me, sang to me in precious moments: ‘I can’t stop pointing out the beauty. Every moment and place says, “Weave this design in your carpet!”’

Maihan and I cuddled as the secret sky around us lit up like the kaleidoscopes we used to make in elementary school from beads and glass.

‘Why are we supposed to feel bad about the things that feel so good?’ I said.

Maihan pulled away a little and studied me, confused by my sadness. ‘Haven’t we had this discussion before?’ he asked.

I left his question unanswered, instead turning to stare out across the city. I had just shared the most loving moment of my life, and yet what harm had our kiss inflicted on the world? The sky hadn’t fallen. The earth hadn’t trembled. The city still looked eternally happy.

After the fireworks fizzled out, and Maihan and I climbed down from the hillside, I thought of what my future with him could be like. Surely, somehow, we could make this happiness last forever.
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BY THE TIME April arrived, school had started once more and I was beginning to feel like myself again. Faiz, Maihan and I were back to our Three Musketeers antics, even as Maihan and I tried our best to be alone together as much as possible. We spent some afternoons idling at the menagerie at Deh Mazang, others at the cinema, watching Saturday Night Fever, our fingers lightly touching in the dark.

In one of our most adventurous moments, we snuck over to the wide avenue of Jadeh Maiwand, to Rona’s Photography House, where teenage boys and girls would go to take their photos and socialize with each other in the waiting area. It had a reputation for being the kind of place where slightly deviant behaviour was silently indulged—as long as it caused no trouble. Knowing this, Maihan and I risked a degree of intimacy in our photos that we would not have dared otherwise. He sat on a high stool and I on his lap. He placed his arms around me and tilted my lips toward his face and we locked eyes and smiled. As we took turns planting kisses on each other’s cheeks, the photographer clicked some full-length photos. I still remember the illicit thrill of it: how each touch of Maihan’s set my skin on fire—and how I desperately wanted more. But we knew better than to take our chances out in the open.

As I arrived at the table of the private room at the Durrani hammam with Baba and his comrades, the sweet scent of honey from the round of teas Baba had ordered for us all mingled with a plate of balushahis that was being shared out. But there would be no massages or leisurely baths today. There was a palpable tension in the room, and even Rustam was all seriousness. He hadn’t glanced my way, and for that I felt gratitude.

The reason for this pervading unease was that Mir Akbar Khyber, a chief editor of the Parcham magazine and a leading ideologue in the movement to Sovietize Afghanistan, had been assassinated the night before.

‘Any word on who did it?’ Baba asked.

‘No one knows for sure,’ Musa said, rubbing his chin. He spoke quietly. ‘Some say it was President Daoud. Some say there’s a power struggle going on within the Parcham and the Khalq. Others say the KGB hatched the plot from Moscow to bait President Daoud into a confrontation with the Khalqi–Parchami faction.’

‘Any other news?’ Baba asked Rustam.

‘Parcham leaders are calling for a boycott of the government,’ Rustam replied.

‘I think we should join forces with the Parchamiya and Khalqiya,’ Sabawoon mused.

‘Are you sure they’re up for it?’ Ataullah asked. ‘Only a few months ago you would have opposed such a move.’

‘It’s worth a try,’ Baba answered. ‘We have nothing left to lose. At least we have more in common with them than with the mujahedeen.’

‘Whatever we do, we must act now,’ Rustam said. ‘We’re running out of funds and can’t keep our party alive for too much longer. If we don’t make ourselves heard, we’ll fall to the wayside.’

‘I know, I know.’ Baba’s voice had a jagged edge. ‘Have they announced plans for Khyber’s funeral?’

‘Tomorrow at noon,’ Rustam said.

‘Get in touch with the Khalq and Parchami leaders and tell them we will join tomorrow,’ Baba said. Not everyone agreed with this strategy, but they put their faith in Baba and went along. He stood to leave, and I followed suit. ‘We should pay our respects, to show solidarity and goodwill.’

During our drive home, Baba lowered the radio. ‘I’ve been meaning to speak with you ever since the wrestling match,’ he said. ‘I’m afraid I must be blunt. What’s going on between you and Maihan?’

‘What do you mean?’ I asked.

Baba avoided the question. ‘Just stay away from him,’ Baba said. We drove for a few silent seconds and it took all of them for Baba to soften. ‘I know he’s your friend,’ he began diplomatically, ‘and has been for a long time. I know your maadar and Benafsha missed seeing him during the winter months. But he makes me uncomfortable. And it’s rumoured that much of the Melatyar qawm are moles for the Americans.’

In my relief at his misunderstanding, I felt the courage to be scornful. ‘And how do you know that?’ I asked. ‘Where is your proof?’

‘One of my employees, I won’t say who, is also a janitor at one of the ministries. And one of our comrades at the hammam is an aide to the secret police.’

‘And so what if they are working for the Americans?’

‘That means they are our enemies,’ Baba snapped. ‘They are anti-Maoists. As your father, I am ordering you to stay away from him!’

I fought my instincts and remained quiet. First, Baba had lost the support and funding of his Chinese comrades, and now, Khyber’s assassination had placed the movement he’d diligently built in a shakier position. I understood where his rage was coming from. I looked out of the window, appreciating the strong-legged bicyclists competing with cars for space, and thought back to my history textbook and the stories of Alexander the Great. When the emperor’s winning streak had come to a stalemate in Bactria, he deduced it would be impossible to pacify the wild lands of ancient Afghanistan. That’s when the Macedonian made peace with the tribal chiefs, married a local maiden named Roshanak, and headed to India for more tameable pastures. Like Alexander, I had reason to believe my own quest had reached the mountain precipice—that loving Maihan could jeopardize my loyalty to family, nation and Allah Subanhallah. That it could risk my life, dishonour my patrimony and shame my people. Then I thought of Baba and all he had defied to grow his business and his social status and to marry the woman he loved. He continued with an improbable cause, after years of already putting his reputation and our family at risk.

With all that unravelled in our country, I saw the danger as inexorable, no matter which side you were on or who you chose to love. By not arguing with Baba, I put on a show of obedience. But my loyalty rested with both Baba and Maihan, and this put me at odds.

~

The next day, Baba and I joined the funeral cortège. The Parcham faction, true to form, used Mir Akbar Khyber’s funeral as a staging ground for organizing a mass demonstration—all this despite the objection of the Afghan government. Baba and I marched toward Karte Wali, surrounded by wailing students with black headbands and cloths tied around their jaws. Then Baba rushed forward and switched places with the interchanging pall-bearers, toting the tip of the carpet-draped casket over his shoulder. Some fifteen thousand people packed the streets. They screamed and shouted, thundering anti-American and anti-Iranian slogans as we passed the US embassy, and headed to the Shuhadah-e-Saleheen cemetery for the burial site, where Khyber was to be laid to rest next to other martyrs. It was clear that they blamed the Afghan government, the CIA and Iran’s SAVAK for the murder of their leader.

It seemed the world around me was crashing down. I was scared that our participation in this event put my family at risk. I hoped that Baba and I would be lost in the crowd, but I felt that we stood out even among the thousands marching.
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‘YOUR PUNISHMENT FOR sinning against God is death. All kuni-ha deserve hell.’

I felt my heart thump as I read the words. I had been on the rooftop grooming my flock of pigeons when one returned with a metal tube attached to its leg. I had removed the small roll of parchment and read the message.

Holding it now, I didn’t know how to react. I looked around as if someone was watching. When I went to bed, I tossed and turned, wondering whether I should tell my parents. I weighed the risks. If I told them, it would only make Baba and Maadar more suspicious about Maihan and me and we’d be forever separated. But what if the culprits eliminated me like the handful of supposed kuni-ha who had gone missing?

The day dawned with the sky painted an eerie, overlapping blur of sable black, greenish grey and dirty white. Baba dropped off Benafsha at Lycée Malalaï and stopped at the curb in front of Lycée Esteqlal to see me off. Nearby, some bullies were teasing and jostling Arman, a boy in my class, accusing him of being a kuni. I wondered which one of them might have written the letter to me. I wanted to speak up and tell them to stop harassing Arman but knew if I defended him they might come after me.

In class, Maihan and I sat together near the window. I had decided not to tell him about Baba’s instruction that we not see each other. Though I wouldn’t be inviting him to my house any more, Baba couldn’t stop me from being with him at school.

Khanum Anisa began lecturing on Rabia Balkhi, the Afghan poet-princess from Balkh who was punished for writing odes to Baktash, her beloved castle servant. As punishment, she was immured in a hammam, and her jugular veins were cut. Before she died, she scrawled her most memorable poem by dabbing blobs of her blood on the walls:


I am caught in Love’s web so deceitful

None of my endeavours turned fruitful

I knew not when I rode the high-blooded steed

The harder I pulled its reins the less it would heed.

Love is an ocean with such a vast space

No wise man can swim it in any place.

A true lover should be faithful till the end

And face life’s reprobated trend

When you see things hideous, fancy them neat,

Eat poison, but taste sugar sweet.



How courageous she was, I thought, to defiantly love whom she pleased, defend her art, and live her existence fully until its tragic end. It struck me that more than a millennium later we were learning about that heroine’s challenge to the zealot patriarchs and how it in some way mirrored my own situation with Maihan: Would we meet a similar fate—be executed for following our hearts, despite harming no one?

An ear-splitting boom snapped my reverie open and went ripping through the school. My world went dim—and a long, hollow ringing buzzed through my ears. Everything seemed to go into slow motion as students were jolted out of their chairs and others scurried to duck under the tables. So many people screamed. An emergency siren went off, and this was followed by a chorus of dull successive blasts that ripped through the room. Soon, the smell of melting plastic and concrete dust swarmed the air.

I could just discern the voice of Khanum Anisa telling us to stay put under the tables. Maihan and I pressed closely to one another, putting our hands over our heads as the artillery guns continued to fire and the other students screamed. I worried about my family and prayed that I would see them again. I said to myself, ‘Allah, if you exist, let us get through this day so that we can undo anything our people have ever done to wrong you. Forgive us for disobeying your wishes.’

Then, rounds of gunfire—tack, tack, tack, tack, tack—went off. A more pronounced siren joined in the wailing; it meant that the campus gates were locked and we were to remain in class until further notice. The battle raging outside continued to rattle the walls for an unknown length of time, until the bombs and shots finally abated. But the muteness made me equally restless. I crawled out from underneath my desk and looked out of the window to see what was happening. I saw students storming out of the buildings in a mad rush. Maihan and a few of our other classmates came to my side.

‘Everyone get back underneath your desks!’ Khanum Anisa shouted.

Anxious students jeered and hissed. Then the classroom door was flung open, seemingly of its own volition. A thundering stampede was underway in the halls. Students screamed at the top of their voices, ‘Qiyamat, qiyamat’—that the day of reckoning, the last judgement, had arrived.

Our Pashto teacher, Wahab Stanekzai, rushed into our classroom with a look of despair and panic. ‘Tanks have entered the Arg compound and the presidential guards are fighting back. It’s ugly. Dismiss your students. Send them home. We’re too close in range and might come under fire from aerial bombs or rocket attacks.’

Khanum Anisa turned to the class. ‘Pack your bags and vacate the campus immediately.’ Maihan and I grabbed our bags and headed toward Faiz’s classroom, where we found him in the hallway just outside, looking lost.

‘Let’s go to my house,’ Faiz said. ‘It’s the closest.’

Military planes flew overhead, too close, it seemed, to all of us on the ground. We passed the main gates to the Arg Presidential Palace and spotted a charred tank that appeared to have been the first casualty. People were running away for safety amid the chaos even as traffic policemen motioned for cars and taxis to pull over to make way for tanks. Once we got through the traffic, Maihan said, ‘I’m going home.’

‘No! We should stay together.’

‘My house is much closer than yours,’ Faiz pleaded. ‘Come on, let’s go.’

‘I can’t,’ Maihan said. ‘Maadar will be too worried.’

‘Then don’t go alone,’ I said. ‘I’m coming with you.’

‘Come to our house,’ Faiz pleaded again. ‘We have to stay together.’

Just then, a group of Soviet-made SU-7s came in low and fired rockets at the national palace. There was no more arguing. Twenty minutes later, we reached the gates of Zaki jaan’s house.

~

The siege at the presidential palace prompted a security crackdown and brought the capital to a halt. But you wouldn’t know it from the inside of Zaki jaan’s main residence, since it was in the wealthiest neighbourhood where many of the foreign embassies were and, given the precarious situation, our last best hope. His palatial home stood out with its cobblestone masonry and domed turret. Faiz, Maihan, Zaki jaan and I convened in the plush den bedecked with a large Chobi Ziegler rug. Though we were cozily tucked away, the shockwaves from the aerial bombardment tightened my body with knots of anxiety.

Baba, Maadar and Benafsha joined us at Zaki jaan’s house several hours later. Faiz escorted my family up to the den. Baba’s face fumed with rage when he realized Maihan’s presence. After everyone greeted each other, Baba grabbed me by my school shirt and dragged me to the adjacent sitting room to have a word with me in private.

‘Who invited the son of the sycophants?’ Baba asked, referring to the Melatyars.

‘We came from school,’ I said. ‘It was too dangerous for Maihan to go home alone.’

‘Where are his parents? Why didn’t they pick him up?’

‘He called them. They told him to stay put here until tomorrow.’

Baba was unconvinced but had nothing else to say. We stepped back into the den to an awkward silence, as if they’d been eavesdropping on our conversation.

‘Did you secure your store?’ Zaki jaan asked Baba.

‘Yes, I placed booby traps.’

‘That’s why it took us so long to get here,’ Maadar added.

‘Have you eaten?’ Zaki jaan asked.

‘Not yet,’ Baba said. ‘How about you?’

‘We haven’t either,’ Zaki jaan said.

‘Let me go make something then,’ Maadar offered, since Zaki jaan’s servant had remained put with his family.

‘We have some cooked meatballs in the fridge that our mazdoor made yesterday.’

Maadar ensconced herself in the kitchen to prepare dinner. Maihan and I distracted ourselves by playing chess, while Faiz observed our game and commented on our moves. I focused on the game, staring at the onyx jade and white pieces and wondering how I would situate a checkmate. Benafsha fiddled around with an antique globe before covering herself with a crocheted peacock blanket and falling asleep on a plush settee.

Zaki jaan and Baba were a friendly mismatch, since the former distinguished himself as a capitalist and royalist while my father identified as a communist and a radical at heart. Zaki jaan had no idea of Baba’s involvement with the Maoist party. Like most of our family and friends, he assumed that Baba sympathized with the Maoists and nothing more. Their conversations would occasionally get heated but never out of control. I also presumed they didn’t want to sour the friendship between Faiz and me.

We remained clueless as to who was actually fighting the government. Was it one or more of the Islamist groups that lived in exile in Pakistan, or could it be the Parcham Marxists—with or without the Khalq Marxists? Or was it some other group we knew nothing about? Whoever was instigating the coup, I knew it wasn’t the Maoists, otherwise Baba would be taking part in the action.

‘What do you think is going to happen?’ Zaki jaan asked Baba while fiddling with his worry beads.

‘I heard that the insurgents want to exterminate President Daoud and his retinue,’ Baba said. He paced the room and leafed through random tomes he kept plucking from a built-in bookcase. ‘It’s being said that squadrons from the air forces and two brigades of tank regiments, one leaving from Pul-e Charkhi, the other from Kabul airport, initiated the uprising after they were given orders from high-ranking military leaders.’

Zaki jaan opened the drawer of the glass-topped coffee table and took out a cigar. Baba followed Zaki jaan’s gesture and soon smoke rings filled the den.

Then an explosion rocked Zaki jaan’s house like an earthquake. Maadar screamed, and I heard the sound of shattering chinaware. We rushed to the hallway to find her leaning against the bannister, a platter of kichiri quroot splattered on the marble staircase.

Baba and Benafsha helped Maadar back to the den while Zaki jaan ran outside to see what was happening. Maihan and I cleaned the mess with our hands, placing the spilled mung beans and sticky rice, meatballs and tomato-based and garlic-yoghurt sauces with the shards of ceramic in the garbage. I guessed it wasn’t our naseeb and qismat to have a hot meal. Faiz told Maihan and I to go relax and he’d take care of the rest. So we climbed back up the stairs.

From the sitting room situated adjacent to the den, I could see Benafsha sandwiched between my parents on the couch, pointing to photos in a book on her lap. Maihan used the distraction to tap me on my back and whispered, ‘Kanishka, come with me now. I’ve been meaning to tell you something all day.’

‘What is it?’ I said, alarmed at the worry that had settled on his face.

‘Just come. Please!’

I didn’t like the way he appeared so panicked.

‘Okay,’ I said, looking up to make sure that Benafsha still had the attention of Baba and Maadar.

I trailed Maihan as he slipped around the door leading into the den, stopped, turned and peered back around the door to make sure no one had followed. ‘I received a letter from an unknown source,’ he began to say between short breaths, ‘saying we should separate or else they will gang rape us, take our photos and expose us as kuni-ha to everyone.’

‘What?’ I said. ‘Let me see it.’

He shook his head. ‘I tore it up. I didn’t want any evidence against us.’

‘How did you find it?’

‘It was placed in an envelope inside my backpack.’

‘I received a similar threat,’ I said.

Maihan’s eyes widened. ‘Then this is more serious,’ Maihan said, appearing more nervous about the letter than the war erupting outside.

‘So you don’t want us to be together?’ I asked fearfully.

Maihan hesitated. ‘I’m not used to this. I’ve never been harassed before.’

‘Well, I have,’ I said, my words hard. ‘And if we let them get their way, then they win. And we lose.’

‘We’ll also lose everything, maybe even our lives, if the tormentors expose us.’

‘How do you know there’s more than one person behind this?’ I asked.

‘I can’t imagine one person having the balls to do this all alone.’

‘Well, relax for now. Maybe this was our last day at school anyway and you’re worrying for nothing.’

‘I suppose—’ Maihan started to say but then stopped when Faiz abruptly appeared carrying some food along with plates and napkins.

‘What were you guys whispering about?’ he said, furrowing his brow.

‘Nothing,’ I answered nervously. Faiz shook his head and stepped into the den. Maihan and I followed.

Minutes after seven o’clock, as Zaki jaan returned, a voice broke through the bleeping static on the shortwave radio. Zaki jaan helped himself to another drink. Baba motioned for me to turn up the volume.

‘Salaam, Afghanistan. My name is Hafizullah Amin. I want to introduce you to Colonel Abdul Qadir, who will present to you our affirmation of new national ideals.’

The man’s brusque voice unnerved me. Seconds later, Qadir, the deputy commander in the armed forces, came on the radio and I began to realize what was happening. ‘For the first time in the history of Afghanistan,’ Qadir announced, ‘the last remnants of monarchy, tyranny and despotism have been destroyed, and all powers of the state are in the hands of the people of Afghanistan! When this important transition is complete, all will be well in our land.’

Next, Colonel Aslam Watanjar, who introduced himself as the commander of the air forces and head of the tank regiment, repeated the address in Pashto.

Tension filled the room. Baba and Zaki jaan leaned back in their chairs and exchanged frantic looks. Maadar placed her hands over her mouth. Faiz, Benafsha and I were speechless. The strong, wise and capable adults in our lives had been reduced to wraiths, as if their spirits had witnessed the coming of the Archangel of Death.

‘They will kill my father,’ Maihan said to himself.

‘It’s not time to lose hope yet,’ Baba said. ‘The insurgents could be waging a propaganda campaign to trick Republican forces outside of Kabul into surrendering.’

I put my hand on Maihan’s knee. ‘It will be okay. I promise.’ I looked up and saw Baba and Zaki jaan’s cold faces. I moved my hand away quickly.

For the next several hours, we stuck to our chairs on the chance there would be another radio update in the middle of the night. We replayed ‘what-if’ scenarios: What would happen if urban warfare broke out? What if there was a stalemate and the fighting went on for days on end?

Zaki jaan walked over to a crystal-fronted liquor cabinet and reached for two snifter glasses from the drop-down drawer, then opened the cognac and topped each glass to the rim. He and Baba guzzled down their drinks and started to pour more. Baba grew more enthused about the outbreak of a coup d’état. ‘Perhaps the elimination of the republic would pave the way for the greater democracy,’ he said.

‘But what about my estates and possessions?’ Zaki jaan fretted. ‘They could take everything my ancestors and I worked so hard for.’

‘No revolution will be complete until peasants own their land, workers their factories. Let’s hope for a better Afghanistan.’

‘Amen,’ Zaki jaan replied weakly. He and Baba gulped down their drinks in a single shot. Then Zaki jaan flicked a lighter, turned its tip to the flame, and lit up a cigar for Baba and another for himself. Baba exhaled the smoke out of his nose, and Zaki jaan mimicked him.

Maadar observed their dissolution with dismay. ‘Do you have to drink and smoke in front of the boys? I don’t want them to learn such sinful habits.’

With glassy eyes, Baba passed Maadar the Scotch bottle. ‘Take some. It’ll calm you down.’

‘What are you saying?’ Maadar replied, raising an eyebrow in surprise. ‘You know it’s haram for me to even touch the bottle.’

Baba was off-kilter now. With his drink in one hand and cigar in the other, he paced the room, priming his taste buds by taking a sniff of his drink before gulping down more of the heady liquid. He quaffed a third glass and then a fourth, and by this time, his speech was broken; he was losing track of his thoughts mid-sentence and digressing on to a new topic, only to pause in deep contemplation. Soon, the ashtray overflowed with cigar stubs.

‘I’m going to the rooftop for some fresh air,’ Zaki jaan said to Baba. ‘Want to come up?’

‘I think we’d better go home,’ Baba said. ‘It seems like it’s quietening down.’

‘How are you going to get home with the fighting and roadblocks?’

‘And you’ve had too much to drink!’ Maadar added. ‘We’ll never get there safely.’

‘If we see something suspicious, we’ll come right back,’ Baba said.

Maadar’s eyebrows drew together. ‘It’s better to stay put. Let’s leave in the morning.’

‘She’s right,’ Zaki jaan said. ‘You’ll be safer here. I’ll have Faiz get the guest room ready.’

‘No need for that,’ Maadar said. ‘There’s plenty of room for the four of us to sleep in the living room. All we need is a pillow and a blanket for each of us.’

‘And Maihan can sleep in my room,’ Faiz said.

Baba thought for a moment, rubbing his chin. Finally, he sighed and said, ‘Okay, we’ll stay—under one condition. No one questions me about how much I drink. I’m under a lot of stress right now.’

‘Shall we, then?’ Zaki jaan grabbed the bottle of Scotch in one hand and his glass in another. Faiz, Maihan and I followed Baba and Zaki jaan to the hallway staircase that led to the roof.

‘Wear your jacket so you don’t catch a chill,’ Maadar cautioned, seating herself in a chair next to Benafsha, who had already curled up to sleep. By now, it was after midnight. On the roof, Baba and Zaki jaan continued to discuss possible political scenarios. ‘I’m worried,’ Zaki jaan said. ‘This is serious—I don’t think there is hope left for this country.’

‘Well, if things get really bad,’ Maihan said, ‘we can all move to America.’

‘America? Is that how loyal your family is?’ Baba asked. ‘My country is Afghanistan. I don’t want my corpse to be buried anywhere but here.’

‘But what if the situation gets so bad you have no choice?’ Maihan asked.

‘No talking back to your elder, Maihan,’ Zaki jaan said. ‘You know better than that.’

That was our cue to let Baba and Zaki jaan talk in private. We stepped away and looked out into the dark. Periodically, bombs exploded and echoed loudly throughout the city. Baba and Zaki jaan’s voices faded each time a coruscation of lights flashed and flickered. A spectacle of terrible magic lit the night sky such that once it fizzled out, the capital returned to the uneasy darkness that had enveloped it. Surely no one in Kabul would sleep tonight.

A few days later we found out from the Bakhtar News Agency that a fierce battle that erupted between 4 and 5 a.m. resulted in the slaying of a thousand people before the president, and some eighteen members of his family, including women and four grandchildren, were slain. According to the most popular account of the massacre, an army captain named Emamuddin entered the palace with a unit of soldiers to arrest Daoud Khan. But after the president refused to surrender and fired a pistol, the mutinous soldiers shot the last Yahya Khel ruler. The bullets ended nearly a half-century of the Musahiban dynasty and the 232-year domination of the Abdali confederation. The coup d’état that came to be known as the Saur Revolution marked the day when the fringes of our delicate nation eventually frayed beyond repair.
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A YEAR HAD passed since the Saur Revolution. On International Workers’ Day, Maihan and I had chanted full-throated hurrahs with deadpan faces as our new school teachers forced us to march with the rank and file of the People’s Democratic Party of Afghanistan. The march, led by a phalanx of police, showcased a row of red flags, floats, sashes, banners and posters emblazoned with portraits of Karl Marx, Friedrich Engels, Vladimir Lenin and Joseph Stalin, leaving out Mao Zedong.

‘I have something to tell you. I have something to propose,’ came the short, sharp whisper of Maihan next to me.

‘What?’ I said, the sound of the heavy boots of my uniform disguising the words. I turned to him slightly. He didn’t dare steer his gaze by any degree from straight ahead as he spoke to me.

‘Not now,’ he said quickly. ‘Later. Just play along.’ He nodded at the teachers who gauged us suspiciously.

Over the next thirty minutes, we played the part of wound-up Soviet automatons. We clapped the longest and loudest in every standing ovation. We revered the Khalqi-Parchami regime that promised ‘peace, land, and bread’.

Dressed inconspicuously in bulwark shirts, cargo pants and flat caps, Maihan and I rose above most others, which didn’t help our situation. I was six feet tall, an inch taller than Maihan. To avoid looking like a good military prospect, he had quit athletic training. He was thin now, wiry, and he wore a patchy beard. Before the war, Maihan was Mr Popular—he was the boy everyone wanted to emulate, the boy everyone wanted to know, to look like. But teenage customs had been snuffed out, and now the politics of everyone’s parents decided the social hierarchy at Lycée Esteqlal.

I thought of Baba. The state had instructed us to raise communist flags and to paint Kabul red. Baba and I dragged a fat brush dipped in a dented tin of crimson paint over the dusty car, and then the door to Marco Polo Rugs. But then Baba revolted at a further order: to display the Khalqi leader Nur Muhammad Taraki’s portrait on the store windows.

‘Enough!’ he said, throwing the paintbrush back into the tin. ‘I refuse to idolize that tyrant!’ Baba always played life by taking bold risks—whether it was moving to China for his studies, refusing his family’s wishes and marrying Maadar, joining the Maoist party or starting his own business—but now I felt he was playing with fire in letting his searing mouth run without the fear of reprisals.

But Taraki’s red pageantry continued. Nur Muhammad Taraki, the Khalqi leader of the communist movement, commandeered the bloodlust that gripped Kabul. With his droopy moustache quivering and gold tooth glinting, he likened the mujahedeen to leeches. ‘If they crawl on our own skin, we must burn our hands before they suck our blood.’

Faiz disappeared from Kabul. Like the chain of émigrés that started after the Saur Revolution, word about Faiz and Zaki jaan escaping had come without notice, without even a goodbye. I didn’t blame them, though—goodbyes were now a gambit.

‘I bet you both sell your bodies to the pimps, don’t you!’ came a short, vicious whisper in my ear.

I turned to see Irfan, his dim, youthful face spread in self-satisfied glee, and that of Osman at his shoulder, eyes blazing.

‘You two better be careful.’

‘Yeah, or we will fuck you,’ Osman added, gritting his teeth and rubbing his crotch.

These two had been Islamists before the war, but now they had pivoted to communism, since their fathers had switched sides and held high-ranking PDPA members’ posts. Beyond politics, Irfan and Osman had ratcheted up their mission to torment me and Maihan. They liked to laugh at us and try to trip us up. They liked to shout things like ‘kuni’ as they passed by. ‘Go sell yourself for the pimps of Shor Bazaar!’ they would say. The pimps they referred to were those who scouted in lust for beardless boys.

Every time, I swallowed my pride and walked straight ahead. Maihan did the same, but it was getting harder to carry on. I managed to steer a subtle side glance at Maihan, but either he hadn’t seen them or he intentionally ignored them and stared ahead.

The year had changed us in other ways too. Though our devotion to one another remained intact, harsher life circumstances had chipped away at the softness of our boyhood and the playful, passionate beginnings of our romance. Maihan had not adapted to the increasing harassment at school, and his parents had decided not to divorce after all in light of the political uncertainty. Gone was the boy belting out Bollywood hits and sneaking gin from a flask, or the young man who expressed himself freely through his artwork. Though he still had his charm and easy laughter, the new horizontal lines forming on his forehead conveyed his chronic state of anxiety.

I tried to block out Irfan and Osman by thinking of Baba, who of late had been growing tenser and more agitated every day. He had good reason to be. Baba’s revolt against Taraki had resulted in the looting of Marco Polo Rugs one night. They had taken the most valuable merchandise and destroyed the rest of it. Within only a year, Baba’s face had become webbed with deep worry lines and his hair had thinned. When the government seized and repurposed the shop into a political assembly office for the PDPA, Baba was devastated. He had to relieve his employees, including our servant, Barat, and endure another indignity in the long list that had accumulated since the revolution.

As I studied the rapturous crowds trotting along with us, I looked back on how naive I had been a year earlier, when I lamented Baba’s disapproval and the rigidity of Afghaniyat that was so humane compared to these unbending communists who disavowed anyone who rejected Marxist-Leninist ideology. I worried that Maihan or I would be abducted like so many other teenage boys whose families were sent to the market, never to return home. Doomed to fight until they died against the mujahedeen, who also had their own cadre of child soldiers.

‘I must tell you a secret,’ Maihan said in a low voice. ‘I’m going to America, and there is a way you can come too.’

‘When? How?’

A broad smile spread across Maihan’s face. ‘I can get you into the CIA.’

‘That’s crazy,’ I said. ‘How does an Afghan work for the CIA?’

Maihan chuckled. ‘The CIA is not what you think. They have good guys and bad, alien or human, black or white, Nazi or Jew, Christian or Muslim. They need information about the regime, and an Afghan CIA agent can easily blend in. You get it?’

I was stunned. After all that had happened, Baba’s suspicion that Maihan’s relatives worked as interlopers for the Americans—the Great Satan, as he called it—had been right.

I looked at Maihan with wide eyes, trying to force words out of my mouth.

‘Well?’ he said, impatient.

‘Where does your family want to settle in America?’

‘Orange County. It’s in California.’ His eyes brightened as he spoke. ‘They have great beaches—sunny and warm all year. Everything you can imagine is there.’ Maihan fumbled to pull a photograph out of his back pocket and leaned in next to me. ‘This,’ he said, pointing at the image, ‘is a picture of my aunt and her family at Newport Beach peninsula.’ I squinted and looked closer. The picture was so full of colour—the sapphire of the ocean, the pale sails of the flotilla of yachts that lined the dock, the bright explosions of pink and gold and electric blue of the Ferris wheel, and the carefree smiles of the family at its centre.

I looked around at the impassioned faces contorted with so much anger around me, and then back at the photograph. Tears welled up in my eyes. ‘I can’t believe Afghans are living in such places.’

‘We can live there too.’

‘It’s like heaven,’ I said. ‘But there’s no way I’m going to betray Afghanistan.’

Maihan stared at me coldly. ‘I’m putting my life in danger by even talking to you about this. You have a chance to live a free life and have all the things you want. You’re bold, loyal, multilingual and smart. You just need to stop being so honest. Zip that running mouth of yours.’

‘How can you be so selfish, turning your back on your country?’

‘I’m only a floater. All I do is gather intelligence in exchange for a good salary and a chance to get out of here. What’s wrong with that?’

‘Everything!’ I said.

‘Listen, it’s easy. You’ll spend two years infiltrating the inner circle of the politburo. I have someone who will get you in. The more intelligence you feed the CIA and the more accurate reports you file, the better. After two years of demonstrated fidelity, you and your family will receive your green cards.’

I looked intently into Maihan’s eyes. I thought about the adventure, money and prestige that came with the title of a CIA spy—and, most important, the chance to move to a free country with him.

‘I need time to think about this,’ I said as my voice cracked and my hands trembled.

‘Mark my words—by the time the war is over, Afghanistan will be turned into a wasteland. Make up your mind and I’ll set up the interview.’

‘Don’t you know what the punishment for espionage is?’

‘I know,’ Maihan said. ‘You have to take risks if you want the prize.’

‘You want to be remembered as a traitor?’

‘I don’t have much of a life here, and neither do you. The real traitors are the thugs who sold our country out to the Soviets. You know what they will do with you and me? In their eyes, we are kuni-ha,’ he spat the words as tears formed in his eyes. ‘It’s no coincidence we started receiving those letters the day before the revolution,’ he added, wiping them now and shaking his head. A look of fury like I’d never seen had settled on his face. He turned and raised a clenched fist. ‘The likes of Irfan and Osman will dangle us on a stick the first chance they get. You do realize this. Working for the Americans will help us and our families reach safety.’

‘Is your whole family working for the CIA?’

He softened. ‘I can’t speak for all my relatives. But let’s just say . . . all the males in our house.’

‘I can’t,’ I said. ‘I—’

He gritted his teeth. ‘What’s holding you back?’

‘I— I’m part of the Maoist movement.’

Maihan blinked. ‘What? How—and why—did you become a Maoist?’

‘Baba made me a full-fledged member,’ I said. ‘He’s a leader in the party. Don’t tell me you didn’t suspect as much.’

‘And being a Chinese pawn isn’t betraying your country?’

‘The Chinese stopped funding the party long ago. Besides, we’re fighting for liberation.’

‘You’re brainwashed,’ Maihan scoffed. ‘Maoists are communists by another name.’

I couldn’t bear the thought of politics coming between us. ‘Look,’ I said, ‘I don’t want to fight about this. I can’t join the CIA. Can’t we pretend this never happened?’

Maihan pondered this for a moment. ‘Okay. But our political allegiances make us enemies. You can’t tell anyone you’re a Maoist, or it could ruin my chance to get out of this nightmare, and yours too.’

I felt trapped, wondering whether I should choose a life pleasing Maihan and my heart’s desire or serving Baba and the revolution. It would be impossible to have one without losing the other.
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AS SPRING TURNED to merciless summer, my family became more insular and reclusive. We drew our curtains and cloistered ourselves in a self-imposed house arrest. My connection to the outside world boiled down to school and Baba’s secret meetings with his Maoist comrades. Baba relied on me more and more as the party dwindled and the remaining several hundred Maoists struggled to gain a solid footing of power in the country without being exposed. To survive, Baba took a job as a journeyman at the house-building factory, while Maadar became a forewoman at the granary silo. We also had to sell our car.

One evening in early August, Baba and I lingered over leftover dum pokht. Benafsha had gone off to bed and Maadar was busy clearing the plates and walking to the kitchen to wash the dishes. His eyes puffed up and leaden, Baba said, ‘Maybe if Rustam would’ve delivered on his promise and the others were more organized, we could have celebrated tonight.’ I watched a look of resignation settle on his face, pulling down at the corners of his mouth and eyes.

‘What were you whispering?’ Maadar asked hotly, as she re-entered the room. ‘You both are acting very strange—what are you talking about?’

‘Nothing,’ Baba said. ‘Everything is fine.’

Maadar pinched her lips and sighed. ‘If you are still continuing with your Maoist activity—’ she began to say, but Baba cut her off guiltily.

‘Why would you ask such a preposterous question? Why do you assume these things?’ he peppered Maadar with questions.

‘Because you came very late tonight,’ Maadar said in a tense tone. ‘Because you’re acting very secretive. And Kanishka has never been so quiet.’

Maadar deserved to be sceptical. Baba forced me to keep a growing list of secrets. How ironic that Maihan would accuse me of not being able to maintain confidentiality when in fact I had become a master at it.

‘We had a long meeting,’ Baba said. ‘We decided it’s too risky to keep going.’

‘Keep going?’ Maadar propped her hands on her hips. ‘You promised me you would stop.’

He spread his hands and smiled weakly. ‘Parasto, you’re overreacting. The government is splintering before our eyes, and—’

‘You’ve always been very arrogant,’ Maadar said, cutting him off. ‘Do you even care if we get dragged away in the middle of the night?’

‘Calm down,’ Baba replied, and just as he was about to say more, Benafsha came into the living room. She had a look of alarm on her face and in her watery eyes.

‘Everything is fine, Benafsha,’ I said, kneeling down. ‘Go back to your room, okay.’ She looked from me to Baba, then Maadar. ‘Go on, it’s okay.’ Benafsha hesitated, but then she wiped her eyes, sniffed and glided away back to her room.

Once her footsteps had faded away, Maadar continued, ‘I swear, if you don’t stop this activity, I’m going to turn you in myself. In order to protect Benafsha and Kanishka, I will tell the government you are a traitor.’

‘You wouldn’t do a stupid thing,’ Baba said, waving a dismissive hand through the air—though the torn look of shame and pride that played across his face convinced me he wasn’t sure.

‘Don’t challenge me,’ Maadar said stiffly.

Baba thought it wiser in that moment to try to defuse the situation. ‘I understand,’ he said, raising his hands gently and lowering them. ‘I’ve been wrong all along.’

‘I’ve had to deal with you going to prison under the Shah. The last thing I need is for you to go to prison now and destroy yourself and all of us.’

The memory did something funny to Baba then, as if he aged ten years in just a second. The fraught look in his eyes turned his skin papery and grey, his eyes glassy and vacant. ‘I got it,’ he finally said, then settled into his armchair. ‘Now, are you going to let me listen to the news in peace?’

Maadar, seeing the effect this had had on Baba, accepted the small victory and fell silent.

Even during blackouts, Baba would still turn on the transistor radio each night. It was common for him to light a candle and, after listening to Radio Peking, tune in to the only media outlet trickling in from the other side of the Iron Curtain. Tonight he twiddled the dials more nervously than ever, switching channels until he found the BBC Pashto service that aired from London. As it crackled into clarity, Baba looked at me and told me to fetch a blanket. When I returned, Maadar and I joined him. For the next hour, we clumped together under the thick blanket, trapping it on the floor like a tent so as to keep the sound of the radio from leaving the house. We listened to the voice of the female Afghan newscaster:


Today there was a major insurrection against the government of Afghanistan at the citadel of Bala Hissar in Kabul. Several officers working at the army garrison, mostly made up of Khalqi officials, were arrested by rebel forces during a failed coup attempt. After hours of fierce fighting, tanks and fighter planes subdued the insurgents. Many were killed and injured during the revolt, and a number of survivors were arrested. It is suspected that the Afghan mujahedeen Freedom Fighters’ Front, in tandem with the Maoist faction, the Revolutionary Group of the Peoples of Afghanistan, and a few other politico-military organizations, engineered the uprising, meant to be one in a string of simultaneous insurrections in key garrisons in the Afghan capital and major military installations in the provinces. The plan for the general uprising was foiled by the Afghan government, but the deactivation alert may have failed to reach the garrison at Bala Hissar. Today’s events mark the third major insurrection against the Afghan government in recent months. Other uprisings occurred earlier in the year, at Herat and Chindawul, leaving thousands dead.



Just then, Maadar threw off the blanket and swivelled her head to stare at Baba, stone cold.

‘Why are you looking at me like you want to murder me?’ Baba asked.

‘Were you at Bala Hissar today?’ Maadar asked.

His neck stiffened in defence. ‘No. Absolutely not. I was at work.’

Maadar studied him deeply, her bottom lip trembling. Then she broke into tears. Hands flew to her face and stood up.

‘Maadar, what is it?’

‘I just feel like my wounds are fresh again,’ Maadar said. Her tears glistened in the candlelight, slipping down through the anxious wrinkles lining her cheeks. Her trembling became harder now, and she had to sit down. ‘I keep seeing images of Jamila and Dawar,’ she muttered, more to herself than anyone else. ‘God grant them both entry to the highest heavens.’

My aunt and uncle had been gunned down two months ago, after they and other protesters seized a police station at nearby Jadeh Maiwand Road. Their daughter—and my cousin—Negeen, was now an orphan and cared for by my grandmother. After the government arrested thousands in connection with the armed insurrection, my grandmother, Negeen and my aunt Manija along with her daughters, Gabina and Wazhma, fled via Iran en route to Hamburg to join my uncle Haseeb. Now, my maternal relatives’ departure only magnified my family’s loneliness and our paranoia that we would be targeted next.

Baba broke the silence. ‘Bala Hissar is the nerve centre of the country.’ He tried to restrain himself but he was jittery——he and I both knew first-hand what had happened that day near the stone bulwarks and twenty-foot walls of Bala Hissar. Now, as fugitive putschists, we had to tread the waters carefully. Baba added, ‘It was the site of the bloodiest fighting a century ago during the first two wars with the British.’

‘I wish the British had won,’ Maadar said. ‘What did we gain? At least we would have been better off as a colony. If the British can civilize their riff-raff and turn Australia into gold, imagine what they could have done with our own rejects.’

Just then, another news item caught our attention. We stopped talking to listen.

‘In other news of the day, unconfirmed reports reveal that Afghanistan’s foremost composer and musician, Faizmamad Nainawaz, also known as Fazel Ahmad Zekria, was arrested as he was walking with a male relative near the site of the Bala Hissar uprising. Bystanders who recognized Nainawaz have reported that they saw him and the other man dragged into custody.’

From backchannels, we learned that the Afghan secret police had detained thousands of guerillas, neutrals, polemicists and politicians accused of being Daoudist, Ikhwani, Khomeinist, Maoist or Royalist. Individuals and entire families were taken into custody in mass sweeps. Anyone perceived as part of the opposition, let alone who tried to buck the system or contest the reforms, simply disappeared in an industrial-scale elimination campaign. The security dragnets routinely swept up our most prized citizens—army officers, artists, civil servants, clockmakers, designers, doctors, farmers, musicians, professors, scientists and technocrats—and weeded them out. Only a month before, the tenor-voiced Ahmad Zahir, the king of Afghan pop, had been murdered on his birthday. He had left Kabul, heading northbound for a day-long excursion, when armed gunmen killed him where his car stopped at the Salang Pass. A popular account suggests that Mahboobullah Mahboob and two female accomplices had conspired with the communist regime in exchange for passage out of the country to assassinate their own friend, Zahir, whose political opposition to the PDPA and status as a national symbol challenged the new social order. With both Zahir and now Nainawaz gone, the PDPA showed no qualms about eliminating our iconic celebrities to reinforce absolute control.

‘But why Ahmad Zahir?’ she said, shaking her head. ‘What kind of infidels would kill our beloved composer? And especially on this day of holy Ramadan. I hope God punishes them.’

‘They are not infidels or apostates,’ Baba corrected her quietly. ‘They are communist Muslims. We must recognize them for the evil that they are.’

‘These monsters don’t represent my religion,’ Maadar insisted.

‘I wonder when this regime will wake up. They’re shredding this country into pieces.’ Baba’s lips were tight. ‘I see no light,’ he said.

‘What if everyone surrendered and let the government—’ I started to ask.

‘Even if the regime had kept its promises, it wouldn’t justify their means of doing so. They preached about equality and justice, yet they have killed indiscriminately while still pretending to be a democracy.’

A heavy knock fell in three thuds on our front door, so hard it shook the windows. ‘Open the doors or we’re breaking in!’ a hard, muffled voice shouted from outside.

I stood up reflexively to answer the door. But Maadar held me back. She looked terrified. ‘Wait! Let your Baba go see who it is.’

Baba signalled at Maadar and me to leave the room.

It was too late to climb up to the roof, so we snatched the radio and rushed down the hallway towards my parents’ bedroom. By the time we reached it, the steady rhythm of Baba’s footsteps in the opposite direction had ceased.

Benafsha woke up and started sobbing. ‘Shh, be quiet,’ I whispered.

The creak of the heavy door was loud, like the high cry of a bird. Maadar held my hand as we stayed back, hiding behind the threshold.

‘Can I help you gent—?’ I heard Baba begin to say, but he didn’t utter another syllable, for there was a rustle of footsteps. The people barged in.

Maadar let out a little scream. She wanted to rush forward, but I held her back.

‘Wait,’ I said, and, back pressed to the wall, craned my neck and looked down the hallway. Footsteps trampled deeper into the room, and then I saw who the men were: they were police officers. Coldness crept around my heart and everywhere turned numb. The tallest man looked at Baba. ‘You’re coming with us,’ he said in a dull voice.

‘There must be a mistake,’ he said, smiling, the cracks in his weary voice held together by his practised charm. ‘Gentlemen, I am a fine, law-abiding citizen. I—’

‘Are you Ghafoor Nurzada?’ the tall man interrupted. As he did, he removed a piece of paper from his pocket and glared down at the words that he read. Maadar peered around the wall now too, her body close and stiff.

‘Yes. Why? What’s going on?’

The man folded away the paper and nodded. ‘You have committed treason for attempting to overthrow the government.’ The lead policeman gestured to two other men.

Before any of us could react, one of the men grabbed Baba and handcuffed him, while the other threw a cloth bag over his head.

Maadar let go of me and ran into the entryway. ‘Leave him alone. Let go of my husband.’

I stood frozen, as if what I was witnessing wasn’t really happening. Peering at the foyer, I realized that I stood no chance to defend Baba, but still contemplated whether I should surge forward like Maadar, not merely to protest but to fight until the death. My thoughts pushed me forward: You should! I took a step, fists clenching, ready to lunge—Maadar’s screams resounding in my ears—but then a warm hand wrapped around my wrist. I turned to see Benafsha staring up at me, her wide, innocent eyes filled with confusion. She had emerged from within and stood next to me in the hallway.

My dilemma was this: If I didn’t object, I would be a coward for not defending my blood. On the other hand, if I fought and was arrested too, there would be no man in the house to protect my sister and Maadar.

I walked down the hall, holding Benafsha’s hand tightly, and wrapped an arm around Maadar’s shoulders.

‘It’s fine. I’m innocent. I will be released,’ Baba insisted, his voice muffled through the hood.

‘Kusi,’ one of the police cursed at Maadar as he waved his hands at her. ‘Go back into the hole you came from!’

Maadar started wailing, ‘You can’t take him. What do you want from him? This is a terrible mistake.’ She yanked at the policeman’s sleeve. He pushed her to the floor. I fumed inside. Baba’s pain seared through the cloth covering his face when he shouted, ‘You’re the best wife any Afghan man could ask for. Don’t worry, I’ll be back.’

One of the guards chimed in and derided Baba—as if it was unthinkable for a man to show affection to his spouse. Maadar squalled, ‘Ghafoor jaan! Tomorrow, I will come to the police station to clear this up. Inshallah, you’ll be back home soon.’

The guards frog-marched Baba through the door. ‘Tell Kanishka and Benafsha how proud I am of them,’ he said from under the hood. ‘I love you, Parasto.’

As they left, Maadar broke down. She crumpled to her knees in a bout of hysterical sobs, banging her head against the floor. I wept and whimpered as I tried to put the broken door back on its hinges. The best I could do was hold it together in such a way that it appeared fixed. But it wasn’t. Giving up, I walked over to Maadar, knelt down and wrapped my arms around her. Not knowing if we would ever see Baba again, I tried to reassure Maadar as she wept. ‘He will be okay,’ I said. ‘We’re going to resolve this misunderstanding.’

It would have been overwhelming to Maadar if I had told her the whole story right then and there, admitting that the police had had good reason to take Baba, that it was true he helped plan the attack on Bala Hissar even after vowing to her and to the government that he would cease all Maoist activities. At that moment, I needed to give comfort and console her and Benafsha. Besides, all that mattered was getting Baba back by any means necessary.
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IN THE DAYS following Baba’s arrest, Maadar, Benafsha and I idly went through the motions of our lives, willing Baba to walk back through our front door. We feared Baba awaited his death in a jail cell somewhere. As Maadar had promised, she went to the nearest police station the day after his arrest to obtain any information she could, but she was granted nothing. Meanwhile, I visited as many friends and acquaintances as I could to ask them for help locating the jail, but nearly all of them refused to open the door, or if they did they would slam it shut when I asked if they knew anything about Baba’s whereabouts.

When it came to knocking on the doors of Ataullah and Musa, I found the relatives of Baba’s comrades weeping. Like us, they were at a loss for what to do. At the door, Ataullah’s wife invited me over for tea but I declined her offer. I learned from his wife that Ataullah hadn’t come home the day of Bala Hissar. She assumed he had been captured or killed in the brawl. Meanwhile, Musa had been detained like Baba. When we knocked on Sabawoon’s door, there was no answer even though I could hear voices from inside. When I discovered that Rustam was still missing in action, it felt as if all hope was draining from me. I felt weak. I needed Maihan. I needed to throw myself into his arms and feel safe. No! I said to myself, setting my jaw and stiffening. I had to be the man; I had to take charge of my family. But then I wilted again. I yearned for his affection and hoped I could be my true self, but knew it was too dangerous for us to be seen together, especially now after Baba’s arrest. All eyes would be on me as the eldest child and son. They would see me as the protégé, the heir of my Maoist father. I felt exposed and I hated these impressions that reflected back on me from the invisible mirrors all around: that I am Maoist, that I am straight. An eerie feeling beset me as the thought of being true to myself felt beyond the realm of any possibility. I felt like a thousand shattered fragments of the true mirror I yearned to be.

The next day, we stalked the Wilayat police headquarters opposite the Ministry of the Interior in the Shar-e Nau district. Surely Baba had been taken there, or at least that was where the authorities kept track of all the detainees. The building reeked of tobacco smoke. We sat on chipped plastic seats in the shabby waiting area littered with threadbare carpets. A mess of grim-faced police officers dodged our questions and told us after each visit to return the following day. On our fourth, we were called to approach the officer’s booth.

‘Why are you here?’ asked a policeman, the arrangement of his face tightening into a scowl. ‘Haven’t we seen you before?’

‘Yes, you have,’ I said.

‘We’ve been here every day this week,’ Maadar added.

‘Why are you back, then?’ the officer asked in a heavier voice.

‘You keep telling us to go away and to come back tomorrow,’ Maadar said. ‘But when we return the next day, you repeat the same thing.’

‘We’re too busy to deal with your issues,’ the man griped as he fiddled with his jailer’s keys. He had a twisted moustache which he brushed with a thumb, and stringy hair that clung to his gaunt face.

‘Where is my husband?’ Maadar tried again, her voice cracking.

‘Who is he?’ The police officer played dumb.

‘Ghafoor Nurzada. He was formerly a businessman, but under this regime, he works at the house-building factory.’

‘No one knows where he is,’ the policeman said, brushing us away with a wave of his hand. ‘Go. Go. Go!’

‘You’re so rude!’ Maadar said, glaring. ‘You must have been raised in the wild.’

I tapped Maadar’s toe with my foot, urging her to calm down.

Another policeman, stiff-backed and austere-looking, stared blankly over an aquiline nose as he approached us to defuse the tension. Maadar pleaded with him. ‘You hauled him away. We know he is with you.’

‘If he was taken by the secret police for investigation,’ the new policeman said in a measured tone, ‘then I’m afraid there’s nothing we can do. Our offices close at noon today for the weekend.’

‘Why are you doing this to us?’ Maadar said. ‘My husband didn’t do anything wrong.’

Another officer with lingering body odour pushed Maadar aside and told us to check back the following week. ‘If you don’t leave now,’ he said, ‘we’ll throw you in prison too.’

Maadar’s voice rose. ‘My husband needs his medication!’ Since the war started, Baba’s health had deteriorated and he had developed respiratory troubles. She held the bag of analeptic medications up in front of her. ‘Please let us get this to him.’

The police officer with stringy hair took the bag, opened the lid of a bottle inside, and then, stopping to stare at Maadar, turned his wrist until the pills spilled over the floor. Benafsha erupted into tears and bent down to pick up the tiny capsules.

‘I hope God punishes you,’ Maadar screamed. ‘You are heartless. You should be ashamed to call yourself a man.’

I grabbed Maadar by the arm and said, ‘They’ll take us away. Please keep quiet.’

‘I’m burning inside,’ Maadar said. ‘They can’t ruin Baba’s life.’

Two police officers approached Maadar. They grasped her sleeves and asked us all to leave.

‘In the name of God, bring back my husband!’ Maadar burst into tears while being hauled away, cursing the police officer who was pushing her out of the building.

As we reached the door, the superior officer said, ‘The prisoners from Bala Hissar were taken to Pul-e Charkhi on Monday. They will be held there until further notice.’

The station fell silent. I knew what that meant. Pul-e Charkhi had emerged as the new Shar-e Gulghulah since the polygonal execution grounds on the outskirts of Kabul had been consecrated as the locus of terror. Maadar’s face mirrored what must have been on mine: relief at some news of Baba, but swiftly drowned by the horror of knowing that the penitentiary he had been taken to was death row. It was there, rumours persisted, where the PDPA tortured political prisoners by genital electrocution, before executing them or dumping them alive in mass graves. The scene crept into my mind like a ghoul: a cold day, a Kirovet tractor rolling over a stretch of land to a hole, stopping to pile dirt over stacks of living human bodies.

‘What does Bala Hissar have to do with your Baba?’ Maadar asked me, pleading.

Her eyes were wet, her face expectant. I held her tightly in my arms. I had withheld the truth for so long, but I could not bear to answer her questions now.

~

Still, I remained hopeful that Baba had gained a last-minute reprieve and could be alive somewhere. Each night, I dreamt about the times before our family had been torn apart. In shattered fragments, I recalled the stupa we visited at Shewaki, where Baba told Benafsha and me the folk tale about the Begrami empress who shielded the Kushan Empire by holding a lance while riding a leogryph, tailed by a flank of winged horses decorated with carpets that repelled would-be invaders. I couldn’t forget the road trips we took, south to the green-blooming lowland of Arghanda valley in Kandahar province, or to Pamir, ‘the rooftop of the world’, where from a high peak we could see the mountainscape stretch below and as far as China, Tajikistan, Pakistan and even the tip of Indian Kashmir.

As time passed by, we learned that the PDPA had released petty criminals from prisons to make way for dissidents who spoke against the regime. I would have nightmares about the gruesome torture techniques they were rumoured to use to obtain information, like breaking glass bottles over the shins of the detainees, then stuffing the shards into their anuses until their rectums ruptured.

Over time, my optimism that Baba might still live turned to fear. Each night, I abruptly awoke from more nightmares, heart thumping and my face beaded in a cold sweat. Eventually, I would drift back to sleep as images of him, abused and stripped of his resolute spirit, flashed through my mind. On one particular night, I dreamed I saw Baba’s silhouette. He hung upside down, stripped naked with his feet roped up, his hands manacled together, and his head swinging back and forth. Mongoose-looking men with ruddy orbs lashed Baba with a metal cable. They branded Baba’s eyes with heated pieces of iron and plucked out his nails one by one. One man demanded that Baba name Maoist leaders involved with the Bala Hissar uprising and where they could be found. Baba refused to comply, but his silence brought on more torture. When they were through questioning him, they mutilated his face.

In a last-minute dash to rescue Baba, I entered the scene. I screamed at the men, ‘Stop hurting him! He’s innocent. A decent patriot.’ I pleaded, ‘I am the kuni. I am the dishonourable and unfaithful one. Please stop. Punish me instead.’ The men spat at me, bursting into laughter at Baba for raising a sissy. They declared, ‘You must be punished for your son’s depravity.’ Then in a flash, the men stripped Baba of his underwear and pasted honey and dried cow skin all over his naked body. I turned my face away. One man yelled, ‘This is your punishment for raising a kuni!’ I ran towards Baba but it was too late. A thug swung a dagger and castrated him, while the other men flensed off his skin.

I jolted awake, trembling and sweating, my throat glands tight, still groggy from the sleeping pills I’d been taking. I choked up a loud and porous cough to clear the clog inside me. I wondered if Allah had punished Baba for my sins. Maybe he had—it was far worse than punishing me. I felt numb, disassociated, my brain trapped in a dreary fog that was impossible to clear. And there, at the heart of it all, my guilt: my desire for Maihan.

By now, it was almost three o’clock. I tiptoed into the kitchen to warm some milk. I stood rigidly in front of the refrigerator. Distracted by the hoots of an owl coming from outside the window, I forgot why I had come into the kitchen in the first place. Seeing the empty fridge only depressed me further. I stumbled back to my room. My sleeplessness made me queasy. The night extended on and on, and I grew more and more angry. I wondered what other people in the world were doing at that moment, making love or sleeping wrapped up next to their heart’s desire, unaffected by such terrible burdens. I only had my pillow. I hugged it for comfort and pretended I could feel Maihan snug beside me. We had made a truce since confessing our political allegiances to one another and determined that we could be on different sides, that we could navigate the crazy world we were living in and still love one another.

I didn’t know if I was hyperventilating or losing my mind. Feeling light-headed and weak, it grew violent, like a tonne of bricks crashing against my head from inside. The idea of giving up on life percolated into my thoughts. There were moments that night when I hit such rock bottom that it felt like I was drowning in an open sea. But then some sense came back to me as I negotiated ways to discount the possibility of suicide: If being a kuni was hell on earth, then taking my life would surely secure my final resting spot in the hell where I was doomed to spend eternity.

I stumbled out of bed and began rummaging through my closet, searching for a memento box I knew was inside. When I found it I opened the box and pulled from it a photo that was now a relic from an era that had slipped away. It had been taken when Faiz, Maihan and I were only seven, playing in the grass outside Maihan’s house in the Shash Darak district. Studying it, I felt my lips slowly curve into the faintest smile. Faiz was stood in the middle, always the centre of attention. I used to call him nokleh majles for always bringing joy to any social gathering. Maihan, the one beloved by everyone, stood to Faiz’s left. I stood on Faiz’s right. I remembered how we’d play in Maihan’s fruit garden, a little paradise overhung with apple, fig, peach, pear and plum trees. We’d pelt each other with gooseberries and wild hazelnuts from the bushes and rub purple carrots on our lips to turn them crimson. I recalled Faiz saying to me, ‘You’re my right-hand man, like a brother,’ and then grabbing a lock of my hair in one fist and putting a rubber band around it, and saying, ‘and also the sister I’ve never had.’

I held the cherished photo close to my heart, pressing it against my chest, as if to keep it alive.

Outside, the sky was turning pale as the morning light crept around the edges of the shutters. I felt relief, as if the night’s darkness was a prison I was escaping from. Still, I went to the bathroom and splashed some water in my face, hoping it might clear the fog from my mind for the day ahead. Then I put on my track pants and sweatshirt, and on my way out of the door Maadar called out from the kitchen, ‘Where are you going?’

‘I’m going for a jog, Maadar. I had a hard time sleeping. Why are you up so early?’

She yawned. ‘I’ve also stayed up all night—reading the Quran.’

‘I hope that gave you some comfort at least,’ I said.

Maadar nodded. ‘I will have some breakfast ready when you get back.’

Later, as the dusty trail winding through Timur Shahi Park zoomed beneath my feet as I jogged, I pondered the Manichean division of our world. But who stood for good or evil between the Marxist communists and the Islamic Mujahedeen? Like a grain of wheat between millstones, I hoped my family wouldn’t be ground to bits before the dust settled. For the sake of our safety, for the hope of a good life, I needed to devise a plan.

I ran with shallow breaths. The mild drizzle on what was already a muggy day ebbed at my stamina. I spotted a lonesome magpie perched on a rotting branch. I reached the narrow pathway along the Kabul River, and, looking into the dry riverbed, I thought about the whilom: when pious men performed the ritual of ghusl irtimasi by dunking their whole bodies in water and bathing themselves after having sex with their wives. As the drizzle stopped and the sun heaved itself up above the horizon, I saw something that reminded me of the world I had grown up in: merchants unrolling carpets and draping them upon the embankment walls on both sides of the sweeping meanders.

The haze cleared and a rainbow appeared in the sky over the river. A few feet away from the water, I found a stick in the dirt and rammed it into the wet ground, scribbling out the word ‘freedom’ in Dari. If I wanted to ‘pull my soaked gelim out of the water’, I had to persevere to get us out of harm’s way. I knew of only one place on this planet where Maadar, Benafsha and I could be truly free. I felt with every fibre of my being that getting to America was vital, not just to be with Maihan, but for our family’s survival. But I knew Maadar would never agree to leave Afghanistan as long as Baba was still in prison. I realized that if anyone had seen me write what I did, I’d surely have been castigated. This tiny act of revolt energized me, if only for a moment. Before I walked away, I blotted out the word, kicking my feet over the dirt. I had an eerie feeling someone was watching.
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I HAD MADE a bold and dangerous decision. On the wettest day of the year, when the heavens rained down squalls of hurtling sleet over the capital, Maihan and I snuck into the janitor’s closet at Lycée Esteqlal.

It had become our regular meeting place; it was dingy and dark, but its confines at least gave us refuge. We had found ourselves again trapped in the same gym class with the biggest scoundrels on campus. There had been a time before the war when I loved to pretend each morning that I was entering French soil and studying in a great academy of wisdom. Even Khanum Anisa and the school’s crumbling, dilapidated walls had been unable to shatter my impression of Lycée Esteqlal. But now the school’s atmosphere was tense and the threat of punishment terrifying. Uncouth pedagogues with stern faces replaced our former teachers, and they taught us communist propaganda by rote. It didn’t take long for my grades to slip under this defaced curriculum, and for the first time I was even failing a subject: calculus.

At school, people had heard about Baba’s arrest after I told Maihan and a few close friends, but I kept Maihan’s secret. No one besides me knew that Maihan’s baba was in the CIA. Publicly, the family vowed allegiance to the Parchami wing of the Marxist alliance, but even so, the war had beaten most down, even Maihan. Only the mean-spirited seemed to rise to the top. While in many ways I felt like I had always been hiding in a broom closet, Maihan was now here with me, and I couldn’t decide if I was happy or sad about that.

‘I’ve been thinking about a lot of things,’ I said, as I held on to the knob of the door so that no one would disturb us. ‘I want to work with you and the Americans.’

Maihan stared back at me with a gleam in his eyes. Soon they glittered, and his lips curved upwards, bright with excitement. ‘I’m telling you, in America everything will be different for us,’ he said, laying his hands on my shoulders. ‘I promise you that once we both end up in the West, I will spend the rest of my life with you.’

‘Is that what you want? To be with me forever?’

‘Of course it’s what I want,’ he whispered, his eyes hardening. I felt a lump forming in my throat as Maihan reached for me. We locked in an embrace, kissing each other hard on the mouth and leaning into one another. I was beginning to lift Maihan’s shirt out of his pants when suddenly we were disturbed by loud voices.

‘Kushads,’ they cursed us. Maihan and I both went silent. My stomach churned like it was on the verge of exploding.

‘We know you’re both in there,’ a boy barked. ‘Come out, or we’re coming in!’

‘Leave us alone!’ Maihan shouted.

‘How can we, when you’re the bitches we’re looking for?’ a boy said.

Before I could respond, someone turned the knob and yanked open the door. Light spilled in, and from it emerged the silhouettes of outstretched hands. They took us by the collar, by the throat, by the wrists and by the elbows, pulling us out. The outrage in their blank, copper eyes flashed in the forbidding light of the hallway. We were in real danger now. They hauled us out and spun us around like spindles, each rotation accompanied by punches, slaps and kicks, each boy grabbing and violating a different part of our bodies, all the while laughing hysterically like they’d all gone mad. Blinded by pain, I felt the world spinning beneath me. Then, two guys pinned me against the wall, wrenching my hair, and hoisted my pants up to my navel, crushing my balls. They kicked Maihan until he slipped over and tumbled to the ground. The attack grew into a roaring spectacle as the entire class of boys chimed in. This was a circus, and Maihan and I the entertainment.

Why was there no one to stand up for us? If Faiz had been there, surely he would have done something to fend them off.

‘Stop it. Please. Stop!’ I screeched, still spinning dizzily. One boy bellowed, ‘Izaks, izaks, izaks,’ insisting Maihan and I were hermaphrodites.

‘Let’s see if Kanishka and Maihan have both a penis and a pussy,’ Osman said.

Irfan roughhoused me, flinging himself into my shoulder and giving me whiplash.

A group of boys ripped off Maihan’s shirt.

‘No, please don’t,’ he shouted. ‘I swear by the Quran, I’m really a boy.’

‘A penis doesn’t make you or Kanishka any less kuni,’ Irfan said. ‘I bet you both want us to bang you.’

My limbs cracked as Maihan and I were tossed back and forth, each one of the boys jostling us diagonally across to the next. Looking down at me, Osman’s dark eyes narrowed viciously, but he smiled too. ‘This is what you get for longing for my dick!’

I was flung against the tiled bathroom walls, cracking my skull and nearly losing consciousness. A deep fog engulfed my brain even as the nasty taste of blood filled my mouth. A guy groped me and blurted, ‘Suck my cock!’

I heard Maihan yelling and pleading to someone, ‘Stop it, I like girls! You’re wrong!’

As they shoved me from one end of the room to the other, I stumbled and tripped.

‘Get on your knees and blow me. Now!’ I heard Irfan say.

‘You’ve misunderstood,’ I said.

‘Don’t lie,’ another boy said. He grabbed my tank top from inside my backpack, threw it on the floor and walked all over it. ‘We heard you two are lovers.’

‘You’re crazy!’ I yelled and shoved him aside. ‘Move out of my way!’ But another tormentor circled closer, trapping me.

In front of me, another boy pulled his pants down, revealing his flaccid penis. ‘Go on, be my bitch.’

I wished we could’ve fought them off—I knew Baba, with his black belt in kung fu, could have done it. But Maihan and I were outnumbered. It had been more than a year since we had wrestled, and just as long since Maihan had actively competed—and won against these malevolent boys—in football and cricket. Malnutrition and downtrodden spirits had further debilitated us. I crouched down to grab my backpack, preparing to run, but one guy stepped on the strap, and I nearly fell as my arm jerked back. Warm piss sprayed against my face and streamed down to my neck.

Maihan screamed, ‘Stop it, mercy, mercy! Let us go!’

The laughter grew louder and louder, echoing in my eardrums. One boy—I was never sure who—grabbed my hands and pinned them behind my back while another grabbed my testicles and squeezed them so hard that I felt it was going to crunch and rupture from all the pressure. I clenched my teeth to fight through the pain and tried to pry the boys’ hands off me. Seconds later, I dropped to my knees. I felt some relief in my groin. Osman suggested Maihan and I lick the urine from the floor.

I was afire from the humiliation and the physical pain. I would die, I thought. I closed my eyes, praying the ordeal would end. I felt my shorts being pulled down, then my underwear.

A whistle screeched and the hectoring came to an immediate stop. Feet shuffled as everyone scattered away from me. Maihan and I pulled up our shorts just as Vadim agha, our physical education trainer, arrived at the back of the locker room. ‘What’s going on here? You’re all late,’ he yelled. ‘I’ve been waiting for you in the gymnasium. And why does it reek like urine?’

‘It was Kanishka and Maihan,’ Irfan said. ‘It’s all their fault. Look at them.’

‘I don’t want to hear anything,’ Vadim agha said. ‘Everyone on to the field now.’

The others scrambled away. Rasping for breath, Maihan and I tried to straighten up under Vadim agha’s glare. I reached over to grab my urine-stained tank top.

‘You’re both an utter embarrassment,’ Vadim agha said once we were alone. ‘Do you have any idea what it takes to become a real man?’

Vadim agha’s bluntness brought all my buried feelings to the surface. Maybe he was right. Uncontrollable tears flooded my eyes. I said, ‘It’s not our fault. We didn’t do anything wrong. They attacked us.’

‘You have three minutes to clean up and get out there,’ Vadim agha warned. ‘This better not happen again. If you fail in sports, we’ll hold you back a year.’

I nodded, grabbed the strap of my backpack and slung it over my shoulders. As Maihan and I walked past Vadim agha, he said, ‘Wait a minute. What’s that on your back?’ He pulled off a note stuck on the flap of my rucksack. Flashing the note at us, he asked, ‘Who wrote this?’

I scanned the note. It read, ‘I love how Vadim fills up my tight asshole.’

Anger flared in Vadim agha’s flinty eyes. ‘Whoever wrote this is in trouble!’

I looked at him in earnest, saying, ‘I hope things are clear now.’

‘That’s enough,’ Vadim agha said. ‘One more mishap from one of you boys and we’ll notify all your parents.’

‘No! Please don’t,’ Maihan pleaded. ‘We’re the victims.’

‘What should we do?’ I asked.

‘Stay away from each other, and stop being a distraction,’ Vadim agha said. ‘Now get yourselves together and get out on the field.’

~

Later that day, at home, I cut the ends of a miswak, poured rose water into a Petri dish, and soaked the stick to soften the bristles’ ends and brushed my teeth. I went to my bedroom, put on my chapan khab and tucked myself into bed. Under a coverlet, I lay like a child would, safe and cocooned. But I didn’t feel comforted. I felt lost.

At some point, Maadar came in and with her healing hands patted some turmeric powder into my swollen bruises. Sensing my numbness, she burst into hushed sobs.

‘What’s the matter?’ I asked.

‘Look what they did to you,’ Maadar said.

‘They must hate me because they think I’m Maoist,’ I said. But I knew they really hated me more for being a kuni. But I couldn’t admit my heart’s desire to Maadar.

Maadar looked up at me. ‘Did your Baba say anything to you that you have kept from me?’

‘What do you mean?’ I asked, playing dumb.

‘I’m sure you would have told me. You never keep secrets from me.’

I couldn’t speak. The guilt I carried with me magnified my body’s pain. Maadar handed me a cup of water and left the room. I swallowed the pills and washed them down. As I did, I made a silent, secret pact with myself: One day, I’d be with Maihan forever. Only then could I be true to myself and reclaim my dignity.
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MAIHAN DIDN’T RETURN to school for the rest of the week, and I agonized wondering how he had fared. At dusk after school one day, I carried one of my pigeons and walked across town to get to Maihan’s house in Shash Darak. The neighbourhood looked shabbier than I remembered it.

‘Go on, fly up, Isfandiyar,’ I said, steering my only dove with a shimmering turquoise throat to charge towards the windowsill of Maihan’s room. Isfandiyar made a cooing sound upon landing, and Maihan came to the window, eyes widening, lips parting a little, before motioning at me to wait. I started back towards an almond tree and hid behind it. A few minutes later, Maihan emerged, the dusk light unable to paint its warmth over him.

‘Kanishka,’ he said.

I came out from behind the almond tree. ‘Maihan?’ He looked pale. I hugged him in the darkness, feeling his heartbeat steady like a grandfather clock.

‘It’ll be all right. We’ll get through this,’ he said, more to himself than to me. His words were cracked and uncertain.

‘Are you okay?’ I asked, pulling back to stare at him more intently.

‘I’ve had better days.’ Maihan took a sharp breath of the chilly air, the tense lines on his face deepening. ‘I’m tired of being harassed. Their pranks have gone too far.’ His deep, dark-set eyes were soft and wet, his large hands trembled a little. He went on, ‘When my parents saw my cuts and bruises, they called the school and found out what happened. We can’t let Irfan and Osman get away with it, Kanishka.’

‘But we have to move on,’ I said.

Maihan moved forward a step, as if to confront the situation more directly. ‘You know what would have happened to us if Vadim agha had not walked in?’ he asked, getting more furious as he finished his thought.

‘I know,’ I said softly.

Maihan clenched his fists and pinned back his shoulders, as if to reassert the pride and dominance that had leaked away from him at the hands of Irfan and Osman. ‘We must prove we’re real men,’ he protested. ‘Not pushovers.’

‘Don’t seek vengeance,’ I said, placing my hands on his shoulders while organizing my thoughts. ‘Remember, we have a life in America ahead of us.’

He paused and stood still. I shivered at the sudden flow of pinpricks poking at me. I couldn’t tell what Maihan was thinking, but he nodded in what I hoped was agreement, and slowly walked away from me and back inside his house.

~

As the dreary autumn unfolded before me, I spent most of my time sulking in my bedroom. The only change to our lives occurred in September 1979, when the handsome chairman of the Council of Ministers and second-in-command Hafizullah Amin seized power after Taraki had been detained and smothered to death with a pillow. I sat at my desk and felt a kind of wanderlust—a wish to travel back in time to simpler days. I looked outside at the boarded-up shop windows, the deserted streets, empty of the hubbub I once knew and loved. Everything and everyone seemed so much filthier and frostier. When I saw two boys rolling a bicycle tyre with a metal hook down the street, I cheered up a little, recalling the days when I felt safe and invincible. The days when Maihan, Faiz and I would retreat to the mud-walled fort in Taimani and push spoked wheels in cut-throat races along the edge of the dry moat.

Then, on 16 November 1979, President Amin, in an attempt to vindicate himself from all the bloodlust, released a partial list containing the names of 6000 of the 12,000 people slaughtered under Taraki’s watch. Maadar, Benafsha and I prepared ourselves emotionally as we rode the cross-town bus to the Shar-e Nau. If my eyes fell on Baba’s name in that haunting list, I didn’t know how I’d react.

I fell out of my spell when we approached our destination. The Ministry of Interior Affairs was a building of compressed earth blocks with a red communist flag that rose from the roof. It was a pretty day, a blue sky stippled with puffy clouds, but also a dark moment in my life. To confirm this fact, pandemonium had broken out along Shah Rara Road where swarms of frenzied demonstrators overran it, demanding justice for their dead and missing. We left the bus and made our way to some desks. The people here directed us to a line which snaked out of a compound. We waited in this line for hours until we reached the nearly one hundred pages containing the list of names and charges that overspread several metres of the building’s walls. We had to fend off people trying to cut in line. When we finally reached the list, Maadar and I scrolled up and down from opposite ends, while Benafsha started in the middle. My heart started thumping. Searching for something that you did not want to find felt strange and surreal.

As I passed my fingers up and down the rows of names, I could feel the rough texture of the walls. Hordes of people, many of them wailing, almost all of them ashen, scanned the unordered handwritten names. Almost every second, a new scream pierced the air. Others didn’t scream, they just turned stone-cold in a suspended state of disbelief. Some banged their heads against the walls or beat themselves hysterically.

If we found Baba’s name, we would have to accept his untimely fate. Yet, if we found no trace of him, even more uncertainty would lie ahead. Could Baba still be alive? Maybe the Soviets banished him to Siberia to work as a guard or labourer. Either way, happiness was far off and I knew that I’d be wallowing in pity for myself and my family.

Sweeping my fingers over hundreds of names, I came across some I recognized: names of RGPA central committee members, like Mohammad Dawood, Mohammad Mohsin and others. Suddenly, a surge in the crowd—moving like a tidal wave—crashed against the front, jolting me forward against the wall. My head took the impact of it. The blow blurred my vision. Instinctively, I threw a hand up to my head and rubbed it hard, then used my hips to push back the people pressed up against me. When I looked up at the list again, not sure where I’d left off, I froze. There it was: Ghafoor Nurzada—Baba’s name in looping, left-leaning script.

I screamed. I think my mind shut down all my pain sensors. For a surreal instant, I disconnected from everything surrounding me. When I switched back on, the comprehension of Baba’s non-existence seared into my brain and heart.

Then I bellowed at Benafsha, still separated from me by layers of people. When she heard me, tears spilled uncontrollably down her face. ‘Tell Maadar to come here!’ I yelled at her, dabbing my bleary, itching eyes with my fingers.

She found Maadar in the crowd. Hand in hand, they hurled themselves against the erratic crowd and towards me.

‘You found your Baba’s name,’ Maadar said, her skin bunching around her beautiful eyes.

I nodded.

Maadar looked pale and stunned, then she erupted, yelling at everything and nothing, at the realization that Baba was no longer in her world. Benafsha cried uncontrollably too. I covered my face with my hands and wept quietly. Around us, others jostled for space. Gently, I wrapped my arm around Maadar and tried to lead her away, but she shook her head. I didn’t want her to see what they had listed as the charge against Baba.

‘Let’s go,’ I said. ‘Why should we stay here?’

‘Hold on,’ Maadar said. ‘I want to make sure.’ She was in denial, or perhaps she had an inkling that I had kept a secret from her. I could sense that she still held on to hope. She looked on the wall and found Baba’s name. She read aloud, ‘Ghafoor Nurzada,’ and after his name, ‘Fayzabad, Badakhshan,’ his place of birth. There was no doubt. Baba’s name was uncommon, and his home town was small, even though it was a provincial capital. It was definitely him. And he was dead. His alleged crime? ‘Maoist.’

‘That’s incorrect.’ Maadar’s face reddened and wrinkled. ‘This is a false accusation. He played no part in Bala Hissar!’

I wished I could have spared her the truth. Others brushed us aside to reach the victims’ list. Maadar approached the area in front of the ministry sealed off with ropes and sentineled with policemen in armoured vests. She tightened her right hand into a fist. ‘My husband was innocent. He was not a Party man.’

The soldiers did not respond.

‘Explain!’ But the chorale of angry protestors across the street jeering at the police drowned out Maadar’s rant. In raspy voices, they shouted, ‘Where are the bodies of our dead?’ ‘You ruthless criminals!’ ‘You’re assassins!’

With the protest clamouring out of control, the police fired bullets in the air. The crowd dispersed, causing a stampede.

‘Calm down,’ I urged Maadar. ‘We’re going to get arrested.’

‘Let’s leave,’ Benafsha said. ‘I’m scared.’

In the ensuing chaos, Maadar ran out into the street. As she neared the picketers at the centre divider, a vehicle travelling at low speed hit her and she yelled, ‘Wai, wai.’ Benafsha and I screamed. At first, Maadar stood her ground but then, a few seconds later, she crumpled onto the tarmac, numb with grief. She sat there, holding her injured leg, and resumed cursing Baba’s killers, shouting, ‘I hope your lives are destroyed! May your families die.’

Benafsha pleaded with Maadar, ‘Please stop. You’re going to get killed.’

The cars that sped by honked their horns and harassed Maadar with despicable curses and threats. Cleaving a path through traffic, Benafsha and I ran to the centre divider, lifted Maadar up by her arms, and rushed her to the bus stop. Our hope of ever seeing Baba alive again, or of burying him with the ritual he deserved, had been snuffed out like a flame.

~

I lost count of how much time passed thereafter.

At home, I slunk into bed to recover from the day, avoiding Maadar and Benafsha, who grieved in their own ways. I slept fitfully, waking to a hallucination that a djinn was on top of me. I felt numb and motionless, like I was chained to the bed, until I sensed I awoke and realized that it was dinnertime. I jerked to a sitting position and went to the kitchen to find Maadar kneading and slapping dough.

‘Have some dinner. I made eshkanah soup.’ Her voice cracked and streaks of mascara covered her face.

All we could eat now was qurooti bread pudding or a soup Maadar made with dried apricots, caramelized onions and fluffy naan soaked in ribbons of soft-poached eggs. This was the signature staple Maadar served as an antidote to arthritis, asthma, constipation, diabetes and stroke. But I missed the multiple selections of meat and starches—potato, rice and bread—that we used to have on the dastarkhan.

‘I have no appetite,’ I told her.

‘Let me tell you some good news,’ she said, trying to appear detached from the situation. ‘I received a letter from Zaki jaan. They are in California now.’

‘So that’s where they went,’ I said angrily. ‘What did Zaki jaan say?’

‘They promised they’d help us if we could get to America.’’

‘They wrote that in the letter?’ I asked. ‘Don’t they know better than to put our lives in danger? What if the government opened and read it?’

Maadar reached over to the counter and handed me the letter. It read:


Salaam Parasto,




I am writing this letter to express my deepest condolences for the passing of my beloved brother-in-law. I’ve been heartbroken and saddened since the word first reached me that Ghafoor was arrested.

It brought up the wounds I suffered and I know how hard it is to lose the love of your life. You helped me get through my pain and it hurts me that I cannot be there for you. I can never forget all the good deeds after Eliana passed away. You have always been like a maadar for Faiz. You have shown how an aunt is the next closest thing. You have always been there for me too. I want to pay you back. Please excuse me for not saying goodbye. I trusted you and I am embarrassed about how we abruptly escaped without telling anyone. But I want to repay you now. If you plan to come to the United States, I will do everything in my power to support you, Kanishka and Benafsha to start a better life. We are living in southern California now. Please save my address and telephone number and get in touch with me whenever you wish. Khouda negardan.



Jealousy filled me when I realized Faiz had already reached my dreamland and I hadn’t.

‘What do you think?’ Maadar asked.

‘That’s nice,’ I said half-heartedly. ‘How the hell do we get there? I’m surprised they even remembered us, let alone bothered to write.’ With feelings of anger rushing through me, I said, ‘We would be shaming Baba by going to America.’

‘You must wish them well, no matter what,’ Maadar said.

But I couldn’t bring myself to do that. Baba was dead and we had no friends in Kabul who could help us go abroad. Our past had been dissolved. After my chance to join the CIA with Maihan had fallen through, our future looked bleak and I felt demoralized.

~

We hosted a wake in our house in honour of Baba. At first, we thought no one would attend out of fear of being seen at the wake of someone accused of Maoism. But many people did attend, including Maadar’s colleagues from the granary silo, friends and neighbours she’d grown up with in Chindawul, some of the old employees from Marco Polo Rugs, and the families of Benafsha’s friends. Lamba and her parents’ attendance came out of the blue. Seeing Lamba in my living room, I kept thinking about our date on Charshanbe Suri from two years before. I was relieved to see Maihan and his baba, but it was now a listless version of them. Maihan was sweet to Benafsha. Despite being royalists, Maadar and Rahim jaan said some comforting words about Baba.

After the prayer, Maihan and I spoke very briefly in the kitchen when he placed his empty plate in the sink and I retrieved his jacket from the closet. I helped him put it on when they were leaving. I went to my room and grabbed the note I had written the day before. It put me at ease to see Maihan now that he was back at school. So on his way out, when others were distracted saying goodbye, I slipped a letter from my back pocket into his jacket pocket, instructing him to read it when he was alone. I wanted to say more, but I couldn’t now. I hardly knew how I would go on.

Maadar, Benafsha and I mourned for the next three days in accordance with Islamic practice and adhered to the Afghan custom of keeping vigil for a total of forty days. In abeyance mode, Benafsha and Maadar covered their silken hair with mourning veils that they draped over their shoulders. I grew out a patchy beard. Every Thursday night, Maadar traded off among Baba’s three favourite stew dishes—rhubarb, spinach and turnip—with sticky rice.

Grudgingly, I invited Mullah Naqib and his chalee disciples for a khatim, to read the Quran from start to end. Naqib angered me when he insisted I trust Allah and that Baba’s death was part of the divine plan. ‘This life is an examination,’ Naqib said, pulling me aside. ‘The endeavours you pursue on Earth will determine your fate in the afterlife.’ I resented his words but continued on with the rituals to demonstrate my love for Baba and to distract me from his absence. My favourite ritual came on Fridays when Benafsha and I headed for Pul-e Khishti mosque and handed out paratha flatbread stuffed with sooji halwa after the congregational prayer. Baba had taken me to the same mosque to pray from time to time.

~

One afternoon, I went to our cramped kitchen and nearly passed out from the acrid stench of ammonia. Under a flickering fluorescent light, I found Maadar, in her plain clothes, on her knees mopping the same spot in the interior of our warped stove over and over, her mind elsewhere. Since Baba’s arrest, Maadar’s way of handling her grief had been to wage an unrelenting battle against mildew. When I caught her scouring the bamboo plants with pine disinfectant one day, I comprehended the degree of her trouble. Her coping mechanism had eventually dried out all our houseplants.

‘Why do you look so nervous?’ Maadar asked.

‘Watching you makes me worried,’ I said.

I left the kitchen and went to the side terrace. A red Pontiac Grand Prix coupe pulled into our neighborhood and parked on the street. My heart fluttered. Maihan’s mother was one of the only people in Kabul I knew who owned this type of car. There could be no mistaking it. But something didn’t feel right seeing her in our neighbourhood.

Sure enough, Shameem stepped out. She strode in high heels and a wool Chanel suit the colour of indigo, which showcased the precious stones and raw-metal accessories she had somehow been able to keep in her possession despite the current regime.

A series of moderate but insistent knocks hammered on our apartment door. Maadar answered.

Outside my bedroom, I hid behind a partition and peeked out. I saw a hand reach forward: ‘Salaam, Parasto jaan.’ Shameem’s words fell from her mouth like rose petals. But beneath her smooth veneer, I knew she was a puffed-up viper with sanctimonious vanity. She held her head up high as if she was a dynastic ruler. It was rumoured that Shameem had inherited her British colouring and height from her Anglo-Saxon grandmother. There is a tale that suggests that one of the concessions the British made to Afghanistan after the third defeat was to provide each male member of the Afghan royal family with a British woman to occupy their harem. Ever since, the conspiracy theory of British deception, diversion and division disguised as diplomacy had been ingrained in the Afghan tapestry. It was thought that long before their baby devil Pakistan was born, the Brits had conjured up plans to plant MI6 spies to keep Afghanistan in line for future clandestine operations.

‘Salaam. What a nice surprise, Shameem. It’s been a long time since we last saw you. It was very nice that Rahim jaan and Maihan came over to pay their respects to my husband. Maihan is such a sweet boy,’ Maadar said in greeting. ‘What brings you here?’

Exuding a priggish aura with her shoulder-length, flat-ironed hair, Shameem replied, ‘I’m here to talk about a serious matter.’ Swiftly, the trail of her marigold perfume drifted into our apartment.

Without waiting to be invited, Shameem barged in. Tilting her head, she scanned our home, her face taking on a sneer of disapproval that implied it did not meet with her standards.

‘I’m furious,’ she began.

‘Why is that?’ Maadar wagged the palm of her hands.

‘It’s regarding your dishonourable son,’ Shameem said in a high-pitched, grating voice. ‘He should be ashamed—although I can see we can’t expect much from you people.’

‘I know my son,’ Maadar said, tightening her lips. ‘He’s very sensitive and cares for everyone. What can he have done?’

‘I hate perverts. Our family is purebred.’

‘If he’s done something shameful, I’ll discipline him.’

‘Discipline?’ Shameem’s waxed brows rose. ‘Even animals don’t do . . .’ She let the thought trail off suggestively.

I knew Maadar faced a dilemma. Afghaniyat dictated that she be deferential to the upper-class gentlewoman before her. But her spine straightened sharply as she said, ‘What are you insinuating?’

‘Don’t you know? Kanishka has been pursuing my Maihan.’

Maadar protested, stuck her palm out and tittered dismissively. ‘They’re just friends. They have been since they were little. What’s wrong with that?’

‘I thought only those dirty old men from Kandahar, Kunar and Kunduz preyed on boys. I never imagined a Kabuli boy would be a kuni!’

Maadar’s voice rose by a degree. ‘Let’s be polite, please.’ It was strange to hear Maadar, who’d only graduated high school, teaching Shameem how to conduct herself. ‘We have proper words in Dari for this,’ she insisted and then went on to explain hamjens baz versus hamjens gera. ‘There is an important difference between one who prefers playing with the same gender and someone who is attracted to the same sex.’

Shameem’s eyes widened with insincere shock. ‘Don’t teach me your bastardized Iranian literature,’ she declared. ‘This is Afghanistan, and in my land, in Dari and in Pashto, there is only one word to describe this perversion: kuni-ha. That’s it!’

‘Where is your proof?’

‘My housemaid found his love letter in Maihan’s pocket. Thank goodness she’s illiterate, otherwise our good family name would have been ruined.’

‘A love letter?’ Maadar contended. ‘But they’re just boys. Even Rumi wrote love poems for Shams. Why are you so allergic to love?’

‘Rumi and Shams were kuni too,’ Shameem said, then opened her crocodile tote and took out a crumpled piece of paper. ‘Read this!’

My entire body became drenched in sweat. Maadar smoothed out the paper and read the note. During the minute of silence as she did, the words I had written ran through my mind.


To the love of my life, Maihan,




It pains me that we are not close now that our country is not safe any more. Since my Baba was taken away, Maadar and Benafsha cry incessantly almost every night, and I try to be strong as I’m the man of the house now. I’m worried about you and your family.

I miss the days of peace, the times we spent together. I never will forget the day we fasted for Ramadan, the day you fainted and fell into my arms. I told you that my gentle touch would heal you like the shaman heals with his prayers. Holding you in my arms felt good. It was like a fairytale; like we were married. Only in my mind, I knew it was real.

Since the night we first kissed, my life has changed forever. I hope that life goes back to normal, that peace returns, and that our homeland will be safe again.

And I hope that one day you and I will stand together, Allah willing, as passionate lovers in Monte Carlo Newport Beach, the city made for a true prince like you.



Maadar frowned as she read. I felt so humiliated. My secret had been shared. I should have written in better code. I thought I was being careful. I suppose after losing all that I already had, I didn’t fathom that writing a letter to Maihan would come to this. But now I was horrified. If this letter got circulated, I’d certainly be labelled a kuni, even outside Lycée Esteqlal. I couldn’t expect Maadar to defend me. Shameem didn’t give her a chance to speak, anyway. She snatched back the paper and said, ‘My son’s future marriage is assured. I will not allow your family to drag him down to your level. This is your final warning: Control that animal of yours. Keep him away from my boy.’

The consequences frightened me, but I couldn’t help but wonder who they had paired Maihan with. Not that it mattered. I knew Maihan and I were meant for each other.

‘I’m sorry,’ Maadar said, shaking her head erratically. ‘I’ll take care of this. Please, stay for chai and cake and let’s—’

‘That won’t be necessary,’ Shameem said as she whisked herself out of the apartment.

I slunk back into my bedroom, thoroughly ashamed. It was true what Shameem had said. I was an animal—self-serving and recklessly jeopardizing my family’s position.

When Maadar entered, I covered my face with my hands. Imagining her disgust and disappointment, I shrank in on myself, waiting for the lash of her tongue. When I looked up, I found Maadar scrutinizing me with a reproachful look. I jumped in before she could utter a word. ‘I heard the conversation. Let me explain.’

Maadar waved a hand through the air and cut me off. She rested her palm on my back and said, ‘Shameem won’t incriminate her own son. I’m sure she’ll stay quiet. But I don’t want you to see or write to Maihan again. Even if you see him at school, turn the other away. Erase him from your memory and never think about him again. You must promise me you will do this.’

I tried to object. ‘Maadar, you don’t understand. Please let me explain.’

She groaned. ‘I’ve heard enough. One day, you’ll have children, and then you will understand. You’re the only hope now to carry on your Baba’s name.’ With a stern look, she gave me an ultimatum and said, ‘Your Baba was taken away for not following the rules. Don’t give them reason to come after you.’

While Maadar didn’t berate me as a kuni, she clearly didn’t accept me for who I truly was either. That was enough of a signal to me that I had to keep it a secret from her too. I looked up at her and said, ‘I don’t want that either. I think we should take up Zaki jaan on his offer to get to America. We should make a plan to leave Kabul. See who can get us out of here with the money we have left.’

‘We need to contact smugglers,’ Maadar said. ‘Your Baba hated America but he loved us so much he’d never want us to be in harm’s way.’

‘Did you know Baba was still a Maoist?’ I asked.

She fell silent and looked away, walking over to the window. She stood gazing out of it for a few seconds, her arms folded tightly and shivering slightly in the cold. ‘I had turned a blind eye for years out of respect, as wives do,’ she said. ‘But I knew in my heart what he was doing.’

Maadar’s head bowed and she fell silent again, rubbing her arms. So she did know after all. I should have guessed. They were lovers. They knew each other better than anyone else. Who was I to think that I knew a secret of Baba’s that Maadar did not? For was love and intellect not inscribed as plainly across her heart as it was on mine? Could I ever expect Maihan to keep a secret like that from me? Surely I would sense it. This was a lesson to me: that two people so in love are so intrinsically connected that they know things that conscious laws do not allow. It is something invisible and effortless, something pure. It made me realize that I was still not ready to step into Baba’s shoes, to be the man of the house.

Confirming this, Maadar soon turned and straightened her spine, her eyes narrowing intently on me. ‘Now it’s time to put family before politics,’ she began confidently. ‘If America is a safe place, I don’t care where it falls politically. My family is more important than anything.’

‘What do you mean, Maadar?’ I asked.

‘I mean that we are leaving Afghanistan. We are leaving for America.’
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AS CHRISTMAS WAS celebrated elsewhere, in Kabul I longed for Maihan—wishing that I could throw myself into his arms and kiss him under the protective gaze of a cheshm nazar amulet. That night, all I heard was the steady drone of aircraft circling overhead while I drifted between that trippy state of wakefulness and sleep.

When daybreak came, Kabul stood in a dance of swirling snowflakes. Light-armoured reconnaissance vehicles rolled up and down the streets, while Red Army soldiers with motorized rifle troops patrolled the sidewalks, staring at everyone with their hard, white faces. They were stationed at key intersections and public monuments. Kabul had changed forever. Maadar was right, we had to leave. I had to get my family out of Afghanistan once and for all. Suddenly, the romantic visions of freedom, of frolicking with Maihan on sandy beaches filled with butterflies no longer preoccupied me. My family’s life was in danger. Would my fate end up like President Amin—whom the Soviets assassinated four days after their takeover when they infiltrated Darul Aman Palace and found him cowering behind a bar? I hated to leave Maihan behind, but after Shameem’s visit, I was effectively imprisoned and we could no longer see each other.

The Soviets had installed Babrak Karmal, the square-faced, large-nosed Parcham demagogue, as the new ruler of our nation. Within days of President Karmal’s reign, the lines for black bread and Vologda butter grew longer—by the time we reached inside the store, the shelves had nothing but leftovers.

Weeks after Shameem’s visit, I told Maadar and Benafsha that I would find a way to get us out of Afghanistan. Thereafter, Maadar quietly sold our heirlooms, like the Chobran diamond-design rug that my great-grandfather bequeathed to Baba, and her sentimental gowns from her nuptial ceremonies: lavs dadan, the engagement party, paiwazi, the day wedding, henna night, wedding reception and takht jamee. Benafsha re-gifted her Shah Koko tribal dolls that our deceased grandmother had stitched for her.

My first stop on the way to freedom was the Hindu hawala traders at the Sarai Shahzada. I was sure they’d know since they were the first place people went to wire their money overseas and flee the country. From there, I received a tip to seek the help of a man named Toofan Khan. I walked a few blocks and then climbed up several storeys of a rundown tenement-style apartment that gave me the vibe of a drug den. The door opened a crack to a gloomy hallway. I introduced myself to a man with an ashen face and explained my situation. With no salutation, he responded, ‘I can’t help you.’

‘But are you Toofan Khan?’

He studied my face and posture and replied, ‘It depends.’

‘Please let me have a few minutes of your time. We have money.’

He flung the door open and I went in. ‘How much money do you have?’

‘We don’t have a whole lot.’

‘Can you pay upfront?’ Toofan Khan asked.

‘Yes. I can give you the emergency savings my Baba left for us,’ I said.

That seemed to somewhat mollify him.

‘Can you elaborate on our passage? The route you plan to take us,’ I asked.

‘We can’t go into details,’ the man replied, his froggy eyes growing even larger. ‘We’ll take you to Pakistan.’

‘What about our asylum case to America?’ I asked with jitteriness.

‘Give me the right to lease your house and we’ll get you to America.’

Toofan Khan told us to be prepared to leave at a moment’s notice. Several days later, I returned to Toofan Khan’s house and knocked and knocked on the door, but there was no answer. I turned to leave. And as I exited the building, Toofan Khan returned home.

‘There you are,’ I said. ‘I’ve been waiting for you.’

He seemed a little put out, uncertain, his eyes darting around. Eventually, he said, ‘Do you have the money and the contract?’

‘Yes.’ I gave him an envelope with a contract and a stash of bills. He opened the letter and skimmed the document that handed over the lease of our home to him and pocketed the money without hesitation.

‘Don’t you want to count it?’

‘No.’

‘But don’t you want to check if it’s the right amount?’

‘If it’s not, then we won’t take you.’

‘So when will you take us?’

‘Be ready tonight at six o’clock.’

‘That’s not enough time. My family needs time to get ready.’

‘You can’t bring too much. It’s going to be a long journey. We’re going through dangerous terrain. I have to get going now.’

I had more questions but Toofan Khan gave me no chance to speak, and as desperate as we were to get out of Afghanistan, I wasn’t going to upset him, especially since he now possessed my family’s life savings. I left the scene in a manic rush, thinking about what to take with me and how the entire world that my parents created for me would be reduced to a single bag at most.

‘Do you have an update from Toofan Khan?’ Maadar asked as I arrived home.

‘The bus is leaving at six o’clock from Char Chatta.’

‘We better get ready,’ Maadar said. Maadar, Benafsha and I washed ourselves quickly as the time for our departure with Toofan Khan was fast approaching. I got dressed and put a comb, nail clippers, toothbrush and what was left of a velvet musk scent in a pocket-size bag. I then sifted through my memento box and cherry-picked photos—one when I was a baby, one with Baba, one with Faiz, and one of the perfect lovers’ photos of Maihan and me taken at Rona’s Photography House—and put them in the side pocket of my jeans.

Before we left the house, I climbed to the rooftop and released the door from the homing cage. I thought about my past glory and spoke to the darkness, reciting some lines from Rumi with bitter tears:


I constructed a pigeon house for the pigeons of the soul.

Oh bird of my soul, fly away now. For I possess a hundred fortified towers.



A storm of weeping then overwhelmed me as I released my pigeons, saying goodbye to them forever. I grabbed Isfandiyar and kissed him and told him, ‘You are the messenger of life. You are the carrier of harmony for lovers—now and forever.’ Memories of my budding romance that failed to reach full bloom popped into my mind as I looked out over Kabul one last time. I sank into a mood of sad contemplation, bidding farewell to everything my family and my ancestors had sacrificed their lives for. I went downstairs to regroup with Maadar and Benafsha. Empty-handed, we vacated our home, like fallen saw-edged leaves set asunder.
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HEAVY WITH COMMINGLING and disparate feelings of grief, hope and shock, we skittered several blocks as quickly and quietly as foxes to Char Chatta Bazaar to find Toofan Khan standing next to the door of a parked commercial bus. He let us pass through and we clambered aboard the bus, which was almost full. As I stepped into it, about twenty passengers, all dressed simply—and reeking of manure, mould and rancid oils—stared back at me, their faces grey and ghostly. We attempted to find seats where we could sit together, but the bus was quite full, and so Benafsha took a space towards the front, while Maadar and I fell into seats on opposite sides of the aisle towards the rear.

‘Stay put in your spots,’ the driver said to us, politely but firmly. ‘We will be going through multiple checkpoints. If someone asks you questions, stay quiet so we can keep our story straight.’ Toofan Khan boarded the bus and handed each of us a sack of dried figs and dates, then shut the door and gunned the motor. With the throaty sound of the engine and a soft thud of the chair came the realization I was leaving Kabul—my city—behind, maybe forever.

My heart was sad, but we anticipated a new beginning.

As we passed Pul-e Charkhi, a shabbily dressed farmer sitting near the front implored the driver, ‘Stop. It’s nearly prayer time.’

The driver growled, ‘We will pull over once we get to a safe place.’

We drove past ploughed clover, potato and wheat fields that segued into groves of almond trees covered with swarms of honeybees. An expanse of cascading hills and grazing cows completed the idyllic picture. It felt good to be out of the city, and for a moment I let my mind wander and pretended we were simply going on a family road trip.

Then we approached the Tanghi-e-Gharu tunnel, where convoys of lorries and fleets of trucks screeched downward on slippery hairpin curves along the impenetrable mountainside. When we passed through the gorge at Mahi Par, the bus jolted us around, falling in and bouncing out of potholes. The thoroughfare was narrow, unpaved and rocky, and continuously winding. The reckless vibration of the bus caused a man sitting across the aisle from us to retch three times before vomiting on the floor. The stench quickly took over the bus.

I felt dizzy when I looked out of the window, my eyes travelling over the edge and down hundreds of feet into the gorge below. At the bottom, wedged in a ravine beneath a tangle of roots and vegetation, I spotted a truck jackknifed sideways that no one had bothered to tow away. I shut my eyes to quell my dizziness and the weakness in my legs and knees.

When we neared the bottom of the gorge, the same farmer demanded, ‘Stop the bus. We need to pray.’ Other devout passengers joined him in calling for them to stop the bus, some cursing Toofan Khan.

‘We are stopping soon,’ the driver said in a bid to placate the faithful.

A few minutes later, the driver pulled over immediately and all the adult passengers alighted. Noticing that I was still on board with Benafsha and the other children, one of the praying men said, ‘Shame on you!’ I ached to tell him how I really felt, wondering how anyone could possibly believe in God in a place like this, where so much suffering had been brought to so many for the chance to rule a country of little wealth and power. But I knew if I said that, I could end up killed for insulting his faith and outing myself as an apostate.

I bit my tongue and offered an excuse. ‘I haven’t made ablutions,’ I said. ‘And besides, travellers are exempted from praying. Didn’t you learn that?’

‘You are an insult to Islam,’ he said, spitting in my face before stepping off the bus. I wiped his saliva with my hands. I seethed inside but I swallowed my pride and said absolutely nothing. I watched him line up with a procession of men who had laid out their neckerchiefs to pray on. Even the two smugglers prayed. Several feet behind the men, the women, including Maadar, and next to her Benafsha, had lined up too. They stood tall, reciting ‘Allahu Akbar’ with hands open on either side of the face and began the ritual body movements—bowing, kneeling, prostrating and sitting—as a demonstration of their piety and submission to God. As a final step, they turned their face to the right, saying ‘Assalamu alaikum wa rahmatullah’, and then to the left, repeating the same words. After they finished, everyone returned to their seats and the driver continued on our route.

We reached the shrinking green oasis of Surobi. Afterwards, we passed a village where I saw a farmer use a team of oxen to plough a lush green paddy field with rice. Then came a barren desert plateau covered over with miles of sparkling rock and sand. It felt like we had stepped back in time to the country’s medieval era, when hamlets scattered with terracotta-coloured adobe houses, framed by thick paksa walls of mud that had been mixed with hay and compressed, stood amid fawn-coloured hills that had remained untouched by civilization. We passed by the riddled ruins of monasteries and temples that seemed to carry echoes of the hymns of yore, from a bygone epoch that had been purged from history. When we reached the vicinity of Jalalabad, shelled-out cars and tanks that seemed to have been victims of bombs and spent ammunition rounds littered the landscape as we passed through a once-thriving qishlak near the Daronta Dam that looked like a ghost town.

Along the way, we drove through multiple checkpoints and watched our smugglers handing rolls of cash to the Mujahedeen guerillas whose bullet-studded bandoliers shimmered in the light across their shoulders. Satisfied with their bribes, these men waved us through. When we reached the last checkpoint before entering Jalalabad proper, an Afghan security force working for Karmal’s regime raised a palm and gestured for the bus to pull over. One of the Afghan officers argued with our driver; I could hear snippets through my open window. Then another officer came on board the bus, brandishing his machine gun, his sweeping eyes scrutinizing every passenger. In a gruff voice, he demanded that we show identification. When no one moved, he snarled and threatened to arrest us all. Toofan Khan barked something back in a sequence of harsh words, but they stood too far away for me to make out their words.

The patrol guard pointed to Maadar, Benafsha and me, still separated inside the bus, and asked Toofan Khan, ‘If they’re all going to the same wedding, how come those three are dressed more fashionably than the rest?’ Our clothes were more urbane and communist-like than the traditional village clothing of the rest of the passengers on board.

Toofan Khan mumbled some words that sounded like gibberish from where I was seated. The guard asked Toofan Khan to step off the bus and they both walked into the office, twenty yards away. Through the window, I saw the Afghan guard talking on the phone. I trembled in my seat, worried that we would be sent back to Kabul or killed. Minutes later, when the guard was off the phone, a scrimmage broke out. The guard flapped his hands and jeered at Toofan Khan, who yelled right back. The caterwauling ordeal went on for ten minutes, then I saw Toofan Khan come back on to the bus with a smug look on his face. The driver started the engine and we rattled past the checkpoint.

We entered a thoroughfare into Jalalabad and found a city much altered since my childhood, when we had visited many times on holiday. Empty, dilapidated stalls replaced the rows of vendors selling bundles of sugarcane stalks and jute sacks with blocks of jaggery. I dredged up the dry, puckering mouth feel of kiwis, quinces and persimmons and the variety of citruses in the markets: bitter oranges, blood oranges, grapefruits, kumquats, loquats, mandarins, nectarines, rough lemons and tangerines.

We drove past the city centre, and I remembered the languor of many gorgeous afternoons when we would picnic underneath date palms and eucalyptus trees, eating chapli kebab burgers. The terraces of formerly well-tended gardens and shady glens surrounding the riverside estates had lost their lustre. The fountains and ponds had dried out too.

We left the city’s perimeter and approached another checkpoint right outside Jalalabad. The bus was travelling at a normal speed when a checkpoint guard signalled at us to stop. The guard approached the bus and spoke with the driver, who had opened his window.

The guard asked, ‘Where are you going?’

‘We’re going to a wedding,’ Toofan Khan replied.

‘At this time of the night? The curfew is approaching.’

‘The wedding is in Basawul,’ Toofan Khan said. ‘We’ll be there in half an hour.’

The guard eyeballed inside the bus, took a headcount, and then granted permission for us to pass.

About twenty minutes later, the bus stopped again in the middle of nowhere and Toofan Khan asked us to step off. We stretched our legs and relieved ourselves in the bushes, while Toofan Khan stepped a few yards away from the bus on the other side and smoked some form of cannabis that reminded me of the stink of charsies and hippies in the smoking lounges of Kabul’s specialty coffee shops. When our shabby group of refugees reconvened, there was a new vehicle waiting for us: a freight lorry this time.

Toofan Khan instructed us to line up in the back of a lorry-load stockpiled with a tall pile of timber. They looked at us all with a fierce urgency in their eyes. ‘Do not make any noise under any circumstance. We’re an hour away from the border crossing. Once we reach a safe spot in Pakistan, we will let everyone out.’

Then Toofan Khan got on to the ground and removed a wooden panel. One by one, each of us refugees crawled underneath the lorry, slid into the hidden box built in the space between the axles and tyres, wedged ourselves inside, and shoehorned as stowaway cargo. It was cramped, stuffy, scary and tight, but we had no choice: This was the price we had to pay. After we were jam-packed, Toofan Khan encased us by nailing a board over the box’s opening so no one would suspect anything from outside. Inside the box, it turned pitch dark.

As the bus moved, it became harder to breathe. I could hear Maadar, Benafsha and another woman near me whispering their prayers. Each time we reached a bump in the road, our heads would bounce and hit the bottom of the box. I held Benafsha’s hand tightly where she lay between me and Maadar. We held our breath and hoped for the best. After a while, one man started hyperventilating. He screamed and yelled and banged his hand on the box, calling out to Toofan Khan for help. Another person near him hissed at him to shush, since we assumed our near approach to the Torkham border crossing. Thankfully, the man eased a little after that.

I lost track of time but assumed we had reached the border, when the vehicle suddenly screeched to a halt. Everyone froze. Outside, I heard a man shouting in Urdu. I knew for sure we had reached the Pakistani border.

Toofan Khan must have persuaded the border patrol that our truck was legitimate because I heard the rumble of the engine as we started off. We stopped again sometime later, and the driver removed the panel and said, ‘Welcome to Landi Kotal, Pakistan.’

One by one, we clawed our way out. Towards the back of the box, one man screamed at another, saying, ‘Slide out, move, move.’ But nothing happened. Toofan Khan crawled into the box and pulled out a limp, lifeless body, enabling the other refugees to exit. When the dead man’s family started crying, Toofan Khan became hot-tempered. He yelled, ‘This is not a vacation trip!’ Gesturing with his hand, Toofan Khan pointed us towards an empty lot.

Notwithstanding the tragic death among us, Maadar, Benafsha and I didn’t object to our circumstances, as some other refugees did. We considered ourselves free now that our feet had reached Pakistani soil and were ready to start a new chapter in our lives. We smoothed out our clothes and walked tall, feeling that we had put all that we had already endured behind us.

The truck, loaded now with only timber and a corpse, sped away, despite the pleading screams of the family. A few minutes later, a new bus showed up, a typical Pakistani jingle truck bedecked with flashy colours, ornaments and pom-poms. The driver and Toofan Khan, who had stayed behind from the previous truck, ordered us to climb aboard the half-full bus. Benafsha and I sat next to each other, while Maadar sat across from us in the same row, beside a woman swaddling a baby tightly in her lap. I assumed that everyone, including these new people, were Afghan by the way they looked and talked. Toofan Khan handed everyone a water bottle and announced, ‘You’ll be fed a meal once we reach Peshawar.’

The bus took off and we drove through the Khyber Pass. As the night grew darker, I fell asleep and dreamed. We had expected to arrive at a UN refugee camp, but hours later, when I woke up from hunger pangs, the sun had risen well above the horizon and the bus was still travelling. Rubbing my eyes, I looked sidelong out of the window and saw barrel-vaulted tents in a remote mountainside. Something told me we were going in the wrong direction. I tapped Benafsha to wake her up, and she reached across the aisle and woke Maadar. The woman next to Maadar also stirred, as did another couple in front of us. We eyed each other warily.

Another person from behind us called out, ‘Where are we?’ People started whispering to each other: ‘Where are we going? What’s going on?’

One passenger a few rows in front of us made his way to the driver and asked, ‘Where are we going?’ The driver remained silent. Instead, Toofan Khan said, ‘Go back to your seat and relax. We’re almost there.’

Benafsha got scared and started crying. Maadar looked over at her and me and said, ‘We have to stay quiet. We can’t afford to be taken off this bus.’

Benafsha became calm. I replied to Maadar, ‘I know, but do you know—’

‘What did I just tell you?’ Maadar replied.

Benafsha pressed her hand on the outer side of my shin. I sat back in my seat.

In the rows in front and behind us, passengers began to raise their voices, demanding answers regarding our whereabouts, certain we should have reached the UN camp by now. Toofan Khan got up and yelled so loudly that his voice carried to the back of the bus. ‘Quiet! All of you calm down now. We’re almost there.’ But his clipped words offered no reassurance. I felt hopeless and regretful, certain that we were being hijacked but too paralysed to panic.

Soon, we forked off of the main highway and slowed down. Scarring the landscape, scrap metal flanked us on either side of the road, most of it wreckage from the battles fought between Baloch liberation forces and the Pakistani military. In the distance, I saw an encampment that looked like a fortress. It stood by a wooded valley nestled in front of mountain ridges. As we approached it, I could see a barricade across the road, framed on either side by concrete pillars and a barbed chain-link fence; rusted razor wire enveloped the top of the chain. Some distance past the barricade, the bus came to a stop in front of a set of towering gates. Guards manned the watchtowers on either side, while large searchlights rose from the walls.

‘Welcome to Haftballa,’ came a voice.

I felt a shudder run along my spine. And we waited.
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WE ENDED UP in a prison camp in the Baluchistan mountains along Pakistan’s tribal frontier. Haftballa emerged as a fitting name for the apocalyptic encampment that became our new home since seven plagues—disease, dolour, drudgery, famine, mayhem, pollution and torture—marred the pillars of our existence.

Those of us whose fingers miraculously remained nimble—in spite of the harsh conditions in the camp—toiled away like busy worker ants. We spent our days in a workshop sitting on our knees with our upper bodies stooped forward, pouring our energy into threading yarns of wool. Piles of fine wool lay in a wicker basket to the side and the surfeit strewn all over the floor. More spools of various yarn hung suspended from a ceiling rack above us. With a deft motion, we tied intricate knots in precise rhythm. Fine threads became fine knots, one after another on pairs of warp threads. After each webbed row, two or more woof threads were woven, forming a structure composed of the warp, the knot and the woof. ‘Little by little, the wool becomes a carpet.’ I had often heard Baba say these words, but now I felt the extremity of labour they implied.

This was my childhood dream—to become a carpet weaver—although the painful irony of pursuing my mad passion under the most horrendous situation imaginable was not lost on me. My teeth ached and a metallic taste infused my mouth. My unshorn hair became brittle and frayed, my thin and weary body bloodied with scabs. Furred with grime, every inch of me itched from bacteria and lice, but scratching made matters worse. When no one was watching, I’d lick myself like a cat. But what was I hiding? Everyone suffered the same; all of this sorrow for the sake of carpet-making.

Strangely enough, it was my long-held love for this craft that saw me soldier through those dark days. I had never received any formal training in carpet weaving—Baba had ensured that. And learning the ropes of this highly intricate art was far from easy—especially when making mistakes could jeopardize one’s chances of survival. I also stitched a pocket inside my shirt to hide a romantic photo—of one of my best moments with Maihan—that I had brought with me.

‘Everyone, he’s coming,’ shouted Belal from the aisle nearest to the doorway. Eyes darted around at the sight of Tor Gul, and everyone shot up at their vertical loom posts. Benafsha sat next to me, her chequered scarf wrapped around her neck to fend off the choking dust, and working diligently, a pro even at her tender age of fourteen. Her hair had got nappy and lost its lustre and sheen.

After several months of hard work, we neared completion on our first project: a three-by-four-metre prayer rug with a pictorial of artillery, bazookas, bullets, grenades, helicopters, jet fighters, Kalashnikovs, mortars and tanks—a scene from the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan. Maadar worked with some women in the back of the workshop sorting, combing and spinning the shipments of wool into yarn by turning spindles into spools and storing it in large bins.

For pre-weaving preparation, some prisoners stained the skeins of shearling silk and wool in buckets of synthetic colours made from alizarin, aniline or chrome dyes. For natural dyes, colours would be obtained from dried insects or plants that grew wild on the outer edges of the camp. Swatches of yarn would be blotted, blocked, dried and sheaved in preparation for weavers. For post-weaving tasks, other prisoners trimmed the ends of the entire pile with curve-bladed scissors, and then made a more systematic shaving with a utility knife, moving slowly over the carpet, finally revealing its intricate details and profusion of colours. The final step involved trimming the pile to a few inches, knotting the warp threads that remained at both ends of the carpet and removing the loom from the beam. After we washed and put the carpets out in the sun to dry, Pakistani jobbers would export the rugs on ship from the ports of Gwadar or Karachi to buyers worldwide.

Tor Gul patrolled down the centre aisles of the workshop, looking at row after row of carpet looms that branched out to his left and right. He made it his routine to do this round of checks every day—morning, noon and night—to be sure that we met the quotas. If we didn’t, Tor Gul would show his wrath. A jolt of anxiety plunged into my chest every time he exposed me to his colossal presence.

Despite the flourish of his name, which meant Black Flower in Pashto, Tor Gul was ruthless. I turned around and, in the cracks of the crossbeams behind me, saw the ugly scar that adorned his forehead. He wore a velveteen vest over a wide shalwar kameez, and a shamla with fine plumes of black-heron feathers that framed his face in folds of white cotton, the tail hanging limply to one side. His henna-dyed beard, styled in the manner of a Hajji pilgrim, softened his long, pointed nose and shifty eyes. I noticed bits of thread sticking out from the underside of his jackboots. I was nervous, scared of his wrathful reprimand.

Tor Gul stormed up to me and stared at our carpet.

‘This isn’t bad,’ he said with a nod of approval. ‘Tightly knotted and looks very plush. But why is there not more space between the objects?’

‘It looks better when the instruments of war are clashing against each other.’

Tor Gul gave another discerning look. ‘Looks nice. But next time ask for permission before you make any changes. If we can’t sell the rug, we have to get rid of you.’

‘Yes, Agha sahib,’ I said.

‘One more thing. Demonstrate your faith. Recite the five pillars of Islam.’

‘Faith, prayer, fasting, charity, fasting and pilgrimage to Mecca.’

Tor Gul nodded. ‘You’re spared for now,’ he said, and then he left the workshop and everyone relaxed a little. Except for Benafsha.

‘We should stick strictly to the design given to us. No more being creative.’

I snickered at my sister. I understood her compliance. But I was an artist. How do you tell an artist—or a kuni for that matter—to stop being himself?

We continued working at an average tempo of six knots per minute up and down the loom, knotting, tapping, tying and cutting, making rhythmic clicking sounds. It was how we measured the hours of the day. With each closed loop of the fine Farsi-baf knots, I clung to the hope that we’d end up free from this misery and I could reunite with Maihan. The carpet motifs stemmed from the Baluchi, Ghazni, Hazaragi, Herati, Mushwani and Turkmen traditions, which reflected the ethnicities of most at Haftballa.

On our allotted day of rest, the prisoners stayed in their ramshackle tents. Deep in the zigzagging labyrinth, children with leathery skin hauled pots and pails of water to the remote spots in the camp where we patted ourselves clean with moist rags or to the cramped lots where families lived, brushed up against each other. The older men pieced together the shelters with flimsy roofs and sidings from black woollen panels, reused mats and soiled rags supported by short staves.

One day, Maadar sat on a cast-off namad felt mat right outside our tent with Najiba, a woman she had befriended; it turned out they had both attended the same school in Kabul’s Asheqan Arefan neighbourhood. Maadar and Najiba bemoaned the loss of their husbands and brooded about our future. Maadar had greyed prematurely from some deficiency in her body, but she kept herself youthful by socializing. Other ladies joined Maadar and Najiba and they talked about astrology, conspiracies, genealogy and recipes. Anything to ease their pain of being unselved and homesick.

On another namad felt next to Maadar and her friends, Benafsha joined a bunch of younger girls and taught them how to make dolls from sticks, cotton balls, scraps of cloth and thread.

In a nearby field, some boys played danda klak by placing a wooden peg on two pieces lying parallel to each other on the ground. They would place the bigger stick, the alak, between the dolak and the ground, and then a player would thrust it into the air and try to hit it before it reached the ground. In another section of the open field, the rougher boys formed teams and dragged me along with them to play kabaddi. We took turns chasing and trying to touch members of the opposing team without being captured. During the middle of the game, goons interrupted us. ‘Everyone is to report to the execution block now.’ I saw Maadar and Benafsha and their friends get up. We formed lines and trooped towards the quadrant in the camp where Tor Gul dragooned all the prisoners to witness his killing spree.

At the execution block before us, there were huddles of prisoners quivering in confusion. I was confused too. The prisoners streamed into the open field by the thousands, clumsily forming rows behind and next to each other at the direction of the goons. Quite apart from us all stood Tor Gul, dressed in an angrakha kurta that outlined his big-boned torso and a churidar that accentuated his protruding crotch and sturdy thighs, in front of a husband and wife and their three children—all tarred and feathered, with swollen faces and scalped heads. The goons shepherded the prisoners into a queue. Once everyone had arrived, Tor Gul raised a battered old megaphone to his lips and addressed us.

‘Let this be an example to you all. These bastards,’ he said, pointing at the trembling family, ‘tried to dig their way under the perimeter fence in the middle of the night. Now you will all witness the penalty for anyone who betrays our cause.’

On the platform, a goon handed five little boys a gun each. Tor Gul gestured towards them, then addressed the crowd. ‘Today, we will teach these boys how to become real men.’ The goon walked the boys over to the five victims. The mother and children sobbed while the father stood dead silent. ‘Come on, slaughter these fugitives,’ Tor Gul ordered the five little boys. We stood aghast as rounds of bullets exploded from the boys’ Kalashnikovs in rapid staccato, causing the victims’ mouths to foam and their faces to inflate like hot balloons until their skulls cracked open.

One defiant boy refused to shoot a girl on Tor Gul’s command. Tor Gul grabbed the AK-47 and nonchalantly fired at the convicted girl’s forehead before slamming the pistol into the boy’s mouth. A woman from the crowd released a shrill scream. She ran to the front of the crowd, pushing people out of her way. ‘Please don’t harm my son! Kill me instead!’ Tor Gul only shouted, ‘Enjoy hell, haram saale!’ cursing the boy in Urdu before releasing a fusillade. I looked away, but I still felt the boy’s last bellow of agony. I was a coward for doing nothing, for averting my gaze. Tor Gul cackled, his towering frame shaking. The boy’s maadar let out a scream and crumpled to the ground.

~

A few nights later, the more erudite boys of Haftballa gathered in an open space, huddled in a circle, and recounted the epic heroes of Afghan history. Afterwards, we played sher jangi, a game that involved starting off a verse of a new epigram to match the last word of the previous one uttered. Every time a participant fumbled, he was eliminated, until the last person emerged as the winner.

None of these males held a candle to Maihan. But that didn’t stop me from imagining them strip my pants down, expose their penises and deflower me. I yearned for each of them to dominate and use me. For them to throw me on my back and take turns ramming their penises inside me while I lost myself in the throbbing sensation of being affirmed and controlled by deeper and harder thrusts up my butt.

Maybe a night of passion would have tested how much I really loved Maihan. Yet I said nothing out of fear. The camp was teeming with prisoner spies who snitched, thinking that Tor Gul would spare them from being placed on the execution block.

One of the guards approached us and said, ‘You can’t be out this late. You are a disturbance. Time to go!’ There was something about the voice that sounded familiar.

Without any objections, the boys repeatedly said ‘goodnight’ to one another as they got up and dispersed, heading back toward their tents. Out of curiosity, I approached the guard.

‘May I speak with you?’ I said.

‘About what?’ the guard replied.

I studied his face closely. Seeing him up close, even with his scruffy beard, I recognized the glistening eyes and thick eyebrows. I recalled his sensual gaze in the locker room after my wrestling match with Maihan. In my mind’s eye, I saw him making his way back to the showers, unwrapping his loincloth. Could it really be him? I was so shocked that I entertained the idea of a higher power at play. I saw the empty holes in the man’s right earlobe where earrings would have once been. I knew without hesitation exactly who it was.

‘Rustam!’ I said. ‘It’s me, Kanishka Nurzada. Do you remember?’

‘No, I don’t,’ he said, chewing on a mouthful of naswar while vigorously shaking his head.

‘But your face is unmistakable to me.’

Panic washed over him. ‘Get going now.’ He tapped his jackboot on the ground.

I realized I was faint, my mind unreliable—but it was him, I was sure of it. ‘We were both in the RGPA,’ I said. ‘You knew Baba. Are you still a Maoist?’

The guard scrunched his nose, looking annoyed by my inquiry. ‘The RGPA no longer exists,’ he said, swallowing hard. ‘It’s been renamed the Afghanistan Liberation Organization. Regardless,’ he waved a hand through the air, ‘I have no affiliation with Maoists. I’m a Mujahed now.’

‘Mujahed?’ I said with a sneer.

‘Yes—in times of war, you do whatever you can to survive,’ Rustam said.

‘But aren’t Mujaheds pro-Pakistan?’

‘I had no choice,’ Rustam claimed. ‘My brothers told me that if I didn’t join the Hezb-e-Islami with them, they would kill me and my family.’

‘Where is your family?’

His face contorted into a sneer. ‘My wife and children are stuck in Kabul because of this fucking war. Is your family here too?’

‘Yes, Maadar and Benafsha. I’m sure you heard about Baba?’

‘I did,’ Rustam said, lowering the corners of his mouth. ‘I am sorry for your loss.’

‘Thank you,’ I said.

‘Is there anything I can do for you?’ Rustam asked earnestly. He seemed distracted by talk of Baba. ‘I want to make it up to you.’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Can you get me some coloured pencils and a grid-paper notebook?’

‘What do you need that for?’ Rustam asked.

‘You asked me if I wanted anything,’ I said. ‘So please get it for me.’

Just then, a couple of goons approached us from afar.

‘You better get going,’ Rustam said. ‘We don’t know each other from before, okay?’

‘I understand,’ I said. ‘Good night.’

Rustam walked towards the goons. I slipped away back to my tent and crawled beneath the sheets, with the uneasy comfort of having run into someone so closely tied to Baba and who also inflamed a sexual thrill within me.
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THE ANGER AND bitterness of exile encapsulated my Babylonian-like captivity in the distorted ‘land of the pure’ that means Pakistan. Having to constantly endure so much danger and disgrace on a daily basis devastated me. I felt like we were abandoned by the world. But to suffer the brutality of someone who represented the very nation that waged outright war on your own people—that struck an even more punishing blow. I kept thinking about the loss and humiliation of leaving Afghanistan. It hurt me that our once independent, proud nation which resisted colonialists now yielded to the mercy of foreign powers.

After a year had passed at Haftballa, we began to think that we might never leave. The weight of each passing day piled on to those that came before it, like a heavy elephant crushing the grassland beneath. Even breathing started to seem like a chore. I felt wrinkled like the wizened malang who would perform palm readings outside Kabul’s Shah-Do Shamshira mosque. I resented Pakistan for leaching all meaning from my life. But it was here that I learned that you cannot shatter the broken, control the nonconformist, or scare the fearless, for they have nothing to lose in proving their willpower and worth. I made an oath with myself to remain hopeful.

Seeing Rustam, and occasionally exchanging a few words with him, rekindled thoughts of Baba. As much as Baba resented the idea of my becoming a carpet weaver, he once told me, ‘The Uwaysi mystics believed that carpet-making put humans closest to the gates of heaven, that the craftsmanship of carpets represented the highest expression of poetry, and that the weavers, the masters of rhythm and rhyme, were the couriers of oral tradition and culture and the progenitors of durability and the aesthetically pleasing life.’

I spent whole days in the mists of madness, stringing and knotting manically, hand-marshalling millions of hair-like fibres, like ropes of sand, into thousands of rows overspread on a large frame. As the Turkmen would say, ‘Weaving a good carpet is as hard as digging a well with a needle.’

Out of anger, I sometimes wove errors and flaws into each rug, despite the risk I ran. At other times, when no one was looking, I would lick the dyed threads. The result, after a few minutes, was a chemical high that swept me away to somewhere far, alien, safe. When I did this, it was almost an escape. My mind would transcend the camp for a few short, blissful moments and be with Maihan somewhere, even if the rest of my body stood anchored at Haftballa.

One afternoon, more than the usual amount of threads lay scattered around me as I tried to fly away to that place with Maihan. But something had gone wrong. I had had too much. An ongoing sensation of numbness quickly overpowered me.

‘Benafsha . . . help . . .’ I said, hoping she was close.

My fingers and wrists began to tingle and weaken; there was some swelling too, and this constricted my nerves and muscles. I cast my eyes around the room, aware of the weavers sitting in our row: children a fraction of my age, and men and women decades my senior—with rheumy eyes and purple lips—all working so feverishly.

‘I’m not feeling very good.’

‘Are you okay? Benafsha said, as she reached to pat me consolingly on the shoulder.

‘I can’t do this any more,’ I grunted louder.

‘Be quiet before they hear you,’ Benafsha said to snap me back to focus.

‘What’s going on over here!’ a foreman shouted.

‘I warned you, but you didn’t listen,’ Benafsha hissed, but her eyes were wide with fear for me.

The foreman arrived next to me, breathing hard. He was also a prisoner, but he had been selected as a harsh intermediary between the weavers and the guards.

‘Can I take a break?’ I asked, mustering all the strength I could.

‘Tor Gul decides such matters,’ the man replied, his voice rough at the edges, and quivering with the force he was trying to inject it with.

‘With all due respect, I—’

With that, the foreman yelled, ‘Enough of your insolence! Go finish your rug!’

I could die at Haftballa and wouldn’t even be remembered as a kuni. To give myself a purpose to live, I did what the foreman told me and returned to work on our rug.

Sometime later, a burning sensation pinched my kidneys. I trembled in reaction to the gnawing pain of passing kidney stones. My hands fumbled while using the hook-shaped knife to latch on to the yarn between the warp threads and cut the yarn afterwards. Mishandling the knife and losing my grip, I jerked and cut myself; the sting of the blade pierced right through my other hand. The open gash now dribbled blood. Everything turned to red squiggles, then beamed like a white blur, and then pitched black. I passed out.

I drifted back to consciousness; my head spun. In the dim haze, I became aware of my surroundings. I lay on the filthy concrete floor, my head in Benafsha’s lap. She had swathed her neckerchief, now speckled with blood, around my hand.

‘How are you feeling now?’ she asked when she saw my eyes open.

I lifted my head, turned it to the side, and vomited gouts of frothy, blood-streaked sputum on to the floor next to me. ‘I’m better now,’ I said, swallowing hard, even though my oesophagus felt like it was being ripped apart. ‘The stones felt like a skewer being drilled into me.’ I rubbed my lower back.

‘Why are you so irresponsible?’ Benafsha asked sternly. ‘You promised Maadar you’d drink the water she boiled for you.’

I ignored her, wincing as she spoke. The kidney spasms were more painful than the first time I caught typhoid fever and it nearly killed me. Now I also feared the risk of becoming a victim of a mysterious outbreak that had plagued the camp recently, a type of infection that decayed skin and tissue into gaping wounds. It had turned a handful of refugees into zombies. They looked grisly, half bone and half flesh. Some of the prisoners speculated that wicked djinns contaminated our wells with the flesh-eating bacteria. Some guards supposedly took the victims out of the camp for medical treatment. But judging from Tor Gul’s ruthlessness, we had suspected the victims were stranded and left to die in the bitter, cold night. Either way, we never saw them again.

Presently, Benafsha cocked her head and said, ‘Once you have your strength back, come finish this rug with me.’

I shook my head. ‘I can’t—not any more,’ I said, feeling the tears rise.

Benafsha stooped down and held my arm. ‘You must, Kanishka. You must or you’ll die.’

By the time I got up, supported by the delicate but strong arm of Benafsha, a goon with a blank look on his narrow face and hooded eyes appeared at my side. ‘Come with me,’ he commanded in a deep voice.

‘Why?’ Benafsha said, her eyes darting to him and then to me. I shrank away from him, then turned to see Benafsha’s soft face crumple in fear and confusion.

‘It’s been reported to me that you’ve been slacking off,’ the goon continued, gripping tightly the gun slung over his shoulder, as if he meant to loop it over and shoot me point-blank right there—like swatting a bothersome fly. ‘I’m taking you to Tor Gul.’

‘He hasn’t done anything wrong. Please, he hasn’t—’

The goon raised a hand to strike Benafsha. With what strength I had, I pulled her away.

‘It’s fine, Benafsha, please,’ I pleaded. ‘I’ll be back, okay—it’s fine.’

I took one last look at her before the goon slowly lowered his hand and glared at Benafsha. Still feeling woozy from passing kidney stones, I stumbled while following the goon towards the loading dock.

Once there, my throat tightened as I stepped into a cavernous warehouse filled with carpets. Piles and piles of them, some rolled and stood up in the corners, others half folded in a large heap that towered above my head. And at the centre of all this I glimpsed Tor Gul standing tall. So did the goon, and suddenly he became flustered and began hissing at me to be quiet and to not move. ‘Tor Gul is busy. We wait,’ he said. I stood behind a bunch of crates and watched the scene unfold, curious. Tor Gul glimmered in the moonlight that poured down through a high window, the contours of his scarred face shining like silver knives. His goons hulked around him, clad in khakis, bandoliers and flat-brimmed felt caps.

‘We should ask him for more money,’ one of the goons said.

‘Let’s see,’ replied Tor Gul. The goon he addressed nodded obediently.

‘You have yourselves a busy operation,’ came another voice suddenly; high, rich, foreign. I shifted a little and raised my head an inch higher over the crate to take a look. The voice was rich and smooth, luxuriating in as many tones as there are colours in an imperial carpet. It became clear to me by the English spoken that the man was British.

The cluster of men around Tor Gul straightened to form two flanks at his side; they all stood cross-armed as the Englishman dressed in a single-breasted blazer approached them. The clip of his leather heels echoed lightly, and Tor Gul, who remained slouched casually in the chair, watched him with a little smile. ‘We do,’ he replied eventually.

The Englishman came to a stop before Tor Gul. I could study him more clearly now with his face in full view as he gazed around at the warehouse and rubbed his hands together. ‘So what’s the secret?’ the Englishman asked Tor Gul with a wry smile.

One of the men beside Tor Gul—a Pakistani official dressed in khakis and a black beret—glanced at his master as if waiting for permission to answer. This was apparently granted by some unseen gesture from Tor Gul, whose face remained impassive, for the henchman then looked the Englishman up and down before curling his lip. ‘It is to turn Afghanistan into gunpowder. The more the war persists, the more weavers for us.’

‘I see,’ said the Englishman, who suddenly seemed reluctant to dwell further on this topic. Instead, he bent down and turned over a rug to the selvage—the edge on woven fabric manufactured to prevent it from unravelling—and read the inscription. He gave a puzzled look, furrowing his brow as he brought it closer to his eyes for inspection. ‘Why does it say “Made in Pakistan”?’ he asked.

Tor Gul said nothing, while the same official answered, ‘Because we are on Pakistani soil, of course.’

I felt a stab of anger at hearing this. Tor Gul looked over suspiciously, but then looked away.

The Englishman steered his eyes back to the carpet and shook his head. ‘If we brand it as Pakistani, then it will be a tough sell,’ he said regretfully. ‘Our clients in London are very specific about this design being an Afghan trademark. They want authenticity, gentlemen. They want Persian. For future orders, fix the stitching.’

Tor Gul waved a hand through the air dismissively. ‘Listen, Melvyn. You show me dollars, pounds or yen and I’ll give you what you want.’

‘Well, then,’ the Englishman who Tor Gul had called Melvyn replied more happily, placing his hands together. ‘I’ll take a hundred carpets in different designs—thirty Shereen, twenty Taqab, twenty Sariq, ten Kizilayak, ten Pendik and ten Yusufi rugs. Are we still good with $250 apiece?’

Tor Gul nodded and the official beckoned Melvyn to approach his master. Gliding forward, Melvyn bent down and shook Tor Gul’s hand. Tor Gul snapped his fingers at a goon standing by, and the man immediately drifted away to begin loading the lorry with cratefuls of rugs.

This is my chance, I thought.

‘May I search for the carpet my sister and I just finished?’ I managed to say.

‘Why?’ The goon’s eyes blazed and for a moment it silenced me.

‘I—I wanted to personally show it to Tor Gul,’ I said.

‘He’s probably going to kill you, so what difference does it make?’ The goon began to laugh, while carefully repositioning the rifle with his two hands. From afar, Tor Gul looked over and shouted, ‘What’s going on over there?’

‘It’s one of your worthless weavers,’ the goon replied.

‘I see,’ Tor Gul said, waving a hand through the air. ‘That one’s trouble. Get rid of him, will you. I’ve been wanting to do away with his family anyway.’ A numbing shock washed over me as the goon approached me. Tor Gul added, ‘Try to be quiet about it.’

‘No!’ I pleaded. ‘Please, first let me—’

Tor Gul excused himself from Melvyn and approached me.

‘Shut up, you worthless rat!’ Tor Gul said, slamming his hands hard into the back of my head. Pain rippled through me. The blow had made me nauseous and I had to spit down on to the floor. My mouth was dry, my heart felt ready to burst out of my chest. All this happened in front of Tor Gul’s guests, who didn’t seem the least bit fazed.

I breathed hard and said, ‘Let me show you a special valuable carpet.’

‘What carpet?’ said Tor Gul, who fixed me with an intently curious expression.

‘A carpet I’ve been weaving for a few months,’ I managed to say.

Melvyn and the Pakistani official both looked interested in seeing my carpet.

‘You haven’t been ordered to weave this carpet? What makes you think you can use my materials on a carpet I haven’t ordered you to weave?’ Tor Gul’s voice was no less calm than the way he always spoke, but I sensed in it at that moment a silent fury that terrified me. I also felt something battling it—intrigue, perhaps?

‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘I just—if you would just look at it—’

‘Why?’ Tor Gul replied.

‘Please, I swear to you that it’s worth it.’

‘Enough of your games,’ hissed the goon behind me. I heard the strain of his gun cord as he pulled it over his shoulder, making to grip the gun and use it to strike me.

But Tor Gul raised a hand and stood up.

‘This carpet,’ he said. ‘It’s in here?’

I nodded.

‘Find it,’ Tor Gul said, while Melvyn and the official watched. The guards in the vicinity followed me.

In a frenzy, I went to a section where the newly finished rugs lay on top of each other. With the help of the goon, I slipped my rug out of the pile, rolled it up and carried it over to Tor Gul.

‘May I show your guests?’ I asked politely.

‘Be quick!’ Tor Gul replied.

A few moments later, a man Tor Gul had beckoned, his skin grubby, his voice timorous, glided over and took the carpet from me. I watched as he rolled it out on the dusty floor in front of them. Then the reality of what could happen next dawned on me. What if they hated it? And opted to torture me to death for my vain mutiny? I shrunk, stepping backwards a few steps as the men crowded around the carpet.

Melvyn bent a little as he stared towards the floor, and then took a slight intake of breath as he gauged it. Did he hate it? He, I knew, was the gatekeeper; he was the one who could save my life and the lives of Benafsha and Maadar too.

Melvyn looked up at me. ‘This rug, it’s . . .’

His voice trailed off. He paused and looked at it again, and I felt as if I was going to implode like a star. I looked from him to Tor Gul, who was leaning forward, seemingly just as anxious to learn of Melvyn’s opinion as I.

Melvyn spent a few more seconds inspecting the carpet, rubbing it like it was a prized talisman, holding it this way and that to capture the full essence of my imagination, before turning to me again. ‘It’s the most magnificent rug I have seen in my life.’ He sighed, shaking his head a little as if so struck he found it difficult to stand in its presence. He smoothed his hair back and swept his hands through the air as he went on: ‘Look how it is unlike anything we’ve seen before. Coarsely knotted. Look how deep, heavy, strong and thick this pile is? The design is ingenious and unblemished. Fine art. Gentlemen, a master’s hand has touched this.’

A look of bemusement crossed Tor Gul’s face as he stared at the carpet. All the men surrounding me looked mesmerized, as if suddenly struck by a trance-like ecstasy; like a band of dervishes intoxicated by a whirling meditation.

‘But how have you done this?’ Melvyn asked me. He looked at me and blinked. ‘You’re so young, and this, well I can’t be sure, but yes, it may just be the finest Persian work I’ve seen.’

‘Who’d you steal this from, rat?’ said the goon who had hit me. He had snapped out of his state of awe now and a vicious expression was etched across his face.

‘No one. This is my work, I swear!’ I looked at Tor Gul, who remained silent. ‘I can make another one if you want, to prove it!’ My voice cracked in desperation.

The silence convinced the goon that Tor Gul didn’t believe me. He stumbled forward ready to hit me, but Tor Gul stopped him. ‘I can tell when someone is lying. This boy is telling the truth.’

I felt my body weaken. ‘Thank you,’ I said, breathless. The goon retreated.

‘Can you explain the artwork here?’ Melvyn said.

I quickly composed myself. ‘Well, these two pigeons here, they are the embodiment of real love. They are perched on a tree branch and looking out at Kabul in the dead of cold winter. This crow symbolizes the dark omens surrounding the lovers, while here the snow-capped mountain chains symbolize a spiritual rising. I don’t know, that’s just the way I see it,’ I said nervously, as if half-expecting them all to laugh at my vanity.

‘And what about the words in Arabic letters?’ Melvyn asked.

‘It’s a poem by Rumi,’ I responded.

‘Really?’ Melvyn asked. ‘And these, what are the lines here?’

I read the lines:


Love is from the infinite, and will remain until eternity.

The seeker of love escapes the chains of birth and death

Tomorrow, when resurrection comes,

The heart that is not in love will fail the test.



‘You want to buy this?’ Tor Gul asked Melvyn.

‘Of course,’ he replied. ‘I’ll take your price for it.’

The Pakistani official leaned into Tor Gul and under his breath said, ‘Don’t sell it cheap.’

‘How about $2000?’ Tor Gul asked.

‘That’s a lot of money,’ Melvyn hesitated. ‘But I’ll take it. Do you have more of these unique carpets?’ he said, turning to me.

‘That was the only one.’

‘Can you make more of these?’ the Pakistani official asked.

‘Yes, of course,’ Tor Gul interrupted. He came to stand by me then, his massive presence seeming to engulf me like a fog. And then he laid an arm very gently across my shoulders. ‘He can do anything you want.’

A few minutes later, the goon rolled up my carpet and Melvyn shook my hand. ‘Thank you for your brilliant work. What do you want to call this design?’

‘Call it?’ I repeated, surprised by the small gesture of power I was given. I began to ponder as I looked at Tor Gul, then the Pakistani, and finally back at Melvyn. An image of Maihan and I rolling and frolicking in a meadow in the first flush of morning popped into my head. A few more seconds passed and Melvyn’s faint smile of curiosity sank into impatience. ‘Let’s call it “The Garden of Mystical Lovers”,’ I said.

Melvyn’s face brightened, his wrinkles deepening. ‘I love that name! Yes, very good, young man, very good indeed!’ he said excitedly. ‘“The Garden of Mystical Lovers” it is.’

Over the next half an hour, I watched as Tor Gul and Melvyn negotiated over the price of the carpet I had made. I heard whispers of ‘the boy’ and assumed they meant me. Tor Gul nodded, seeming to accept Melvyn’s final offer of $1500.

And then Melvyn and the Pakistani official boarded the truck and left. The goon who escorted me to the warehouse asked Tor Gul, ‘So what would you have me do with the boy and his family now?’

‘Don’t worry, I’ll take care of it,’ Tor Gul said, and then turned his attention to me. ‘Boy, come with me.’ He snatched my hand. There was something overbearing and perverse about Tor Gul’s touch—so why did I find it strangely soothing?

We exited the warehouse and walked briskly to his office. It was disorderly, while the thick smell of birch tar reminded me of Zaki jaan’s den in his Kabul residence. The door clicked shut and Tor Gul reached into a cabinet and took out a cigar, lit it up and handed it to me.

‘I’m sorry, I don’t smoke,’ I said.

Tor Gul just stared at me blankly. ‘Don’t you ever refuse me,’ he whispered. ‘When I say take it, you take it.’

I nodded, took the cigar and started inhaling. I began to cough incessantly.

Next, Tor Gul poured a glass of Scotch. ‘Here, drink this.’

I took a sip, as did Tor Gul.

‘Have a seat!’ he demanded. I sat on a chair, and across the wooden desk, Tor Gul reclined in his and thumped his fist on the table.

‘I want you to generate original designs and give them to the graphers,’ Tor Gul said as he stroked his beard. ‘And teach the weavers how to make these unique rugs.’

‘You really believe in me? That I’m that good.’

‘I wouldn’t waste a second on you if I didn’t.’

‘Then yes, I will do it.’

‘Okay, I’ll talk to the guards. You can start your new role tomorrow.’

‘Agha, thank you for your kindness. For your mercy.’

‘Is there anything you need?’

‘If it’s not too much to ask . . . perhaps better conditions for my family and the other prisoners?’

‘You want to eat into my profits?’ Tor Gul snapped. ‘I meant something to help you in your new role.’

‘I’ll be certain to let you know. Though I do have a question if you may permit me.’

‘What is it?’

‘Agha, why are you . . .’ I hesitated to ask him why he was so unkind to us. I had to choose my words carefully. ‘Why are you so concerned about profits?’

Tor Gul seemed confused at first, but then began to laugh gently. ‘You won’t understand. You haven’t lived long enough to know the nature of humans.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I knew you were naive. Seems like you sensitive boys live in a fairy tale.’ Tor Gul paused and stared at me intently. ‘If you want to be a free man, then you have to subjugate others or they will rule over you. There is nothing else you need to know.’

‘Thank you, Agha.’

I excused myself and returned to our tent, where I found Maadar kneeling outside next to a rocket stove. She had been kindling crumpled-up trash to generate charcoal flames to bake bread with our limited rations of flour and granulated sugar. Each arriving family also received a kit. These included our blankets and pillows and rations to get us through to the next food delivery. Beyond that, we were on our own.

‘What happened to you?’ Maadar said frantically when she saw me. ‘Let me check your wound.’

‘It’s fine. It will heal,’ I replied.

‘Take off your bandage,’ Maadar said.

‘What did Tor Gul want from you?’ Benafsha asked as she handed me some bread and a cup of tea.

‘They wanted to get rid of us,’ I said as I nibbled. ‘But I convinced them not to.’

‘How did you do that?’ Maadar asked.

I allowed myself to smile, perhaps for the first time in months. ‘Tor Gul just sold our carpet that Benafsha and I made for eight times more than the other carpets. He promoted me to design rug maps and become a tutor to the weavers.’

‘Lucky you,’ Benafsha said, sipping her hot tea.

‘Be careful not to upset Tor Gul,’ Maadar said. ‘Don’t share anything with him.’

I knew what Maadar meant from the way she looked at me. She tried to convey to me not to let Tor Gul discover that I was a kuni.

‘Don’t worry,’ I said. ‘We’ll be fine.’

Afterwards, we lay on our dirt-encrusted plastic sheets and wrapped our bodies with a thin blanket in a futile attempt to keep warm in the freezing temperatures. Maadar and I slept on opposite ends of the tent, with Benafsha wedged between us. Waiting to sleep, my mind darted off to Khushal Khan Khattak, the great warrior-poet who wrote: ‘Enough for a Pashtun was his rug and blanket. No care of mine is for cushions or for couches.’

Once I heard Maadar’s snoring and felt Benafsha’s soft breath deepen, I carried out my night-time ritual. I reached into the secret pocket in my shirt that I had woven and gently pulled out the treasured photo of Maihan and me that we’d taken together at Rona’s Photography House. I gazed at Maihan’s face and whispered to him a line from Rumi, ‘Lovers don’t finally meet somewhere, they’re in each other all along.’

As bizarre as it sounds, it was this type of delusion that held together my sanity. I gazed at my copy of the photo. It felt like a lifetime ago that the camera’s eternal flash had captured our frozen happiness. I had kept it hidden in my wallet all this time. I touched the image of his symmetrical face, and his silky, thick hair.

‘Who are you talking to?’ Benafsha whispered.

I contemplated whether I should tell my sister. Would she still accept me for me? I think my success with Tor Gul gave me the confidence that I could trust her. But I still felt unmoored that I was venturing off to an unknown in my relationship with Benafsha.

I looked deep into Benafsha’s eyes and asked, ‘Can you keep my secret?’

‘Of course,’ Benafsha said.

‘This is how I fall asleep at night.’

‘What is?’

‘Looking at a picture.’

‘Let me see.’ She grabbed it from my hand.

‘You’re talking so loud,’ I said. ‘Maadar is going to wake up.’

‘How can you see in this dark?’ Benafsha said.

‘Hold on.’ I lifted the tent to let the moonlight radiate on the photo.

‘Oh, how adorable. It’s you and Maihan.’

I smiled. ‘Yes, we are. Don’t we make a cute couple?’

‘Why isn’t Faiz in the photograph?’

‘Because Maihan and I wanted a picture of just the two of us,’ I said.

‘Isn’t Faiz your friend too?’

‘He is. But Maihan is also my love.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I believe he is my soulmate. I want to spend my life with him and only him.’

‘Are you serious?’

‘Yes. But you can’t tell anyone.’

A cautious silence ensued, before Benafsha said, ‘I just ask that you be careful. It’s not safe for you to be carrying a photo of you sitting on another boy’s lap and kissing his face while wrapping your arms around him.’

‘I can’t get rid of this photo. It’s my only tangible connection to Maihan.’

‘You know I always want the best for you,’ Benafsha said.

I thought back to when Benafsha was an infant and I’d place her on all fours, and—with the palm of her hands and the soles of her feet planted on the ground—she’d rock back and forth, swinging like a praying mantis, while I crooned the lyrics to nursery rhymes. When she was a toddler, I’d amuse her with rhymes like ‘Lilli Lilli Auzak’ by tracing a circle in the palm of her hand, imitating a bird’s peck, wiggling her thumb, meowing and walking my fingers up her arm to tickle her funny spot underneath her chin. How was it that my baby sister, with so few words, had made me feel truly seen for the first time in my life?

I let gratitude wash over me before asking, ‘Do you love anyone?’

‘No, Kanishka. We live in such a cruel world. I can’t imagine a single person on this Earth worth loving more than you and Maadar,’ she said, before adding, ‘but I’m glad you’ve found your Valentine.’

Maadar stirred. ‘What are you two whispering about?’

‘Nothing,’ I said. ‘Sorry to bother you.’

I put the photo back in my shirt and tucked it into the stitched pocket. Benafsha said, ‘Goodnight. I love you, Kanishka’, and turned her face towards Maadar. Soon I heard her breaths deepen as she fell asleep. Far off, a pack of Himalayan jackals growled, howled and yipped in chorus. I snuggled up securely alongside Benafsha, and finally, hours later, it seemed, fell into my own deep, dark slumber.







22

I SETTLED INTO my new role as supervisor, and as head designer for all the workshops, I spent the whole month working with Tor Gul to refashion the workflow at Haftballa. I guided the other prisoners. I taught them techniques on the loom. I assigned roles to them, from the weaving to the labouring—I did it all. But I spent most of my days doing what Baba had forbidden me as a child to do: take a pencil and sketch the figments that lingered in my imagination, and then watch it brought to life in the tapestry. At the end of the month, by complete surprise, I realized that I was beginning to extract some small ray of happiness from my life.

Tor Gul had made this possible. He had given me purpose, he had placed trust in me.

As I was reminiscing, a crackle of gunshots ricocheted across the camp, sparking a panic. Triggered by the firing, one of the weavers jumped up and blurted, ‘Don’t shoot!’, then lapsed into a flood of sobs on the floor. He had become an orphan when he was in Afghanistan and seen his entire village massacred before his eyes. He had escaped only by the grace of having taken his family’s goats out to graze on the hills, from where he witnessed the horror unfold. The weavers regained their composure and resumed their work. I had to find out what had happened—even if it meant stepping into whatever danger lurked outside. I was unaware that I had mentally hit my breaking point: I was in a relatively privileged position compared to the other weavers, and I had become complicit in Tor Gul’s crimes. Maybe I too wanted to be rid of my anguish?

Impelled by this odd but overpowering force, I proceeded to the front of the camp. Near the loading dock, I heard voices. I hid behind a building where I could spy without being exposed. Peeking around the corner, I saw a pair of goons drag a fallen body into the charnel house. I listened.

‘Move fast! Now! Move!’

Several of the goons kicked a line of refugees up the ramp and into a box truck. It was clear these people were undesirables, destined to be disposed of.

The kicking with boots ignited my fury. In that moment, I imagined the scene of Baba being taken away. I had to do something. What was my life worth if I could not defend justice the way Baba had taught me? I had once thought I would study law. I had dreamed of protecting innocent people from the blind cruelty of others. Amid the mortified refugees piled into the box truck, I recognized a solemn and sincere boy I’d played danda klak with. I bargained in my head that Tor Gul would tolerate my disobedience since I was somewhat of a prize to him.

‘Leave them alone. You can’t do this. Why do you torture these people? They don’t want to go. Let them stay with us.’

The lead goon, blank-faced, steered a set of soulless eyes on me. My act of mutiny must have shocked him, but he didn’t show it. He was always inhuman. Other goons cocked their flintlocks at me, and one said, ‘Arms up.’

And just like that, everything became real again. What was I doing? I could feel the adrenalin drain from my body, the consequence of my actions.

Out of fear they’d shoot me, I threw my hands up—all of my pride and anger shrivelling away. But to my surprise, the lead goon ordered them to draw their pistols down. He summoned me to come closer. Walking towards him, memories flew back at me, of escaping open fire during the Bala Hissar uprising, and all the other times in my life that I had brushed up close to death. When I collected my thoughts and regained track of time, I felt the trepidation and horror in the vacant eyes of the refugees huddled together in the truck. Some of them shook their heads, signalling for me to back off. Cinders tightened inside my chest; I shook nervously and willed the feeling to disappear. I muttered a hopeless prayer to Allah. The refugees sat motionless as runnels of sweat glistened on their swarthy faces, anticipating what would happen.

In my memory, I can still feel my desperation as the lead goon lunged forward. I could smell the rank, acetic odour of black tar heroin on his breath. He clenched his wide fists, making his thick arms bulge. Then he released one of them, gripping and twisting my ear with one hand and striking my face with the other. He punched me with as much force as he could muster from left to right, my jaw unhinging with each blow. Blood dripped from my nose and mouth. He prodded my groin with a baton and shoved me towards the ground. My knees buckled underneath me, reminding me of how the sons of the Khalqiya and Parchamiya had taunted Maihan and me in the Lycée Esteqlal locker room. I kneeled, leaning forward, head drooped in resignation. I rolled away from the blows, screaming. The view in front of me was hazy. The goon tripped my fall, slammed me on to my stomach. With my face turned to the side, he pulled his cane from his belt. He cracked it across my back again and again, cursing me. I couldn’t breathe and lost count of his blows. But I swallowed my gnawing pain, knowing any utterance would bring more misery. With death so close, I desperately prayed that this ordeal would pass. I heard a man say, ‘Please! Take it easy! You’re going to kill him.’ I recognized the voice as Rustam.

‘You want me to keep him alive?’ the goon snarled as he continued to hit me.

‘Give him a chance,’ Rustam shrieked. ‘He poses no danger.’

‘Why are you getting involved?’

‘He’s a docile worker,’ said Rustam. ‘After this, I trust he’ll obey you from now on.’

The goon lifted my face with the bottom of his shoe and raised my head up high.

‘Let this be the last time you interfere. Next time, I will cook you for dinner,’ the goon said. ‘Do you understand?’

‘Yes,’ I said, through a mouthful of blood. ‘You are my holy commander.’ The goon then placed his shoe on my wounded back and pressed it down, saying, ‘It’s good you’ve learned your lesson. If you want more pain, come right back. Haramzadeh! Get up! Go back to work, or I’ll send you to Arabistan.’

‘Yes, sahib,’ I whispered, not knowing if I had the strength to heave myself up. I wondered whether I’d done right, nearly getting killed and exposing myself as a troublemaker. I wanted to get up but my body was numb from pain. I could barely move. Instead, I remained on the dirt road like a carcass.

He and the others went on about their other business. From afar, I heard him yell to another, ‘Lock the back of the truck and tell the driver to leave.’ As the truck crammed with refugees departed, I crawled on the ground in a direction heading away from the loading dock where I had come from. I was barely a few feet away when I heard the lead goon yell, ‘Why is this penis licker still here? Get rid of him.’

I felt hands grab me as I was lifted up by Rustam and dragged to my feet. I limped with exhaustion, and when my knees twisted, I collapsed to the floor.

‘What are you doing?’ Rustam asked. ‘Get up.’

‘Give me a minute, please,’ I begged. ‘I need a break.’

When I felt like I could breathe again, I stood up and we began moving. It was getting dark, and refugees trickled out of their workshops for their tents.

‘Why were those people taken away?’

He looked around and then spoke quietly. ‘Tor Gul sold them,’ Rustam said. ‘They are going to a Pakistani military installation. From there, the disabled and elderly will be handed over to the organ mafia. The men will be sent to Iran to fight in the war against Iraq. The boys will go to Dubai and be groomed as camel jockeys, the girls sent to Jeddah to work as sex slaves, and the albinos to Zanzibar, where they’ll be dissolved into witchcraft potions.’

‘How can this happen without the world noticing?’

‘Because the ISI is the largest spy organization and the world’s biggest manipulator,’ Rustam said, referring to Pakistan’s intelligence agency. ‘Their ruthlessness outdoes the CIA and the KGB.’

I couldn’t believe it. Where will this madness lead—and when does it end? ‘I’m losing my mind,’ I said, even laughing now. I felt the words slide through loose teeth and split lips. I didn’t know whether I could trust Rustam after recalling how he bailed out on Baba on the day of Bala Hissar. But he did just save me. So I was torn. I looked at Rustam and said, ‘There’s got to be more to life than this.’

A change seemed to come over Rustam’s face, and he quietened for a moment. ‘Go rest now,’ he finally said. ‘You’re in bad shape. You need to recover. But hear this, keep your head down. No more heroics. When the time is right, I’ll come talk to you.’
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MORNING NOW DAWNED, and Maadar and Benafsha had left for the workshop, but I could barely move, let alone get up. My arms and legs were swollen with bruises from the beating. I dragged myself up to my duty station. At lunchtime, most of the weavers had left the workshop, save for a few stragglers who continued to work. I was designing a new curriculum for carpet-making when a guard approached.

‘Tor Gul wants to see you.’

I laid down the wooden carpet comb next to the loom and nodded.

‘Hurry up,’ came the terse response. ‘Let’s go.’

My heartbeat quickened. A few minutes later, and after treading in pain through the damp-smelling dimness of a long, straight passage, we emerged outside Tor Gul’s office. The guard ordered me to wait and then knocked on the door before opening it. He exchanged a few words with another guard inside before I was beckoned in. The door closed behind me with a thud. The sound didn’t prompt Tor Gul to steer his attention forward. He sat in a leather chair, hands behind his head, gazing wistfully at the sprawling stretch of tents through the window.

‘Agha sahib,’ I said.

Finally, Tor Gul turned and levelled his eyes at me. ‘Sit down, you filth.’ I found Tor Gul sweating in the summer heat. He rose from his seat and approached me, his face blank with calculated anger. I said nothing. I did as he asked and lowered myself into a chipped wooden chair that a guard brought over. It stood at a tilt and wobbled under my weight.

‘I heard you were causing trouble yesterday,’ Tor Gul said.

‘No, Agha. I was simply trying to defend my fellow workers.’

Tor Gul walked up to me, grabbed my head, and slammed my face against the wall. ‘Be careful. Just because you are profitable doesn’t mean you’re not disposable too. Your loyalty is only to me. Understand?’

‘Yes, Agha. You are my holy commander.’

‘Leave,’ he said to the guard, who hesitated but then disappeared.

After a few seconds, Tor Gul got up. He placed his hands in his pockets. He rubbed his chin two or three times the way a student considers a problem in a textbook, and then he moved fluidly into the space between his desk and me. Tor Gul’s stiff body pressed closely against mine. Surely he would not be so cavalier as to ravish me right here? Or was he thinking of punishing me in some other way instead? Now I could feel the heat emanating from his powerful body, his breath seeping over me as he placed his hands on his knees and bent down. I drenched in that heat, that presence.

‘Are you proud that you don’t fuck pussy?’ he whispered.

I flinched at the shock of this question. ‘I don’t know what you’re saying.’

Tor Gul grabbed my shirt at the neck, putting me in a chokehold. I tried to stave him off.

‘Don’t lie to me or I will have you killed right now.’

‘What do you want me to tell you?’ I tried to say, struggling, my words stifled under the weight of his arm against my throat. ‘I plead mercy. I am beholden to you.’

Tor Gul released me and sighed heavily before shaking his head. ‘Kanishka, bad boy,’ he said, half to himself. Then he reached into the chest pocket of his coat and pulled something out. ‘Are you perhaps missing this?’

He flashed something small. It was square, and it shone as the bend of the card caught the light. I knew what it was instantly: the tattered photo of me sitting on Maihan’s lap and kissing his face.

Tor Gul watched for my reaction, staring unflinchingly into my eyes. Then he bent down again so that his gaze met mine.

‘The goon who beat you yesterday said this fell out of your garment.’

Inside, my gut churned and squelched. I looked to the side, trying hard not to acknowledge the cold fact. If I acted as if it was just an innocent photo between two friends, Tor Gul would know I was lying and he’d execute me. But if I admitted that I was a kuni, he could punish me in the purist Islamic way by carrying out a public execution before all the prisoners and guards at Haftballa. I feared for Maadar and Benafsha—for them to see me be humiliated into extinction. It was instinctive that Mullah Naqib’s words about what should befall a kuni replayed in my head: ‘Put them into a ditch and send stones down upon them from the sky. Watch them be swallowed up by the earth and wreak vengeance upon them such that was not wrought upon any other nation.’ Feeling as helpless as a lamb on the butcher’s block, I looked up and asked, ‘What do you want from me?’

‘How badly do you want to see him again?’

‘I don’t know . . . Some day, if it is God’s will,’ I said. When we all escape and return to our normal lives, I thought.

‘Forget about him,’ Tor Gul said, and with as much ease and indifference as he used to deliver those words, he lifted the photo to his other hand—watching me the whole time—and tore it into pieces. I watched the cold, calculated movements, the soft pulsing of his veins in his large hands as his fingers murdered my most beautiful memory. I watched as they dropped listlessly to the floor. I watched each one like a feather, floating, before settling in the dust. As I stared at them, scattered at my feet, he spoke: ‘You are mine now.’

But I didn’t hear the words. The only aspect that held any weight in my mind at the moment was Maihan, his face, his touch. Not Haftballa, not Tor Gul—only him.

‘Did you hear me? You are mine now,’ he said again with a lewd sparkle in his eyes.

I blinked, unsure what else to do. I felt hollow, numb, like a wisp carried by the wind—or that Maihan was the wisp, being carried away from me, forever. But I had heard his words this time, each deliberate word—and they fell upon me like stones.

Tor Gul just stared, then he grabbed my hand and placed it on his thighs. He moved my hand towards his crotch. I trembled in fear. But I also felt inexplicably soothed by Tor Gul’s attention, as if it was affection. Soon my hands reached his genitals. I felt it protruding and soon his bulge could be seen from the lining of his shalwar kameez. I froze and went numb. The next thing I remember is Tor Gul folding down his pants and slamming my head against his erection. At first I had no clue. But I soon got the hang of it.

I resented being forced to give fellatio to a cold-hearted brute we all detested for imprisoning and torturing us. I had fantasized about many of the other prisoners at Haftballa, but him? At the same time, I grew aroused, comforted by servicing Tor Gul and being in control of his pleasure, by having him grow and twitch in my wet mouth, by taking his manhood deeper and deeper down my throat. I felt violated and used, but at the same time, it felt natural; it felt joyous; it felt right—enjoyable compared to the utter disgust I had felt when I fingered Lamba’s vulva.

I had not touched another man in this way in all these years. I felt Tor Gul could nourish my hunger—my desire to savour a man and be satisfied by him. Maybe I could accept this man as my lover. My protector. Maybe he could groom me to become a real man—one that everyone respected. Maybe I could worship Tor Gul, to be the source of nourishment to feed his infinite ego. Maybe I could soften Tor Gul and he’d treat the prisoners better. Maybe I could forget about Maihan and . . . How could I even think the abhorrent thought of abandoning my love for Maihan? Especially for an evil monster like Tor Gul? Maybe Tor Gul could be redeemed and I could learn to love my master.

‘Suck it,’ Tor Gul said, as he thrust his penis in my mouth. ‘It’s good for you.’

In those few minutes that Tor Gul rammed himself inside my mouth, I surrendered myself to him fully. He erupted in my mouth and when I tried to spit out his semen, he warned me, ‘Don’t leave any evidence. Swallow it.’

Tor Gul got up and wiped his penis with the bottom of my shirt. He then took a seat in his leather chair and said, ‘You can go now. See you tomorrow.’

Ever mercurial in his moods, the furious Tor Gul released me and turned into the pragmatic businessman in an instant. I got up and meekly walked out of Tor Gul’s office feeling like he had robbed me of all my innocence—or whatever was left of it. But I was also relieved knowing that Tor Gul wasn’t going to kill me for being a kuni. Perhaps being Tor Gul’s sex toy could be my saving grace. But immediately, my thoughts then turned to Maihan. Would Maihan feel betrayed that I had pleasured another man?
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IT WAS THE July of 1982, and a year had passed since I started performing sexual favours for Tor Gul. I was sitting at a desk in the corner of the workshop sketching a naksha for a carpet when Tor Gul appeared behind me, having stalked in from a side door.

‘How are you, my boy?’ Tor Gul asked.

Out of the corner of my eye, I could see other weavers looking at me with their usual envy and wonderment. Did they know that I was being used by Tor Gul every day? Could they have been suspecting this for long now?

‘I received an order from a curator in Geneva. They want us to design a replicate of Genghiz Khan’s magic carpet. I want you and your family to work on it.’

And so it was that seven-and-a-half centuries after Genghiz Khan’s arrival in Afghanistan, Maadar, Benafsha and I started weaving a six-by-nine-foot curvilinear design imbued with a shade of vivid cerise and a black geometric medallion. Legend had it that when Genghiz Khan’s marauding cavalry swept along the Silk Road, they wrapped sultans and viceroys inside carpets before trampling them to death. The Mongols confiscated the royal loot and burned all the flying carpets, except for one, which the Mongolian emperor kept for himself to glide to the heavens.

To please our ruler, Tor Gul, and ensure our survival, Maadar was determined to overcome the fatigue of working overtime and make our weaving worthwhile. ‘Duty,’ she said, ‘is important in despair.’

As we slipped the thread under and over the loom and tied the knots, she would hum a ballad, and Benafsha and I would sing to it in an offbeat rendition. The lyrics to Nabi Delnawaz’s song started out like this:


Let’s go weave a rug.

Towards Did. Plank, plank. Piece, piece.

Rugs red and white. For my lover, leaf of willow.



The melody was fitting, since the pastiche of the magic carpet we were designing was of high quality, symmetrically knotted in the Aqcha Bokhara motif. Whether it was in Baba’s shop or here in Pakistan, my family’s fate, I wondered with irony and scorn, was forever tied to carpets. Maadar also helped pass the time by telling us about her childhood and her courtship with Baba.

As we approached the completion of this work on one of the hottest days of the year, Benafsha broke out into a terrible coughing fit. It was one of the worst she’d had since they had begun in earnest a fortnight before. If we were in Kabul, Maadar would surely have nursed Benafsha with one of her home-made remedies—rubbing a warming mixture of salt fried in cooking oil on her chest and covering it in plastic, and serving her hot tea with black pepper.

The forewoman approached Benafsha and harried her. ‘Stop coughing. You’re distracting everyone.’

‘I can’t help it,’ Benafsha replied, attempting to suppress herself.

Maadar begged, ‘May she go outside and drink some water?’

‘This is the third time she’s been out since this morning,’ the forewoman said.

Benafsha coughed and shook miserably, so violently that she began to hyperventilate.

‘Go, go. Be quick,’ the forewoman said furiously, pointing her to the door with her head.

Benafsha rose up and scuttled outside. I could still hear her coughing nonstop. A few minutes later, she returned, sallow in the face, watery in the eyes.

‘We better keep quiet,’ I said.
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ONE NIGHT, NOT long after supper, Benafsha tossed and turned under the burning fever, spluttering wildly. Her pupils dilated as tears coursed down her face. She was in a limp and listless state. For weeks on end, Benafsha had boondoggled the daylight hours away, pretending to be productive and concealing her illness, probably pneumonia, to stave off a far more nefarious fate.

‘I can’t fight this any more,’ she cried. ‘It’s eating me up.’

Maadar, bending over her, dabbed at her forehead. ‘It pains me to see you like this. I would trade places with you to see you healthy again,’ she said.

I harboured a great fear that the severity of her illness might be discovered and that she would be taken off on one of those horrid trucks with the rest of the undesirables—probably ending up as a sex slave in Jeddah or killed off for her organs.

‘Maadar, you’ve given me more than all the money in the world,’ Benafsha replied, her voice growing faint.

‘What am I going to do?’ Maadar asked, shedding ashy tears and gripping Benafsha’s shoulder. She placed the washcloth against Benafsha’s forehead once more while rubbing her hand. Eventually, Benafsha’s feverish shaking and whooping cough lessened.

‘Can I come in?’ a voice outside our tent inquired.

Maadar gingerly moved aside the drape to see who it was and then seemed to shrink when she saw a man standing before her in a goon’s uniform.

‘Befarmain?’ Maadar whimpered, gesturing with her hands.

She nearly broke into tears. Rustam raised a finger to his lips, smiled, then took her in his arms. They didn’t let go for many minutes.

‘Your husband, may God forgive him, was a great friend,’ Rustam said as they broke away. Then he drew his attention to Benafsha, who was lying stricken before him. He kneeled down on a pillow beside her. ‘Is she okay?’

‘She is not well,’ Maadar said gravely and watched as Rustam stroked a stray hair from her forehead behind her ear. ‘But why are you here?’ she asked.

Rustam swallowed hard and scanned our tent. His mental wheels were spinning.

‘I’m tired of seeing our people killed. Tired of being a slave to Pakistan.’ He paused and turned back to face us. ‘I have a plan to launch a mass breakout and set everyone free from this place.’

The tent turned silent. Set everyone free? How could I believe him? He was a goon now. Then again, I, too, should harbour guilt for nefariously enabling Tor Gul.

‘But there’s no way,’ Maadar finally began to say, hands cupping her cheeks. ‘Just no way.’ Then, as she studied Rustam warily, her face darkened. ‘How do we know you weren’t sent here to test our loyalty?’

‘She has a point,’ I said, coming to her side. ‘It’s been months since you told me you would visit us. Why now and after all this time? And you deserted Baba and our comrades in Afghanistan. The day of the Bala Hissar uprising, you went missing in action.’

Maadar exploded. ‘Bala Hissar! What is he talking about? What did you do?’

‘My unit was ambushed on our way to the protest that morning. We managed to escape with our lives, but by then it was too late to join the fight.’ Then he looked at Maadar, a picture of sadness settling on his weathered face. ‘Ghafoor was my la-la. I knew him for twenty years.’ Rustam added, ‘I was his assistant editor at Sholeh Javid.’

‘I knew nothing about you in Kabul,’ Maadar said. Then she gazed into the middle distance, perhaps realizing yet again how little she had known about that aspect of Baba’s life and how powerless she had been to save him. ‘What’s the plan you say you have devised?’

Rustam stood straight and propped his hands on his hips. ‘Five days from now, on Afghan Independence Day, we’re going to liquidate Haftballa. When the goons go into the workshops to check on the weavers, our accomplices will murder them and take their guns. We’ll kill as many as we can, to reduce Tor Gul’s strength, and then storm out of the front gates.’

‘What about your brothers?’ I asked, biting my cheeks.

Rustam dodged my question, but from the bitter look that flashed across his face, I gathered that he would turn on his own blood to be free.

He turned his voice low into a whisper. ‘In the coming days, we must be vigilant against prisoners spying for Tor Gul. No word must be leaked, do you understand?’

How could I betray Tor Gul again, especially after he just warned me? Besides, how reliable could Rustam’s words be after he betrayed Baba and all the Maoists? Something about Rustam’s half-cooked plan sounded thin, dangerous—and scary—to me.

‘I’m ready to risk my life,’ I said. ‘But I refuse to kill anyone.’ I could feel Maadar’s resistance as she held a tight grip on my upper arm.

‘How can you say that after witnessing Tor Gul ruthlessly murder innocent children?’ Rustam said.

‘But, I . . .’ Words dried up in my mouth. How could I possibly commit murder? Go against Tor Gul? On the other hand, given our circumstances, how could I not?

‘Now is not the time to be weak. If thousands of us flee, Tor Gul stands no chance to stop us,’ Rustam whispered softly. ‘And if we stay we have no future.’ He gripped my shoulder. ‘I know you can help me pull this off.’

‘What if the plan fails?’ Maadar said.

‘We have to take the risk,’ Rustam said, addressing me as well. ‘Dying for freedom is more honourable than continuing on as slaves.’

‘But Tor Gul’s men have guns. We’ll all be torn to shreds!’ Maadar said.

‘Not if we can show our solidarity and outsmart them.’

‘How can you guarantee the others will rise up?’ Maadar asked. ‘Tor Gul and the goons have arms. What do we have to fight back with?’

‘We’ll build up our firepower too. And we will weaken theirs,’ Rustam said.

‘But how?’ Maadar asked.

‘Yes, how?’ I said. ‘This plan seems shaky.’

‘We’ll meet and take care of the details. For now, just be mentally prepared for the fight.’ He turned to me. ‘You will support me, Kanishka?’ Rustam asked.

I looked at Benafsha and Maadar. ‘Yes,’ I said, half-heartedly—for their sake.

‘I have to get going before someone finds me here,’ Rustam said.

When Rustam left our tent, Maadar peeled back Benafsha’s blanket, wanting to reassure her there was still hope. ‘Benafsha, did you hear? We’re going to be free soon.’

‘Even if I make it out of here, I’m too weak for the journey,’ Benafsha replied.

‘Stop talking nonsense. Only the Almighty can predict the future,’ Maadar said.

Hearing the hopelessness in Benafsha’s words and feeling the mounting pressure build up on my shoulders, I felt conflicted about fighting for our liberation. The thought of betraying Tor Gul—the man who made my childhood wish of becoming a master carpet weaver come true, who appreciated my talent as an artist, and who took care of my needs in this sexually deprived hellhole—seemed unthinkable. I feared missing Tor Gul.

Benafsha grounded me back to reality by killing the uneasy silence that filled the small confines of our tent. ‘Last night, I dreamed about Baba. We were feasting on pomegranate teacakes in Lashkar Gah at the mostofi’s estate.’

‘What a beautiful dream,’ I said, rubbing her back. As I did, I remembered the time our family travelled to Lashkar Gah, known as ‘Little America’, where decades prior, US engineers had designed a neighbourhood of tree-lined streets filled with suburban tract homes right in the middle of Helmand’s provincial capital. Despite being a disbeliever, I tried to comfort Benafsha by telling her to count her blessings—that certainly Allah would bring relief to those who helped themselves. She would live to see her sixteenth birthday. I would make sure of that.
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EVER SINCE RUSTAM confided with my family his intention to orchestrate a breakout from Haftballa, we briefly met in secret counsels. Thanks to the camp’s logistical information—such as where Tor Gul stored ammunition—that Rustam was privy to, I could persuade dozens of Maoist men to join us in the revolt. Rustam designated Belal, Delawar and I as the de facto Musketeers to lead the escape. Even with the Afghan nation divided, the three of us banded together to ensure our people’s survival. As the Azerbaijani carpet proverb proclaims, ‘Wrap yourself together in a carpet and roll together with your kinsmen.’

Into the dead night, Belal, Delawar and I left our tents and gathered in the gloom, hushed in a circle, careful not to draw attention to ourselves. Rustam joined us during his night patrol of the periphery of the camp.

‘Are you sure it’s safe for us to meet here?’ I asked Rustam.

‘This is our safest bet,’ Rustam said as he kneeled to the ground.

He pulled out a few things from the inside pocket of his jacket. He unfolded the map from the four squares of a sheet of paper, spread it open and placed the scraggy paper over the dusty floor while I smoothed out the centre. Belal and Delawar tamped down and held on to the corners. Rustam reached for his streamlight and cast a direct beam on to the floor.

‘What are we looking at here?’ Delawar asked.

‘This is a map of the camp,’ Rustam said.

‘How did you get this?’

‘I found it while rummaging through cabinets in a storage office.’ A lazy smile spread across his face, a weak, tired smile. His words were cracked and slow. ‘So this,’ he continued, ‘is where the workshops are. Look, here is the central command. Many of the guards will be celebrating Afghan Independence Day. The best way for us to go is to run in the opposite direction of the central command. We have to exit going west. That’s also the shortest distance to run into the forest where it goes towards Quetta. There is another thing,’ Rustam added, looking hesitant. ‘It has been whispered among the guards that the field beyond the camp was indeed booby-trapped with landmines.’

‘How are we going to get out of here alive?’ Delawar asked.

‘The reality is that some of us won’t make it. We know we aren’t a match for Tor Gul’s firepower. This is another obstacle we must consider. But we can’t let landmines stop us.’

‘The good news is that the rain clouds are growing in the sky,’ Delawar said. ‘Heavy rain can distract the guards.’

‘I didn’t consider that,’ Rustam said. ‘If the rain continues during our journey, we could risk getting hypothermia. We have to keep our end goal of reaching a United Nations office in Quetta.’

‘How long do we have to walk before we get there?’

‘About three to five days,’ Rustam said. ‘Depends on how fast we move and how much we walk each day.’

‘We must ask the prisoners who know about the escape to store food in their pockets,’ Delawar said.

‘Great idea,’ Rustam said. ‘And I will make sure the four of us are equipped with matches and a stockpile of weapons for trapping and cooking animals.’

‘Are we ready to take out the guards when they inspect the workshops?’ Rustam asked as he reached out his hand, and we each put our own hands on top of his.

‘We are ready,’ I said, but I knew deep inside it was difficult for me to defy Tor Gul.

‘Are you mentally ready to kill?’ Rustam asked me.

‘Belal taught me an easy kill tactic targeted on the neck. But I am more inclined on a slow and painful death. So going for consecutive stabs to organs in the abdomen area.’

Rustam looked at Belal for a reaction. ‘Kanishka is ready.’ Belal said.

‘I’m relying on all three of you,’ Rustam said, his thick arms folded over his chest. ‘I will be sure to get you all bayonet knives the night before the breakout. If we distribute them too early, the guards will know they went missing.’

‘Okay,’ I said, looking at Rustam. ‘Everyone is relying on you to pull through.’

‘I think there is someone coming,’ Delawar murmured.

‘I have to go,’ Rustam said as he turned off his streamlight and stood up.

Belal folded the map back into four squares and handed it to Rustam. Rustam said goodnight and left while Belal, Delawar and I hid, lying on our stomachs. A few minutes had passed, and when we felt it was safe, each of us slipped away to our tents.
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AT THE START of the golden hour on 19 August, Afghanistan’s Independence Day, I stood at the doorway to the workshop of Haftballa, watching the evening light turn blue overhead.

A few minutes after six, a goon approached. I signalled to our accomplices to take their cue, then rushed back to my seat, sandwiching myself between Maadar and Benafsha, both busily weaving away despite knowing this would be our last evening in the camp—or maybe our last day on earth. But thanks to the antibiotics that Rustam had stolen from Tor Gul, Benafsha had steadily recovered from her severe illness and returned to her usual pace of work.

Presently, she caught sight of the bayonet knife poking out of my pocket and said, ‘Promise me you’re going to be okay.’

‘Yes, we’re finally going to be free,’ I said.

The three of us cocooned together in an embrace, Maadar’s sweaty back dampening my palms. When I let go of Benafsha, I swivelled my gaze to Maadar. I leaned over to kiss her on her forehead.

‘Not there,’ Maadar said, pulling away from me. ‘It will bring distance between us.’ She cupped her right hand under my chin and mouthed a fervent prayer. She kissed me on the cheek and said, ‘I can’t wait to celebrate your wedding to a nice woman. I want lots of grandchildren.’

I smiled. There was no time to reply. When we heard the crunch of the goon’s jackboots at the door, we got back to work. I leaned forward and tied my last knots as a carpet weaver. The goon walked briskly down our aisle, heading for the storeroom. Straggling weavers clicked and clacked away, finishing their daily quota, clueless about what was coming. The goon stepped inside the storeroom and closed the door behind him. I trailed silently behind and compressed my body against the adjacent wall. I stood there, watching the weavers work. I didn’t want to be a killer, but I knew I had to save the lives of many more innocents. I yearned to reclaim Baba’s dignity, to show the Muslim mafia the might of the Maoist cabal.

The storeroom door squeaked open as I turned the knob. I grabbed the bayonet knife from my left pocket and shifted it to my right hand. The goon stood before me, clasping a rolled-up carpet in each arm. I saw the terror in the goon’s eyes when he registered what was happening. At the sound, Belal and Delawar burst out from their hiding places in the enormous yarn barrels kept in the storeroom. I swung my right hand inward and with a swift blow stabbed the goon in the abdomen. He let out a piteous cry and then dropped the carpets on to the floor with a dull thud. Delawar stifled the goon’s screaming by stuffing his mouth with a ball of wool while Belal put his hands behind his back.

The goon jerked and kicked. We pinned him to the ground. My success during the mission so far had emboldened me. I glared at the goon in the eye and hissed. The agony I’d suffered stirred me in ways I’d never experienced before.

‘This is what you get for betraying your people, you Pakistani bootlicker!’ I spat on him. Then, with a jolt of my wrist, I stabbed him in the chest, aiming for his heart and lungs to speed up the process. Killing the goon had satisfied a sense of justice. These men had robbed every person here of their humanity. But I wondered if Tor Gul’s insatiable bloodlust had somehow fuelled my own hunger for retribution. Blood spurted out as my knife went back and forth, his body jerking and twitching until he stiffened and stilled, his face frozen into a grimace of shock. Days shy of my twentieth birthday, I had killed for the first—and, I prayed, the last—time in my life.

My blood ran hot. Recollecting our composure, Belal, Delawar and I made a three-way handshake, an oath of soul fraternity punctuated with the clenching of fists. Belal reached for the goon’s machine gun and slung it over his shoulder. Delawar grabbed a knife from the goon’s pocket and together we left the storeroom. I opened the door to find the weavers scrambling out of the workshop, and since Maadar and Benafsha were not in their work area, I assumed they were in the fleeing crowd.

Belal, Delawar and I slipped out of the back door.

A fellow conspirator whom we had appointed as messenger approached us. ‘Our targeted strikes have taken down the head goon in each of the seven workshops.’

‘What about the other forty goons outside the workshops?’ Belal asked.

‘No word yet.’

‘What happened?’ Delawar interrupted. ‘Have they forgotten, or fumbled?’

Belal looked at his wristwatch. ‘We’re running out of time. It’s now or never.’

We ran back inside the workshop. Maadar and Benafsha waited by the door.

‘Attention, everybody,’ Delawar shouted to the remaining weavers still chipping away at their stations. They gasped at the sight of Belal bearing a machine gun.

‘Gather your belongings and follow me,’ he ordered. ‘We’re leaving this place, forever!’ There were a few confused faces. ‘Now!’ Bellal added, his voice furious. It worked—pandemonium broke out. A few weavers snatched up their hooked knives and pile shears and rushed out of the workshop; others looked terrified but followed orders.

At that moment, Rustam appeared at the centre of the chaos. He flipped over a water bucket and stood on it like a soapbox, erecting himself stiffly on top of it. ‘We’re taking over and getting out of this hellhole!’ he said, standing and speaking like an orator. ‘Fan out in different directions. The electricity in the barbed wire has been disarmed. Grab what you can and run for your lives.’

The crowd scrambled as family members who had been separated for the workday tried to reunite. Some headed towards the tents, but most ran for the fences. I thought of a bisected lizard, its head and tail separated and dashing in opposite directions. As the masses dispersed, our co-conspirators and their families started running along with other prisoners. Belal, Delawar, Rustam and I congregated, prepared for our fight.

‘We have to take down some goons,’ Rustam said. ‘There are too many still alive.’

Before he could say more, the sound of gunfire split the air as Tor Gul’s warders, positioned in the watchtowers, began firing enfilades of ammo that overshot us and thudded the dusty ground around me. We ran and hid behind one of the workshop walls.

Belal, Delawar, Rustam and I headed towards the western exits. We ducked to the ground, hiding behind buildings as sniper shots rushed past my ears. Other goons began approaching the refugees. Hundreds of them now merged into our path from other sections of the camp. Rustam, and a few of our comrades who carried machine guns from the goons they’d killed, shot at Tor Gul’s forces while retreating backwards. The goons sent back a withering hail of gunfire and a heated battle ensued. Caught in the crossfire, straggling children and elderly folk were blasted in mid-air and mowed down. For every goon our comrades shot, dozens of refugees were lost.

‘We have to kill Tor Gul,’ I screamed at Rustam.

‘I’m out of bullets,’ Rustam said. ‘We’re getting out of here!’ Together we dashed head-on towards the western wall of the camp. Hundreds of refugees climbed over the razor wire, using carpets as protection, while others used their shears to cut holes big enough for people to crawl through. Some lifeless bodies that hadn’t made the climb over the fence dangled with their faces and bodies freshly razor-scarred. A man was stricken atop of the barbed wire and pleading for help, but everyone was too busy saving their own lives.

Scores of people who had succeeded in crossing the barbed wire exploded from the detonation of landmines, their bodies somersaulting high in the air before crashing down and tumbling over, either missing limbs or completely dead. Those who somehow escaped stepping on a landmine scrambled forward without looking back.

From a distance, I saw Maadar and Benafsha standing in a line, waiting to crawl out under a hole in the fence. Delawar stood nearby, ushering refugees over the top of a cut-up carpet while Belal crossed over and headed with a group towards the woods.

I called out to my family, but they didn’t hear me. They were already on their hands and knees, scurrying out. Rustam and I arrived at the barbed wire wall. Delawar eyed us. The crowds rushing for their freedom grew larger; when I turned around, I saw the goons approaching. I got on the ground and quickly crawled out through a hole while Rustam hauled himself over the fence nearby. I looked towards Maadar and Benafsha and prayed they’d make it to the forest, out of harm’s way—but then I heard a scream as the dusty ground beneath turned into a firecracker spectacle. A body exploded up into the air, and then fell forward. Light-headed, I felt my heart ripped out, thinking something had happened to Maadar or Benafsha.

On the other side of the barbed wire, Rustam and I strode across the field, treading as lightly as we could. I felt relief when I saw Maadar and Benafsha huddled close. Benafsha looked weary and struggled to stand up. They were hovering over a man who was yelling ‘My leg, my leg’ and pleading for help while others passed by. The voice sounded familiar. When I approached closer, I realized it was Belal. Both legs below his knees had been ripped off, the bone shattered, pieces of skin and flesh hanging down. My stomach roiled with nausea. Belal continued to panic until weakness finally took over. Still slightly conscious, he mumbled, ‘It’s okay.’ He looked almost relieved, as if he accepted his departure from this world.

Rustam walked up to Belal. ‘We have no time here. We have to carry you.’

‘I’ll stay, you all go on,’ Belal said with laboured breaths.

‘There’s no way we’ll do that,’ Rustam said.

Looking back at Haftballa, I saw the goons approaching us, still firing away. I hefted Belal up while I slung one of his arms over my shoulder. Rustam reached out to give me a hand. We lifted Belal off the ground. I put my arms around his waist and his head over my shoulders. Rustam jogged ahead of us, to spare our lives in case another landmine went off. Maadar and Benafsha kept pace right behind him.

We plodded forward across the field, heading towards the forest. The goons’ gunshots continued. Thunderheads rolled in overhead and rumbled; lightning flickered in a continuous high voltage. In another minute, the sky broke and a tempest of rain fell on us. My vision went fuzzy; my clothes and hair were sopped from running through the yellowy murk. A few hundred yards of carrying Belal, we came to a stop once we reached the shade of juniper trees. Rustam and I gently placed Belal on the ground. He looked dead. Maadar and Benafsha caught up with us. Rustam caught his breath while I tugged at Belal, begging him to wake up. For a moment, I held on to a false hope that somehow, by some miracle, he would open his eyes and start breathing. But he didn’t. Rustam’s crushed face reflected mine.

‘He is dead,’ I shouted in between approaching gunshots.

‘We have to get going again,’ Rustam yelled. ‘Goons are closing in. If we don’t run now, all of us will be dead. Let’s go.’

I silently said goodbye to my friend, grabbed Maadar’s hand and ran, with Benafsha and Rustam leading the way.

We kept at full speed, scrambling over wet boulders as we climbed upwards, all the while panting for breath. When we reached the top of a steep hill, we came across rolling hills covered with dense forest. Our legs were on the verge of giving out, but Rustam pushed us to keep going to get us out of the range of sniper bullets. After progressing for a few miles, Maadar’s and Benafsha’s legs finally ran out of energy and we all slowed down.

The warm afternoon quickly transformed into another cold night soon after sunset. The impenetrable forest morphed into a green haze.
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WE RAN WITH the rest of our group at full speed. Even Benafsha, who now refused to be carried by Rustam, never stopped, despite her wheezing. Miraculously, the force of adrenaline pumping through our bodies ensured we could transcend the sicknesses and injuries that beset us. When the gunshots faded, Rustam turned around and said, ‘I think it’s safe for us to take a break.’ I let go of Maadar’s hand and looked at her. ‘Thank God you’re alive,’ Maadar said.

‘If only we can make it out of this forest alive now,’ I said while trying to catch my breath.

As we slowed down a bit, Delawar and other escapees caught up with us, increasing our number to well over a hundred. Of the thirty men who had orchestrated the escape from Haftballa with Rustam, only seventeen of us had succeeded in finding each other. I presumed the rest had either been killed or lost in transit. We didn’t know for sure, but I suspected that Tor Gul had survived the battle. I felt certain that he would ravage the lands of Baluchistan and remove all traces of his disloyal prisoners. And I was equally convinced that unless he was dead, another place like Haftballa would soon crop up.

The ground beneath our feet dappled with moonlight as it seeped in through the cracks of the forest’s canopy, silvering the branches. Maadar and Benafsha, the exertions dawning on them now, barely kept pace. From my position at the back of the line, I made sure no one fell behind or trailed us, steering my eyes back and praying nobody would break through. Barring a clan of striped hyenas, we fled unaccompanied.

The higher up we climbed, the stronger the winds blew in our faces. In the middle of the night, our group finally collapsed. We camped by the edge of a river on a sloping hillside beneath the mountains. We were careful to keep a distance from the main highway, to ensure we wouldn’t run into Tor Gul’s men, but still within sight of the road, since it was our only reliable marker that we were heading in the right direction.

‘Let’s start a fire,’ some of the refugees demanded. ‘It’s so cold here.’ Even in the dead heat of summer, the icy temperatures in the barren mountains could kill.

‘We can’t make a fire,’ Rustam said. ‘A fire would draw attention to us. We’re still not far away from being captured.’

‘Besides, how can we make a fire with wet logs and sticks?’ Delawar added.

I took off my shoes—they were coated in mud, which I scraped off—and aired out my wet socks. I breathed deeply—to keep myself awake and warm. We huddled in the damp grounds close to one another so that our bodies would give us some sense of warmth in the cold, hard emptiness of the Baluchistan frontier. Some of the refugees fell asleep from exhaustion, as did Maadar and Benafsha. But I stood wide awake like an insomniac, unable to sleep even if I wanted to. I was responsible for my Maadar and Benafsha. I had to keep them safe. And as if answering this, the wind stopped at that very moment, falling to a stillness I hadn’t felt since we had escaped. It was even warm, with a sweet scent to it. And I knew, in that moment, that it was the breath of Baba. I felt that everything was going to be okay.

~

The next morning, Maadar shook me awake and Benafsha said, ‘Come, everyone is leaving. Rustam said we have to go.’ I got up and saw the refugees already embarking on the trek into the wilderness, and at the front of the pack, I could make out the silhouette of Rustam leading the way.

We walked all day, afternoon and night. Along the way, we trapped straight-horned markhors or whatever scrabbling animal we could find to roast and ease our hunger. And we slept for a few hours at night.

Three nights later, Rustam felt it was safe enough to have a fire. The refugees gathered firewood and Delawar kindled a fire. Rustam and I kindled one too and kept watch over the group for the first four hours.

‘Where do you want to seek asylum?’ I asked, coming to sit on the cold mud next to Rustam. We both faced the river, the stars settling on its surface like water lilies.

‘Canada,’ Rustam said gruffly.

‘Do you have family there?’ I asked.

‘All my relatives are still in Afghanistan.’

‘So why not move to America?’

‘America is China’s foe and Israel’s bitch,’ Rustam answered in a show of solidarity, as if the roots of the tree he perched on were his Maoist and Muslim roots, and that he was replenishing his stocks of pride and purpose. ‘But Canada . . .’ he said, sighing, his features visibly softening, ‘Canada has the wealth of America and the welfare of Europe. When I get to Toronto, I’ll earn enough to send for my wife and kids.’

There was a pause as Rustam glanced off into the wilderness on the Baluchistan frontier and continued to talk. It was strange to hear Rustam talk about his family. War had clearly taken a toll on this passionate man, who had appeared so urbane and untouchable before. From across the fire, I could sense his wistful longing even as worry lines and puffy eyelids subdued his dashing looks.

‘What about you?’

‘California,’ I said. ‘We have friends there who will help us.’

‘Do you know how I first became a Maoist?’

‘You told me you met Baba when you were his editorial assistant.’

‘Yes, but I first got involved in the movement because I fell in love with a Maoist. We were like wild beasts. Couldn’t keep our hands off each other. In a grand show of devotion, I joined Maoism so that we could be together, dead or alive.’

‘I didn’t realize there were any female Maoist leaders.’

There was a brief pause.

‘His name was Ashkan,’ Rustam said, gazing back at the river now. He moved his troubled eyes to his feet and wrapped his arms around his knees. ‘After he was raped and tortured, he refused to see me. I wanted to kill the perpetrators, but he wouldn’t tell me who they were. He wanted to protect me. He disappeared one day. I later heard from his family that he became a Hajji pilgrim and devoted his life to Islam.’

Rustam’s revelation surprised me. I felt validated by him, and also felt a deep connection with him as we both meditated on the longings of our heart under a carpet of twinkling constellations. For Rustam’s sake, and all who were torn apart from their ishq-e-haqiqi, I felt emboldened to live my life authentically. Maybe I could be fortunate to reunite with my Maihan.

‘I’m so sorry. It sounds like you really loved Ashkan.’

‘Yes, I did. He was everything to me. I know nothing of him now. I have no idea if he’s alive or dead. But I do not know if I could stay with my wife and children if I ever see him again and he asked me to join him. But I know that will never happen. There’s no way to find him.’

‘You know, I love a man too,’ I confessed.

‘I think I know who it is.’

‘Do you remember my schoolmate, Maihan?’

‘I knew there was something going on between you. I felt the chemistry, especially when you were paired off in the wrestling match at the bodybuilding club. Have you had sex with him?’

I shook my head. Rustam sighed. ‘Such is the price of religion and war.’ He gave me a sidelong glance and then looked out into the darkness. ‘Don’t worry, you’ll find your prince one day.’

I reached over and held Rustam close as tears streamed down his face. His broad shoulders heaved powerfully as he sobbed in my arms, and I tightened my embrace. I could understand Rustam’s pain like no one else could—just as he could discern mine. In some way, this solidarity infused the intimacy of that moment.

We talked some more. As our conversation drifted from romance to reminiscences, hours passed, and we woke Delawar to take the next watch while we slept.

In the morning, only partially rested, we footslogged in delirium for fifteen hours straight through a gullied landscape. When we ran out of ammunition to hunt animals for food, we foraged for shelled nuts and berries. Embracing our new-found freedom after reminding ourselves of the horrors of Haftballa assuaged our starvation. We headed for the summit, only to realize there was a higher stretch to climb.

Six days and hundreds of kilometres later, with blistered feet and skin ulcerations—when morale was at its lowest—we made a sighting: a glimmer of a subdued blue tonality amidst our peripheral vision of pitch black. Minutes later, we approached a street with neon lights and signage in Baluchi and approached an odd spectacle that made me wonder if we had come to the right place. The scene was both bustling and deactivated, void of any emotion. Men were shouting at each other, while teenagers with deep-set eyes lounged in folding chairs as pedestrians passed and cars occasionally sped by. Shabby buildings bedecked the craggy landscape. On our way through an intersection, I was drawn by the smell of tomato chutney, onion salad and sambusa drifting from the stalls of rival street vendors selling chicken sajji with kaak and katti kebabs rolled in roti. My empty belly badly craved a hot meal, pan-fried tender cuts of red meat cooked with the fat. Everyone was tired and ill-tempered and hunched over from all the walking. When Rustam stopped and asked a local where we were, the man responded, ‘Quetta,’ and all of a sudden, we felt liberated from our misery, knowing we had found safety at last.
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MAADAR LIFTED UP her window shade. From my aisle seat, I leaned closer to Benafsha next to me and gazed out of the window. That thick, early morning light that creeps over the world unfurled itself over the Pacific coast; a foreign light. From this bird’s-eye view, I watched as the glinting high-rises, sun-kissed homes and their crystal blue swimming pools sharpened into clarity. So alien. So new.

This was America, and I had made it.

I looked at Maadar next to me, gazing expressionlessly into the middle distance, her hands placed tensely in her lap. We exchanged a weary look of relief. And then I turned to Benafsha—so bright, so excited despite everything that had happened to us.

‘This feels unreal, right?’ I asked my sister.

‘I can’t believe it. After everything that’s happened . . .’

‘Just a few minutes longer and we’ll be there at last. We’ve earned this: our new home.’

Under tyranny, we had endured, like salamanders in a wet log that withstand the hottest fire. Yet it wasn’t until this day that at last I truly felt exalted and new.

After our escape from Haftballa, we had spent a year in a UN-funded refugee camp. The days for Maadar, Benafsha and I were filled with anxious waiting. We learned rudimentary English, while proper health care replenished us as we spent each day hoping it would be our last there. Finally, we rejoiced after the drawn-out process of our asylum case led to the United States accepting us as refugees.

At the age of twenty-two, it was my turn to start with a blank slate and live in providence, although I felt undeserving of it after witnessing how many had died and were left behind. After we escapees gave our testimony, we had heard rumours that the UN had ordered the Pakistani government to shut down camps like Haftballa. We heard that Tor Gul had escaped, and that Rustam and Delawar had made it safely to Canada, while war in Afghanistan was still locked in a stalemate.

I turned my head to the side and thought about Rustam, the thoughts drifting to me laboriously, as Los Angeles grew larger below.

As our Lufthansa double-decker landed and parked at the gate, we disembarked, our footsteps tentative under the spell of fear of the unknown that gripped us.

‘Stay close,’ Maadar said, addressing both of us. She stared right ahead.

By the time Maadar, Benafsha and I reached passport control, her agitation had only grown.

‘We don’t know their ways,’ she whispered, pulling us closer as the customs officer, a round-faced man with vacant eyes and red cheeks, studied and stamped our papers.

‘Welcome to America,’ he said.

We proceeded with our carry-ons to the terminal, where a queue of chauffeurs held up name placards for arriving passengers.

‘Kanishka! Kanishka!’ I heard from across the concourse, my name called out by an unmistakable voice. Zaki jaan, after all, had been the person to recite the azan into my right ear and the ikamah into my left, only six days after I was born, declaring me an official Muslim. I later learned that on the same day, my parents had settled on naming me after the emperor of the Kushan dynasty. Now, my godfather was the first to address me in the land of my rebirth.

When I turned around, I recognized Faiz by the way he jumped up and down, his singular style and gleeful laughter that was his trademark. Next to him, a gracefully aged Zaki jaan, salt and pepper as I remembered him, and wearing an Aztec print shirt and loose khaki pants, waved his hands at us.

Faiz had metamorphosed into a bronzed, muscular hunk in stonewashed Jordache jeans, a fluorescent orange tank top and sunglasses. I traced the series of well-defined arcs that protruded from his biceps, triceps, pecs and hamstrings. A Sony Walkman was clipped to his pocket and a pair of headphones hung around his neck. As fashionable as he looked, I noticed he seemed less sure of himself than he once had been.

Zaki jaan put his arms around Benafsha and me.

‘Namekhouda. You’ve both grown up so much.’ True, Benafsha and I looked at each other. It was true that since he had seen us last we had grown several inches, but charting growth, expansion, progress in our bodies—considering we felt we had left pieces of ourselves in Haftballa—seemed wrong.

‘I guess we have,’ I said, smiling awkwardly. I turned to Faiz. Next to him, I looked bone thin and gaunt. Thank goodness I’d had time to recover and gain some strength and weight at the UN camp. I had seen images on TV of starving children in Somalia, their eyes swarming with bugs. Had we looked like that in Haftballa? It all seemed so long ago already, like another life. Hazy and dreamlike.

Benafsha had developed a bad case of acne, but puberty could have much to do with the blemishes on her face than the conditions of the camp. At least she had recuperated from her illness. Maadar was still pretty, but with more wrinkles than someone in her early forties.

Benafsha and Zaki jaan kissed three times, alternating cheeks. ‘You both have grown so tall.’ When Zaki jaan and I embraced, the old fear seized me once again momentarily—did he guess that I was a kuni? Would he belittle me if he knew? Zaki jaan then embraced Maadar, grabbed her bag, and kissed the palm of her hand, expressing his heartache over the loss of Baba. Maadar simultaneously kissed Zaki jaan on the forehead. The passage of time had softened our grief over Baba, yet an unspeakable sense of emptiness still lingered.

‘I wish he could be here today,’ Maadar said, her eyes wet with tears. Zaki jaan embraced her.

‘You are all safe now. Have no worry,’ Zaki jaan told Maadar. ‘Everything will be taken care of.’

Meanwhile, Faiz said to me quietly, ‘I never imagined we would be together again.’ It had been five years since we had last seen each other, and since then we had led markedly different lives.

‘I’ve missed you. Promise you won’t ever leave again without telling me,’ I said.

‘I won’t,’ he said. ‘Now let’s enjoy our new life together.’

When we entered the multi-level parking lot, Maadar took the front seat, while Benafsha, Faiz and I sat in the back of the British Land Rover SUV. We entered the highway and listened to Zaki jaan speak about how he and Faiz escaped Afghanistan. ‘We were smuggled by car into Pakistan, and from Islamabad we flew to Bangkok, then to Hong Kong, and from there to Los Angeles. We discarded our papers before the plane landed at LAX and when we reached US customs we asked for political asylum.’ I snickered under my breath hearing how easy their journey had been compared to my family’s. Zaki jaan then went on to describe his thriving plastic surgery practice. ‘We specialize in breast implants, liposuction and tummy tucks,’ he boasted while navigating the sun-drenched, colourful streets.

‘It seems America has been kind to you—have you found your happiness here?’

Zaki jaan laughed. ‘You could say that. I have a girlfriend named Suzie.’

‘Is she a Muslim?’ Maadar asked innocently.

Zaki jaan hesitated. ‘Suzie isn’t religious, but her family is Mormon. Like Muslims, they don’t drink alcohol or gamble.’

‘Do they like to dance and listen to music?’ Benafsha asked.

‘Of course,’ Zaki said. ‘Who doesn’t like entertainment?’

Maadar, Benafsha and I talked over each other to congratulate Zaki jaan.

‘How did you meet one another?’ I asked.

‘She was the real estate agent for the house I bought. We started dating last year. She’s now learning Dari and is cooking Afghan dishes.’

‘It’ll be good if she converts in case you plan on having kids,’ Maadar said.

‘Inshallah,’ Zaki jaan said. ‘We have considered marriage.’

I leaned forward, wrapping my arms around the headrest, and asked Zaki jaan, ‘Are you in touch with any other Afghans here?’

‘When we first arrived, we lived in a complex in Garden Grove with other Kabulis. A lot of these Afghans had relatives who settled in the area before the war, so they were well-connected and brought over their entire families. We had potlucks and watched Dallas and Dynasty and reminisced about Afghanistan. On Eid and Nowruz, there are some Afghan concerts. You’ll be comfortable here.’

Outside the window, I read a sign that said ‘Welcome to Irvine’ and soon we exited on to a road, and I watched the cows roaming a hillside to the right of us. We turned left and drove over a freeway bridge and passed an estate with acres upon acres of orange groves. Turning into a side road, we entered a township walled off by a row of pine trees and a high privet hedge. Along a curving stretch called Yale Loop Drive, eucalyptus, jacaranda and magnolia trees shaded manicured lawns in front of clapboard homes fashioned with reddish-bricked facades, dormer windows and sloped roofs. A sense of déjà vu rolled over me as I basked in the fertile oasis and rustic hardscape.

We pulled into a driveway adjacent to a lawn overhung with a pepper tree, with a flagstone path that led to a side courtyard with a raised bed of chrysanthemums. I marvelled when Zaki jaan pressed a gizmo clipped to the sun visor above the steering wheel and all of a sudden the garage door swished open.

Entering the house through the garage door, we found Suzie, a pretty woman with bobbed blonde hair, waiting for us. She walked over and welcomed us with a contagious smile. In accented Dari, she asked us about our trip and showed Maadar, Benafsha and me to the guest room.

After we had set down our bags and freshened up, Zaki jaan gave us a tour of the house: a place bedecked to the same high standards as his house in Afghanistan, only improved with an American flair.

The house consisted of wide rooms with high ceilings, the windows fixed with wooden plantation shutters that stared out over green lawns. Each floor of jak slate stretched under fine Sulaimani filpai carpets. I stooped down to study one of these rugs. It was decorated with rows of elongated octagonal gül medallions.

‘Is this from Kabul?’ I asked. Zaki jaan glided over, hands propped on his hips. He stared at me without answering, his eyes narrowed slightly in that way they were all those years ago at my sixteenth birthday party—as if he were looking through me, somehow. But then, for the first time, he regarded me with warmth. His eyebrows softened. He dropped to his haunches to be level with me, stroking the hem of the carpet.

‘Yes, this is from our home,’ he said, and the way he said it I knew he meant Afghanistan, and not his old house in Kabul or Istalif. He gazed as if staring into a faraway mist, into old pleasant dreams, then smiled at me. He reached for a tray at the centre of the coffee table and split a bark and handed me half of it.

‘What’s this?’ I asked.

‘Chocolate peppermint. Suzie made them from scratch.’ We both popped the sweet treat in our mouths and chewed, and for the first time I felt Zaki jaan’s close bond with me. ‘It is good to see you, Kanishka,’ he said. ‘Faiz has missed you.’

We spoke for a few moments and then he rose to go and find Maadar. I felt as if one of the weights on my shoulders had been lifted.

The chocolate peppermint aroma triggered my lust for Tor Gul being mounted on top of his beloved carpet weaver and me spreading wide for my master. As hot as it made me feel to think about the special way Tor Gul had treated me, I felt disgusted that I was yearning for a barbarian and my rapist and not my first love: Maihan.

I rose up from the carpet and caught the deep lapis lazuli blue of an ashtray resting comfortably on a stack of magazines on an end table. I froze as the colour of the gemstone reminded me of Maihan and his piece of art. I wondered if Maihan and I could be reunited and pursue our passion in the arts.

I rejoined Benafsha and Maadar in the kitchen. Suzie was pouring lemonade from a jug, and she handed Maadar, Benafsha and I each a glass to drink.

‘Dinner will be served whenever you want. Do you wish to eat first, or rest? I’ve made kebabs. But they can keep for later if you prefer.’

Under the waft of the meat, I suddenly felt hungry. ‘Let’s eat now, if you don’t mind.’

Zaki jaan said, ‘But of course. Go outside and take a seat. We’ll serve you there.’

We stepped into the spacious backyard and sat down around a table with a patio umbrella. Scents of honeysuckle floated through the courtyard. Faiz brought out a stack of plates and set them in the spots where he, Zaki jaan and Suzie were to join us. Maadar, Benafsha and I sat down and whetted our appetites, dipping pita bread in burta under the heat of the sun. Suzie and Zaki jaan returned with thick cuts of Uzbeki-style lamb soused in Shashlik marinade with zereshk challaw mottled with red-gold saffron, crunchy potato wafers and crusty rice from the bottom of the pot. They arrayed the dishes on a lazy Susan turntable that was built into the table. As we ate, I enjoyed the amazing setting: there were palm trees and a hot tub and cool water tinkling in the stone fountain behind a fire pit. There was a waterfront view of a man-made lake with a raft of ducks quacking away, their wings gyrating like paddle wheels as they took off from the surface. In the backdrop, a gazebo and a wooden footbridge overpass bisected the lake.

An unfamiliar ease occupied my thoughts as I compared the luxurious life here against that of the UN refugee camp where we lived in a tent, as we had in Haftballa. In the second camp, our labour wasn’t exploited and we were able to get enough sustenance. But I was out of balance at the sight of the serenity that surrounded me. I never understood why my unlucky family endured so much hardship. If one more person referenced Allah’s test, I would scream my lungs out. I tricked my mind to relax even though I wanted to burst into anger and let everyone know the rage swarming inside me. I swallowed my grief but exhaled hard to let go of my grudge. Around me, everyone reminisced in jolly banter. I emotionally checked out and had nothing to be joyful about. Nothing to contribute. After dinner, Maadar, Benafsha and I went to the guest bedroom to sleep and recover from our jet lag and thirty-five-hour flight.

The next day, we took Zaki jaan’s advice to pamper ourselves. Maadar asked if they could find amla so she could make a natural dye to colour her hair black. Suzie insisted on something better: taking Maadar and Benafsha to a beauty salon to get seaweed facials and paraffin-wax manicures and pedicures followed by hair treatments. Faiz and I made our own plans, heading to South Coast Plaza. When we arrived at the three-story indoor mall, Faiz pointed out Bvlgari, Gucci, Versace and other designer shops we had fantasized about while flipping through glossies at the magazine racks back in Kabul.

After Faiz bought me some clothes from Nordstrom, I went to the bathroom and switched into the brand-new, loose-fitting pants, pleated shirt and derby shoes, and stuffed my old threads into a trash can. I instantly felt better about myself. Faiz then took me to Birraporetti’s, a yuppie haven that, according to him, the up-and-coming Afghan émigrés treated as a meeting point. We were seated in one of the elevated leather booths in the main dining hall. A gentle breeze blew in from the open patio, giving the place fresh air. Faiz popped his fingers as Soft Cell’s ‘Tainted Love’ played in the background.

The conversation slowly eased us back into our old selves with each other. ‘You’ve changed so much! So muscular!’ I said, dabbing my garlic bread in oil and vinegar.

‘I lift weights six days per week.’

‘But why? Are you training for something? Do you compete like we used to at Koteh Sangi?’

Faiz shook his head no. ‘Can you keep a secret?’ he asked, nervously tapping his fingers on the table.

‘Of course,’ I said. ‘What is it? Is there a woman you’re trying to impress?’

He bolted upright, the sudden movement causing the table to shake. ‘I have no trouble attracting women,’ he said defensively. ‘The secret is that I’m an exotic dancer. I actually get women to pay me to touch my body.’

Faiz also explained that he lied to his father that he worked as a personal trainer at a local gym.

‘Really?’ I said, giggling. ‘Where do you dance?’

‘I perform at birthdays, bachelorette parties—even divorce parties.’

‘Divorce parties?’ I asked.

‘You heard right. Welcome to California! I recently danced for a divorcee and her entourage. Can you believe I’ve danced on limo buses, private jets and yachts?’

‘You’re exaggerating!’ I said, lifting a brow. ‘There’s that much money here?’

‘You should see these rich women drop their cash when I strip and arouse them.’

‘Do you dance for men too?’ I asked.

‘I’m not into men,’ he answered quickly.

‘That’s not what I asked,’ I said teasingly, trying to lighten the mood.

‘Besides,’ continued Faiz, as though he hadn’t heard me, ‘women tip better, especially when they’re drunk. When I tell them I’m an Afghan refugee, they shower me with sympathy dollars.’

‘You’re a lucky refugee,’ I said. ‘How much are you making?’

‘About a thousand dollars a week,’ Faiz said. My jaw dropped when I heard the figure. ‘I could make more if I danced for Chippendale’s in Las Vegas.’

‘What are you doing with all the money?’

‘I’m saving up to buy a condo in West LA,’ Faiz said. ‘Orange County is really not my scene. If I want to be an actor, I need to live closer to Hollywood.’

So my old friend had kept his dream of becoming an actor alive after all. I thought back to our weekend years ago in Istalif when Zaki jaan was enraged by Faiz’s admission that he dreamed about a career in movies. I wondered if that was still the case.

The food runner arrived, moving the bread basket, our wine glasses and the bottle of undeniably haram Chianti to make room for a classic grilled chicken Alfredo pizza. With our permission, our waiter ground fresh pepper over the pizza until Faiz said, ‘Stop,’ a novelty to me. As Faiz poured Tabasco on his pizza—another strange flavour—I took down my first glass of wine in successive gulps, recalling an excerpt from Hafez Shirazi’s poem, ‘Dye your prayer mat with red wine.’

Through my trance, I spotted him outside the window.

‘Wait!’ I said. ‘Is that—it can’t be.’

‘What is it?’

I placed my napkin on the table and got up. ‘I’ll be right back.’

‘Wait! Kanishka, where are you going?’

Ignoring Faiz, I ran out of the restaurant and headed towards the parking lot, chasing a man who had the profile—hair, height, skin tone and weight—of Maihan. Surely it was him, I thought. I called out his name as I approached, until the man turned around and said, ‘Can I help you?’

When I realized it wasn’t Maihan, my heart sank. ‘I’m sorry. I mistook you for someone else.’

The man turned back to his car and placed his shopping bags in the trunk. I continued to stare even though the man wasn’t Maihan. I was astonished by the resemblance. I rushed back to the restaurant and took my seat, trying to pretend nothing happened.

‘Sorry. I thought I saw Maihan,’ I said.

‘Melatyar?

‘How many Maihans do we mutually know?’ I asked, somewhat miffed.

‘Okay, smartass.’

After a moment, I ventured, ‘Any updates on him?’

‘We grew apart after high school,’ Faiz said. ‘Without you being in the mix, I feel that Maihan and I alone don’t have the same bond as we once did.’

‘Zaki jaan keep in touch with the Melatyars?’ I asked.

‘A few times at various functions. Rahim refurbishes and resells used cars.’

‘Really?’

‘It’s the best he could do making the most money.’

‘Can we get together with him?’ I said softly.

Faiz studied my face in quietude. ‘You haven’t even been here two days, and you want to see Maihan.’ He shook his head, his cheeks tense with anger. ‘Are you sick of me already?’

‘Of course not. I was thinking the three of us can get together like old times. I’m sorry I asked.’

‘No, it’s me who’s sorry,’ he said, murmuring vacuously in the air. ‘I’ll be sorry for the rest of my life.’ He exhaled abruptly, looking down at his half-eaten food. Faiz seemed overwrought, and it unsettled me. He signalled for the nearby busboy to take our plates and pack the rest of the pizza. ‘But no, I’ll see what I can find out. It’s the least I can do, right?’
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THE FIRST TIME I stepped into an American supermarket, I felt a miraculous adrenaline rush. The aroma of pastry and hot bakery bread filtering through the air. The air-conditioners that blew frigid air against my face, energizing me as I walked around exploring the massive aisles. Glowing reams of ripened fruit all polished to a sheen and stacked in ordered abundance. Assorted vegetables that were lined up neatly and perfectly, and the automatic sprayer that released a mist every few minutes to humidify the lettuces and other vegetables to keep them at their freshest. The busy or indolent could buy rotisserie chicken, pre-cut vegetables and pre-made dishes.

So many unfamiliar items marked the shelves, like marshmallow fluff and mayonnaise and bologna and Sloppy Joe’s and—weirdest of all—spray cheese. The tens of thousands of choices overwhelmed me. A multitude of brand selections existed for every food item. It was like peering through a magnifying glass; everything here was so big.

Faiz told me to take whatever I wanted. He pushed the cart while I scavenged the aisles with my hungry eyes, placing a TV dinner, macaroni and cheese, and breakfast cereal into the basket. If the first step to becoming an American was to eat like one, then I was there.

I saw the dairy section of the grocery store, abounding with buttermilk, non-fat, low-fat, reduced-fat, whole and chocolate milk, all conveniently packaged in cartons, litres and gallons. My Promised Land of America far surpassed the old Afghan way of milking goats and yaks, and the Soviet communism of powdered milk or condensed milk in blue-striped 9 ounce cans, and even the unverified running brooks of succulent milk that supposedly flowed in the heavenly paradise that the Quran promised and that the Mujahedeen sacrificed their lives for. I was in awe that in America, you could conveniently drink fresh milk hassle-free by simply opening up a carton and pouring.

But such was merely one of the many wonders of this new world. Faiz gave me a glimpse of the rest. We reset our friendship as the two of us spent our free time going sightseeing from Tijuana to the Valley, Catalina to Vegas, and all the places in between. Benafsha joined us when we went to Disneyland, Knott’s Berry Farm and Universal Studios. While the adventure parks were impressive, nothing beat the lazy days whiling away at one of the beaches along California’s Gold Coast. America grew on Maadar and Benafsha. For the first time in three years, I saw Benafsha act like a kid and Maadar laugh, both too preoccupied to fret over the scars of the past. Maadar and Suzie became close, got matching perms and relished each other’s faux pas at pronunciation in their respective new languages.

Zaki jaan had no clue about Faiz’s double life and seemed absorbed in his love for Suzie and all things American. He fussed and fretted about how much he had lost leaving the old country, and how his life was reduced to paying off a mortgage, a homeowner’s association, a plethora of bills, and property taxes with fancy names like Mello-Roos. But who was he kidding? He had lived lavishly like an aristocrat in Afghanistan, and now here in America too. He used his black American Express card to take us out to eat. Zaki jaan first took us to a buffet so we could experience the galore of all-you-can-eat. I watched people to see how much food they could consume, while I rubbed my stomach as it still roiled from my typhoid-inflicted intestines. I preferred Asian fusion and developed a palette for noodles—chow mein, guksu, pancit, pad thai, pho and yakisoba topped with sriracha and soy sauce. Zaki jaan said to us, ‘When Americans try Afghan cuisine, aush will be the most sought-after noodle dish in this country. Just watch.’

Maadar, Benafsha and I felt well cared for by Zaki jaan, Suzie and Faiz. But even the comfort and luxury that surrounded us couldn’t shake the spectre of memories that haunted me most: Baba, his smile, his absence, the colour of the ink used to write his name on the board of dead prisoners; Haftballa, and its horrors under Tor Gul; and finally, my stolen adolescence with Maihan. The sound of a balloon pop snapped me back into the present and made the hair on my neck stand on end. All it took was someone to enter a room from behind me to send a surge of chemicals rushing from my brain to my muscles, turning them heavy as anchors. To calm my mind and body, my daily regimen started with gentle morning jogs along Culver Drive and the trails beneath the sycamores at William R. Mason Regional Park. I also attended yoga classes several times per week.

Maadar had taken to her new life better than any of us had expected. She had already enrolled in ESL classes at Orange Coast College and joined the circle of Afghan women who worked as machine operators at St John Knits. Benafsha attended Woodbridge Highschool, and thanks to Faiz educating me how I could continue with my studies, I started my GED at Irvine Adult School. After I grasped how the system worked, I made my educational plan. I would also attend a community college like Maadar. Maybe, if I did well during my general studies and earned an associate degree, I could transfer to a four-year university, like California State Fullerton or UC Irvine, for my bachelor’s degree, and then go on to pursue my JD. After asking my teachers, I had learned I needed a high GPA and score in the top percentile on the LSAT if I wanted to go to a top law school. But even though Baba had wanted me to study law, my fascination for aesthetic beauty and carpet weaving had reoriented me to the visual arts. For now, I had to focus on learning and relearning the basics, such as the fact that there were only fifty states in the Union. Afghans had always insisted, without counting them off one by one, that there were fifty-two states, with Alaska and Hawaii. Fifty-two, like the number of cards in a deck, we had been told.

After I’d had some time to adjust and feel strong enough to socialize, Faiz introduced me to the LA social scene. Great restaurants and nightclubs populated the city; Angelinos could easily procure alcohol and drugs. I saw Faiz do drugs and alcohol. I partook in the drinking but steered clear from the barbiturates. Faiz had told me ‘the holidays’—Thanksgiving, Christmas and New Year—were his busy season, and I accompanied him to some of the parties where he performed as the striptease for the night. The day after Christmas, Faiz took me to a masquerade-themed swingers’ party in Villa Park. The scene felt spectacular and surreal, like I had dropped into a philistine version of One Thousand and One Nights. Faiz flaunted his oiled-up body and showmanship to polyandrous couples eager to share their mates and amplify their love. I felt exposed, since everyone wore a mask with their sexy costume while my face remained uncovered. I also covered too much skin for the occasion. The crowd of incognito men and women screamed, applauded and threw feathers and glitter into the air as Faiz roared along twirling tassels. He primped himself, in burlesque fashion, like a steampunk. Gone were Faiz’s Groucho Marx impersonations. He was definitely still the life of the party, but not in a good way. I saw a side of Faiz I hadn’t before. I wondered how much sex he had, and if porn had become an addiction for him.

While Faiz danced, I could see in every jolt of his hips, his pursed lips and gleaming muscles how delicate the dreams of Zaki jaan to raise a son who’d carry on his legacy really were. Here, Faiz was minimized to an object of instant gratification of the most unsavoury kind. I felt scandalized by this world of salacious showboaters. The shallowness that had infected Faiz too equally bothered me. He had been the funniest student at Lycée Esteqlal, full of charisma, full of pride. With his clever quips, silly antics and sly comebacks, Faiz was primed to become a successful comic who’d heal our nation and surpass Zalmai Araa as Afghanistan’s foremost comedian. Not be diminished to this. When I tried to broach this subject on one of our outings, Faiz replied flatly, ‘It’s my choice how I wish to lead my life. Stop trying to control me.’

‘It’s not that,’ I quickly said, not wanting to alienate my friend. ‘I just want you to be the best.’

‘Did I ever badger you about why you are attracted to men?’

My eyes widened. ‘How did you know?’

‘You don’t think I know about my good friend?’

As much as Faiz’s glib rebuff bothered me, I still had no leg to stand on. ‘You’re right,’ I replied affirmingly. ‘You’ve never told me how to live. I will respect your wishes.’

I pretended to fit into Faiz’s world but inside I had no desire to get along. I took my cue from the people surrounding me, though my reactions were obviously delayed. I felt qualmish and queasy when a woman in thigh-high stockings flashed her D-cup breasts at me. Since they looked so disproportionate to her petite build, I wondered if her rack was real or silicone. A woman in a wrap dress, probably older than Maadar, stood behind me and said, ‘What a cutie pie’, as she softly fondled the back of my neck. ‘Are you Afghani too?’ she asked in a breezy manner. Even behind her Venetian-style mask, I could make out her plump lips and rosy cheeks and guessed that she must have had an easy and effortless life. I shouted in my head, I’m an Afghan, not Afghani like the currency. But I figured I shouldn’t bother if she had no conception about me or my nation. Besides, the unwanted advances reminded me of the time Lamba made me get sexual with her.

As unsettling as it was for me, the presence of the men in tearaway pants in the room comforted me. Their lustful glances reminded me of the men at the Durani hammam, only these specimens were comfortable showing their lust for one another in the presence of women. The tableau, the intense sexual verve was unlike anything that I had previously seen or heard about and it fascinated me. As a pious Afghan and Muslim man, I should have absorbed Mullah Naqib’s strict precepts about and the egregious violation of Allah’s command. But I rejected the rigidness of my Muslim faith. How could I condemn others, especially when the world regarded me as a kuni, a sinner for loving my own gender? But I was embittered to see these rich Americans so carefree and merry while my country was gripped by misery. An hour later, when the party gradually trickled to the backyard and people began skinny-dipping in the lagoon pool, Faiz and I took our cue and left.

Some nights later, while en route to West Hollywood with Faiz, my mind drifted back in time to when I was eight and Baba had taken us on a trip to the green forests and waterfalls of Gulbahar in the north. On the way, we had reached a narrow road pitted with huge craters and hemmed in by strewn rocks on the edge of a cliff that fell away to the rapidly flowing Panjshir River below. Ahead of us, a caravan of two-humped Bactrian camels trod along laden with a gujar nomad family. It was an amazing sight to see their luggage strapped to pannier bags and saddlebags and trappings, dipping and rising to the gait of the caravan’s strides. The car in front of us grew impatient with the slow lope of the camels and honked non-stop until the lead camel grew nervous. It sprang out of control and swerved off the cliff, sending all five tied camels along with their passengers—a woman wearing an indigo gown jangling with glittering coins and jewellery, her children, a baby goat, a Kuchi dog, hens, cocks, guard dogs and lambs—to plummet to their deaths. The vehicle in front of us sped away, while Baba stopped the car to console the man who had seconds ago lost his family. I remember we gave the man a ride to the provincial headquarters to enlist help in finding their remains. Though we continued with our road trip, the image of the poor man who lost his entire life in the matter of a few seconds kept flashing in my head.

Ensnared on the Interstate 5 among a fleet of vehicles in stalled traffic, I broke out of my meditation, fixating on the shimmer of red tail-lights in front of us and the approaching white headlights from the other side of the centre divider. I felt the blustery Santa Ana winds whip against my face. Faiz snapped his fingers in front of me to get my attention. As we crossed the unmarked county line of the proverbial Orange Curtain and entered Los Angeles, Faiz made a startling confession.

‘It’s my fault,’ he said. ‘I’m responsible for you and Maihan being separated.’

‘What? But you didn’t do anything,’ I said. ‘It’s not your fault our nation went to war and everyone scattered.’

‘It’s not that,’ he said. ‘You may never forgive me, never talk to me again.’

‘What are you saying?’

‘The reason why you and Maihan are not together is because I snitched to Irfan and Osman that you two were boyfriends. That’s why they started being so cruel to you, why they sent you those letters.’

‘You’re lying,’ I said. ‘You wouldn’t do such a stupid thing.’

‘I did,’ Faiz said. ‘I’m ashamed. I had suspected something going on between you two. After Istalif, I didn’t see you very often, and then felt sure you had left me out when I ran into you two at the chai khana that one night. That day on Nowruz, I spied you and Maihan on the hilltops of Bagh-e-Babur. I saw you kissing. Then, after the wrestling match, I watched the two of you argue in the locker room until that friend of your Baba’s walked in. I couldn’t stand how you two had grown closer and left me out.’

‘Why are you telling me this now?’ I asked, a wave of stormy emotions beginning to engulf me.

‘It pains me, what you went through. Losing your Baba. Enduring the camps.’

‘Is that what’s really bothering you?’ I asked. ‘Why didn’t you tell me all this when I first moved to California?’

‘I’m sorry!’ he pleaded. ‘I didn’t think about it until the other night when you questioned my lifestyle choices. I know you said what you did out of genuine concern—and I thought about what a great friend you’d been to me and how I betrayed you. It sucks that I keep messing things up. I should appreciate the life I’ve been given. But I feel like I’m throwing it away. I’m no closer to becoming an actor. I’m far from ever becoming a perfect man. From following the righteous path. I feel like I’m destroying everything.’

Faiz’s startling truth hit me hard as a sucker punch. I felt dumbfounded, like my whole world had turned upside down. After two decades of knowing Faiz, since the first crawls we took together as babies, I saw through the veneer of the loyal cousin and best friend he had always pretended to be. I reflected back to that day at school, the day I feared might be my last on earth. I had never seen Maihan so scared, so puzzled and resigned from being beaten down. A deep sense of rage grew inside me. I had thought about Tor Gul and his goons who enslaved us, and the communist regime that had taken Baba’s life. But with Faiz, there were no telltale signs that he would ruthlessly betray me.

‘Pull the car over,’ I said, so quietly I could barely hear myself over the drone of the engine. When Faiz didn’t make a move, I shouted my order.

‘Okay, okay!’ he shouted back.

We exited the freeway, and several minutes later we were in a 7-Eleven parking lot. Feeling claustrophobic, I got out of the car. Faiz followed silently.

‘Because you felt left out?’ I asked the sky, the moon, whoever and whatever would listen. ‘You didn’t merely keep us from being together. And they didn’t just send us letters and call us cruel names. They nearly raped us, Faiz!’ I fumed. ‘If the gym coach hadn’t walked in, they might have killed us. You had to have known that would happen. How could you have been so cruel?’

‘Please forgive me!’ Faiz begged. ‘I’ll make sure you and Maihan end up together. I can’t live with myself otherwise. I’ll be tormented with guilt forever.’

‘This isn’t about you, you fucking selfish imbecile!’ I turned away from him to regain my composure. I knew even then that Faiz didn’t deserve all of my outrage, that we were men now, too old to let childish emotions get in the way of the truth. I dreaded seeing Faiz live a lie. He didn’t need punishment from me. He had trapped himself in a purgatory of his own doing. Still, I wanted to come clean and let him know the truth.

‘I considered taking my own life that day after Irfan and Osman and those other boys attacked us. There were times when we were in Haftballa that I wondered why I hadn’t.’ I leaned against the car and drew in deep, shuddering breaths. ‘The only thing that kept me from suicide was the hope that Maihan and I would be together again. Now I’m here, and now he’s here, but that doesn’t mean we’ll be together.’

‘I swear,’ Faiz wept, ‘I will do everything I can to fix what I have broken.’

I thought Faiz was a fool, but I had nothing left to put my faith in. Wisely or not, I chose to believe him.
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ON MOST DAYS of the week, I would drive along a curving two-lane road that snaked between the chaparral canyons that reminded me of the Paghman valley. The road dead-ended at the tip of the sea in Laguna Beach. I would turn left on Pacific Coast Highway and head south to Laguna’s downtown strip. Here, I landed my first job at Persepolis, a well-known luxury carpet emporium. The shop was sandwiched between an ice cream parlour and a contemporary art gallery, and if you were artsy, Bohemian, nouveau riche or queer, it was the perfect place to blend right into the eclectic milieu. I sought carpet work—once my paranoia and intrusive thoughts quelled—to help me earn a living while also letting my mind retreat to an enchanting lore. As a sales associate, I earned minimum wage plus 10 per cent commission on each carpet that I sold. While carpets had come to symbolize my slavery at Haftballa and were a reminder of the loss of our home and homeland, I accepted that they were an inescapable part of me and of the cherished past I felt obliged to hold on to.

My many hours within the womb-like confines of Marco Polo Rugs and my expert role at Haftballa had taught me well. In fact, I knew more about fine rugs than Daryush, my Iranian boss and the owner of the store. He slicked his hair back with mousse and often wore seersucker suits. I helped him determine carpet prices by discerning the quality of the wool, the size and specs, the evenness of the pile, and the number of knots per square inch. Everything had to be factored in, including the cost of international shipping and the market demand for luxury rugs.

While Persepolis specialized in handmade classics inspired by designs from places like Isfahan, Kashan, Kerman, Shiraq and Tabriz during the Safavid period of centuries ago, in reality we retailed the finest selection from across the ‘Rug Belt’, which sprawled out from the Maghreb of North Africa in the west, Egypt, Transylvania in Romania, Anatolia in Turkey, the Caucuses in the north, the ‘Stan’s of Central Asia, India and Burma in the south, and as far east as northern China and Tibet.

The meenakari of metallic roman chairs, tables and vases gave the gallery a distinctively Persian feel. Even the cash register and clock were designed in khatam-kari marquetry, made of wood, brass and camel bones and stylized with ivory, gold and silver.

Our customers included wealthy magnates from all over, and they seemed to enjoy my insights on the art of carpet-making, though I tried to leave out mentions of the toil behind the process. Like my father before me, I focused on the magic and the meaning behind the displayed images and motifs. But I couldn’t help thinking that a rug we refugees had slaved over at Haftballa could have ended up here. All the children and elders who spent months working on these rugs without seeing a penny for the extravagant prices they were worth now. From time to time, Afghan immigrants visited the store. When they ascertained I spoke Dari and Pashto, we’d chatter away in hour-long conversations. Daryush soon appreciated my personalized customer service. I liked him for the most part, too. He oozed sex appeal with his dashing, well-groomed looks, his soft-spoken but sharp-edged parlance, and astute entrepreneurship. His hairy chest, visible when he wore certain shirts, reminded me of the gigolos of Shor Bazaar. Only the subject of politics seemed to bring out his pompous side, as when he boasted about the new Islamic regime he had escaped from by speaking absurdities like, ‘Don’t be deceived by Israel’s power. Only Iran has America in one back pocket and the Soviet Union in the other.’

One day, Daryush asked me, ‘Are you a Kandahari boy?’

I caught on to what he was alluding too, but felt uneasy by him broaching the topic.

‘Actually, I’m a proud Kabuli boy,’ I replied. ‘Why do you ask? Are you a Qazvin boy?’ Qazvin was known as Iran’s gay capital, and Daryush being single even at thirty-five and him questioning me made me wonder if he was projecting his own insecurities.

‘No, I am not. I just find the thought of gay sex amusing.’

‘Are you against the idea of two men falling in love?’

‘You know it’s forbidden in many religions and there is no tolerance for it in our culture,’ Daryush said. ‘But you have the right to live as you wish.’

‘What a relief,’ I said mockingly, ‘that you aren’t a Khomeini worshipper.’

One day at work, I was caught off guard when I spotted a silhouette behind the front window of the store. It had been a slow morning, and I had been enjoying a moment of meditation while watching Shiva, Daryush’s snow-furred Persian cat with sparkling blue eyes, sunning himself on his very own Serapi mini rug. Something about the figure made me do a double take, and I misted up. The sight brought back a rush of memories. A freshness grew in the centre of my chest. I was unsure at that moment who or what to thank. Had Faiz sent him my way, or had the hand of fate? As Rumi declared in his famous proverb about love, ‘There is a way from one heart to another.’

After all the time I’d spent thinking of him, dreaming about Maihan, and doubting if I’d see him again, there he was, dressed in a plaid chequered shirt, standing outside the store and studying the rugs in our window display. He was every bit as radiant as I had last seen him in 1979. Lamba stood next to him sylph-like, and she too seemed untouched by the process of emigration. Their posture and the vibe of their body language expressed something I refused to acknowledge and suppressed into denial mode.

My throat dried. I wondered how Lamba and her parents had finally been able to escape. Perhaps they too had forged the CIA route? A peal of bells sounded. From the back, Daryush motioned to me with his head. I gestured at him that I would get this one.

The jingle bell on the door sounded off again, and an American couple entered the store. I said, ‘Hello, welcome. How may I help you?’ I had a hunch they’d say no, but I wanted to be polite and make them feel comfortable.

‘No, that’s okay. We’re just browsing,’ the woman answered.

The man asked, ‘Where are your Afghan rugs?’

‘Right over here,’ I said, walking them over and pointing to a collection. ‘We received some Princess Bokhara rugs you might like.’ I pointed to a corner of the gallery. I looked towards the back of the store and saw Daryush on the phone.

While I talked to the new customers and Lamba busily cooed at kitty Shiva through the window, I willed Maihan to see me and come inside the store. The love of my life stood steps away from me, and I felt paralysed, unable to reach out to him. I had deceived Tor Gul, killed men, and helped liberate the few thousand people from Haftballa, but I struggled to free myself from the torture of self-doubt that so suddenly consumed me.

Pointing to a carpet on the rack, the customer asked, ‘Can you show us that one?’

I reached up with the hook, picked up the Tree of Life carpet, and laid it on the floor for the couple to view. Looking strangely at me, they said, ‘This isn’t the carpet we asked for.’

‘I’m so sorry,’ I said, realizing my mind had drifted. ‘I’ll get you the right one.’

I saw Lamba tugging at Maihan’s sleeve, and they walked away as suddenly as they had appeared. I stood frozen. The customers standing before me asked, ‘Are you okay?’

My hands trembled. The man whispered something in the woman’s ear and then said aloud, ‘We’ll come back another time.’

When I went out of the door, Maihan and Lamba were gone. I went to the bathroom and punched my fists against the wall. Here in America, death and starvation were no longer on my list of fears. Now the worries that engulfed me lay in that vast uncharted life I had left to live. What would I do with my life without Maihan?
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BY FEBRUARY, AFTER living for nearly seven months in Zaki jaan’s house, Maadar, Benafsha and I moved to a two-bedroom apartment in Irvine’s University Town neighbourhood. Maadar and Benafsha shared the master bedroom, and I took the other room. Leaving the ease and luxury of Zaki jaan’s home unnerved me, but we needed to resume normalcy in our own lives and reclaim our family’s independence. On our own, I reflected on how to become a real man, even if the endeavour seemed doomed at the outset.

Faiz kept his promise to reunite me with Maihan. Yama, a classmate of ours from Lycée Esteqlal, hosted a party at Al’s Bar to celebrate his graduation from Cal State Fullerton. Faiz made sure I received my invitation too. When Faiz asked Yama about the attendees, he discovered that Maihan had confirmed to the RSVP. On the day of the event, as Faiz drove us to the party, he emotionally prepared me for my reunion with Maihan. Faiz pretended to be Maihan, and we role-played scenarios and responses. Faiz drilled into my head: ‘You are the sexiest man and you will get him back.’

Faiz parked his car in a rough-edged neighbourhood of west LA, and we walked into a dive bar. The stale stench of booze seeped into the air and stained every molecule of it. A motley crew of punksters and rock-and-rollers glammed up in grunge unisex threads packed the scene. Under the glare of dim lights, men’s eyes lingered on each other as they nodded to the new-wave music that leapt from the speakers. Bottle-green and chestnut-coloured leather couches filled the grungy saloon, and at the far end of the place stood a dull black piano. It looked odd against the backdrop of graffiti that tattooed the unvarnished walls. One of the messages on the wall read, ‘When you’re beyond belief, you’re beyond the law.’ It summed up the counterculture of the Reagan era.

Faiz and I headed for the bar. He ordered a Jack and Coke, the usual drink of all the discerning Afghan men I knew. I opted for a Belgian beer, jamming the lime into the bottle with my thumb, and took a sip to calm my nerves. The other partygoers were in their own zone, downing their highballs, unaware of how majestic this night was for me to reunite with my delbar. Navigating our way through slick bodies, we found Maihan standing with several of his male cousins. There he was, glowing with noor, looking so much better than he had while in the thick of communist rule in Afghanistan. He had regained his judo wrestler build. I hesitated to approach him. I wanted him to notice me first. I compressed my lips at the sight of seeing Maihan encircled by his posse of relatives. Faiz and I danced and played it cool. Eventually, as he looked around, Maihan’s hypnotic eyes sparkled as they locked with mine. I wanted to fall to his feet as I imagined Rumi did for Shams. Maihan perked up and rushed over to me.

‘Oh my God. I really can’t believe this!’ Maihan said.

I slipped my arms around him and hugged him tightly. Some of his drink spilled on my back. I was too intoxicated by his woodsy cologne to care. Maihan pulled away and gaped, and then smiled. I felt his warmth radiate into my soul. Since our voices capped over the unbearable decibel level, we funnelled our words directly into each other’s ears.

‘What are you doing here?’ he asked. ‘How long have you been here?’

‘Since September,’ I said.

‘Isn’t it a small world?’ Maihan swigged his whiskey drink.

‘Indeed it is,’ I said. ‘How are you?’

‘Swell. Life is good. I’m engaged.’

I shrugged my shoulders. ‘Engaged?’ I repeated, a frail little laugh escaping me.

Maihan blinked. ‘Yeah,’ he said, his tone turning tense.

I swallowed and looked around before turning back to him. ‘Could we go outside to talk?’ I asked, blinking back tears. He nodded.

Maihan followed my lead as we threaded our way to the patio. On our way there, my mind raced in fuzzy snapshots. Somehow, news of Maihan’s engagement hadn’t made any of Zaki jaan’s reports about the Melatyars.

‘Who are you marrying?’ I said as we reached outside.

‘Lamba.’

‘Really?’

‘Yes. We booked the Orange Hill restaurant for next August.’

‘Sure.’

So Lamba was whom Shameem had in mind as a daughter-in-law when she confronted Maadar about my love letter. Deep down inside, I had long assumed that Maihan and Lamba would become engaged, but the shock of hearing it truly crushed me. Fantasies of life with Maihan—from decorating a condo together; to leaning on each other’s shoulders during outdoor concerts at the Hollywood Bowl, Broadway plays and musicals; to embarking on heritage tourism trips across the Francophone world; and then growing old with my first love in a waterfront condo—shattered in an instant.

When we found a quiet spot outside, Maihan looked into my eyes for help, but I grappled to steer us back to comfortable ground. It occurred to me that he might not know what I’d been through to get here, and I had heard little about his family’s escape.

‘How did Lamba’s family come to America?’ I asked.

‘Oh, it’s a long story,’ Maihan said rather dismissively. ‘How is your Maadar? And Benafsha?’

‘They’re both doing great.’

‘You know how much I adored them. Please express my warm greetings.’

‘I will,’ I said. ‘You know Zaki jaan and Faiz are helping us get set up here.’

‘Faiz?’

‘Yes, he and I came here together tonight. Didn’t you see him?’ He reacted to my question by clenching his jaw while looking down at his feet. ‘They had always promised they would help us once we arrived here, and they have more than come through for us. After all that’s happened, I’m not sure how we would have survived without them.’

Maihan looked past me, making it difficult for me to read his thoughts. ‘Yes, I’m sure, after all that’s happened.’ His eyes finally met mine. ‘Why don’t we meet up soon. It’s wonderful to see you, but it’s too difficult to talk here. And there’s much to discuss.’

‘I would like that, Maihan.’

We agreed on a time and place and made our way back inside the club. As the party wore on, I caught Maihan eyeing me as he danced with his cousins and others. Throughout the night, I tried to feel out Maihan to get a sense of his state of mind. I knew that he was the pinnacle of my aspirations. But I couldn’t glean anything from him.

~

About a week later, Maihan and I met up at a cafe inside of an adobe cottage that was tucked away next to the train tracks on Los Rios Street near the mission at San Juan Capistrano. Maihan suggested the venue, saying it was like the chai khanas of Kabul. When I arrived, I noticed Maihan had taken a seat indoors and I joined him. We both ordered loose-leaf teas and shared a slice of boysenberry pie. We immediately tapped into a well of memories. I learned that Maihan was studying civil engineering at UC Irvine.

‘I’ve been waiting for this day for so long,’ Maihan said as he sipped his tea.

I winced at the reluctance in his voice even as he’d said what I wanted to hear. ‘Me too,’ I said. ‘I never lost hope that I’d see you again.’

As Maihan talked, intense, stabbing pains poked my forehead. Maihan continued, ‘I’m starting a new life. I’m becoming a real man.’

A real man, I chanted the words in my head. Is marrying a woman the only way to become a real man? Wasn’t I a real man to kill the goons and help my imprisoned compatriots escape Haftballa? You think you are the man for selling out and spying for the Americans?

‘Are you still involved with the CIA?’ I asked, trying to gauge the conversation.

‘No.’ Maihan turned around to see if anyone was listening in on us. ‘Once we left Afghanistan, my mission was done. No one in my family is part of the Agency now.’

‘What do you think about most from our past?’ I asked.

‘Marco Polo. I often think about what a wonderful place it was.’

‘You remember how we used to sneak kisses in the back of the shop when my Baba was busy with customers?’

‘How can I forget? You were a hornball.’ Maihan smiled, refilling my glass of tea. ‘Always hot and trying to get me in the mood.’

I laughed and said, ‘Nothing’s changed. I’m still hot all the time.’ His laugh quietened, leaving me hanging and feeling a little foolish. ‘You know I work in a rug store here in Laguna,’ I tried to recover.

‘At Persepolis, yes?’

‘Yes, I could’ve sworn I saw you and Lamba at the store window a few weeks back.’

‘That was us. Why didn’t you stop us?’ Maihan raised an eyebrow.

‘I was tied up with a customer. Besides, I figured you’d come inside.’

‘I knew you were there. I went there that day specifically to see you.’

‘And you brought Lamba?’

‘I figured it would be safer that way.’

‘Safer?’ I asked as a lump formed in my throat. ‘Does she know about us?’

‘No.’

I made an incredulous gasp. ‘So she didn’t know that I worked there? What excuse did you give for not even stepping inside?’

‘I can’t remember. I came up with something.’

I peered at him. ‘I bet you did.’

‘What is that supposed to mean?’ he asked defensively.

‘Nothing,’ I answered. I wondered what Maihan wanted to tell me. I took a sip of tea and looked out at the sun-bleached road in the middle of a balmy day in January. Snow would be blanketing Kabul and turning Maranjan Hill into a sheet of glazed ice that Faiz, Maihan and I would turn into a sledding spectacle, zipping down the hill and breathing the cold, crisp air. But here in southern California even the warmness couldn’t thaw out the arctic chill that grew between my love and me. I turned back to Maihan.

‘What was your life like in Kabul after I left?’ I asked.

‘Uneventful,’ Maihan said. ‘Once we got to Islamabad, we flew here.’

Maihan’s explanation felt incomplete, like he was intentionally withholding information. Did he no longer feel the same attraction to me? Was there a secret he had vowed not to disclose? Was he worried I’d compare his easy trip to my gut-wrenching odyssey geared for the fittest? As much as I loved Maihan, inwardly I seethed knowing that he had had it so much easier than me. Were he and his family that blessed, chosen or lucky not to endure the slavery, torture and trauma that me and my family did?

‘Did you know Faiz betrayed us by telling Irfan and Osman about us?’

Maihan paused and shook his head in disbelief. He said, ‘And here we were ready to take revenge on Irfan and Osman when the problem was the person closest to us.’

‘I forgive him. Do you?’

‘Well, I’ve invited him to my wedding,’ Maihan said in his usual phlegmatic manner.

‘You were thinking of marrying a woman in Afghanistan?’

Maihan remained silent.

‘Why are you going through with it—even if it is arranged? You are in a free country.’

Maihan finished his bite of pie and set down his fork. ‘I’m enjoying my freedom to do what I want without acting out on desperation. No need for knee-jerk reactions.’

‘What does that mean?’ I asked, trying to stifle my grief.

‘Here I can live safely and enjoy the luxury and the means to make wise, thoughtful choices. And my choice is to marry the woman my parents intended for me.’

‘There was a time when your parents wanted to divorce.’

‘How is that relevant? I’m not like my father.’

‘Of course it’s different. You like men and he likes women.’

‘You’re mixing things up,’ Maihan said, waggling his hands.

‘Why don’t you leave Lamba and let us continue where we left off?’

But Maihan only sighed in response.

‘Do you think Lamba really loves you?’ I asked desperately. ‘She was happy to throw herself at me way back in Kabul. Is that really the kind of person you want to marry?’

‘So what? That was a long time ago. Anyway, Lamba is an independent woman, always has been,’ Maihan said with a hard edge to his voice.

‘You are defending your cousin. Always protecting your own people.’

‘It’s not about that. Lamba has an adventurous spirit. I like that about her. I think it will keep me entertained for all of the days we will spend together.’

‘So you realize that you aren’t entering a love match?’

‘I see it as a partnership,’ he said in a brooding, self-assured way that didn’t fool me. He added, ‘We will make a good team.’

Not giving a lick to Maihan’s train of thought, I peppered him with more questions. ‘For how long? What will you do when you get sick of her and her presence?’

‘I won’t. My heart is set on this, Kanishka. Look, maybe we’re no longer in Afghanistan, but we can’t ignore our culture. Even listening to you makes me nervous.’

I felt like I was teetering on the verge of a meltdown, realizing that all my sacrifice was for nothing. No matter what I went through, it didn’t matter to Maihan.

‘You want to throw your life away? You could be or do whatever you wish,’ I said in an angry voice, heedless of attracting the unwanted attention of the patrons and staff around us in the café. The server returned to our table with a kettle. She topped off our glasses with piping hot water and left.

‘How about you marry a woman, and the two of us can mess around from time to time.’ Maihan grinned as he took a sip.

Hearing his sheer lunacy enraged me. ‘You’re in a fantasy land. You want to destroy yourself, Lamba, me and some other poor girl—only so you can claim to uphold some stupid customs while you play your stupid games?’

‘Don’t get so emotional,’ Maihan said, steely-eyed.

‘You’re making a mistake. Let Lamba marry a man who will really love her.’

‘But I’m the man for her,’ Maihan said.

‘No,’ I said. ‘You deserve to be with a man.’

‘Have you lost your mind?’

‘Be honest and true with yourself. What is your heart saying?’

‘I don’t love you like I did,’ Maihan admitted. ‘Be realistic.’

Losing my appetite, I pushed my plate away. ‘It’s different here,’ I argued in total denial. ‘I see men happy together here.’

‘Maybe in parts of LA, New York and San Francisco, but most of American society hasn’t embraced gay life. You’ve overestimated what America has to offer.’

‘We can move to San Francisco.’

‘I heard recently about this group of gay Afghan men who lived around the Fremont area but met each other at the gay bars in Castro.’

‘So we’ll go join them?’

‘They are no longer together.’

‘What happened to them?’

‘All five made a pact and decided to come out to their families at once. And guess what, their families banded together and rejected all of them. They were upset that they escaped Afghanistan only for their sons to be kuni in America. So they dispersed. Left Little Kabul and moved as far away as Chicago, Miami and New York.’

‘But it doesn’t have to be this way for us,’ I said.

‘Let’s talk about this another time.’

Energy drained from my body. In silent acquiescence, I stared at Maihan’s peeved expression. There seemed something forbidden about his heart. I could see his straying eyes were swimming. He struggled to hold his composure and focus. I suddenly recalled the proverb about love that Turkmen weavers uttered at Haftballa: ‘Unroll your carpets, and I shall see what is written in your heart.’

For too long, I had yearned for Maihan’s protection. Maybe in the depths of my desperation, I mistook camaraderie and companionship and my sexual awakening with love. Maybe Maihan and I were an insane equation bound to be jumbled up. Along the way, I had convinced myself that I would be a nobody and a nothing without Maihan.

Something snapped in me. There was something off-putting about the way he spoke. I recollected how I had thought about him during the passing seconds while weaving carpets at Haftballa and passing hundreds of days in that same agony. If I could get this far without Maihan, maybe I could live without him. I mustered up the courage to overcome the hole in my heart. ‘I don’t think so,’ I responded, devastated yet resolved. ‘Yesterday is gone and its tale told. Today, new seeds are growing.’

‘What gibberish are you speaking?’

I retracted, making a motion of standing up. ‘I’ve learned to live without you through the long and hard years. I will find someone else to love. I will be happy.’

‘It doesn’t have to be this way,’ Maihan said. But I knew it did have to be this way. I could not be with someone who was willing to live a sham life.

‘Khuda hafez, Maihan,’ I said, forcing myself not to look back as I exited the cafe.

~

A few nights later, I dreamt I stepped up to a phone booth and lifted the armoured cord handset. After four rings, as I was about to abort the call, I heard Maadar’s voice come on the line.

‘Befarmain.’

‘Maadar, it’s me. I don’t have much time to explain,’ I said. ‘I’m leaving.’

Her hitched breaths rattled through the receiver. She bombarded me with questions. ‘What’s going on? Where are you?’

‘I can’t tell you. I’m safe, though. When the time is right, I’ll contact you.’

Maadar bawled. ‘You’re not coming home? You’re leaving me? Don’t do this, Kanishka. If I’d known I would never have left Afghanistan or Pakistan.’ The connection was awful and kept garbling Maadar’s voice.

‘I didn’t hear the last part,’ I said.

‘Don’t do something that will bring me more grief.’

I hung up the line even as Maadar continued talking. Suddenly, I burst wide awake with my face washed over with beads of sweat. I endured another sleepless night.
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A WAR ENSUED inside my head. Demons arguing and negotiating, informing me of my two paths. I could bide time, stay as I was, in that sameness of the formulaic days that had stupefied me into nothingness, or I could chart into the unknown and focus my heart on searching for happiness. I stopped listening to the chatter in my brain and lost myself in ecstatic meditation, and the vision came to me. As Rumi once said, ‘In silence there is eloquence. Stop weaving and watch how the pattern improves.’

I turned to reading books for companionship and escape. The following Saturday morning, while Maadar went shopping with Suzie to Little India in Artesia, I lost myself thumbing through the pages of Dr Zhivago while sitting at the dining table.

Benafsha woke up around noon and, dressed in her jean shorts and a white tee, she passed me on her way to the kitchen. I lifted my head from the book and watched her. From my vantage point I could see her rumbling in ecstatic motion as she placed green chillies, leeks, onions and tomatoes on a cutting board and started dicing the ingredients. When she cracked several eggs, placing them in a mixing bowl with a couple of teaspoons of milk, and starting whisking, I knew what dish she was making. Khageena. I lost myself in awe of her in that moment, mesmerized by the way she beat the batter until it evened out and got fluffy. Her hair grew straight and thick, passing her shoulders now.

Something sparked in my brain. All these years I had chased Maihan with no end when I realized that what I really wanted most I received that night in our tent in the middle of the Pakistani hinterland, when my dear, sweet Benafsha caught me staring at my cherished photo and I told her about my true desires. She had given me a priceless gift. What I wanted most was to be understood by someone—finally, and unashamedly, to be loved.

Benafsha mixed all the items together, greased a frying pan with grapeseed oil and fired up the gas stove. I remembered how in Kabul, before the war, when Barat still worked for us, he’d often cook us this delicacy.

‘You want some?’ Benafsha said, as she turned to me.

‘No, thank you. I’m not hungry.’

‘What’s with you?’ Benafsha said. ‘You’ve been acting like a weirdo lately. You never talk to me any more and you keep to yourself.’

‘You really want to know?’ I asked.

‘Of course. Don’t be silly,’ Benafsha rasped softly as she approached the dining table and sat in front of me with a plate of khageena and a basket of pita bread.

‘The fact that I can’t be with Maihan gets to me.’

‘You still love Maihan?’ Benafsha said as she poured ketchup on her food.

I looked back down at the book and flipped a page idly. ‘A part of me will always love him,’ I said, and closed the book shut. ‘But I need to move on. I wanted us to live the American Dream, but he’s stuck in keeping with stupid traditions.’

Benafsha flicked her hair back and regarded me with a note of frustration. ‘Then why all the fuss? Why can’t you just forget about him?’

‘It’s not that easy.’

‘Why is it not that easy?’

I placed the book on the side and stood up. ‘It bothers me that we can’t be together here like we were in Afghanistan.’

Benafsha chewed on a morsel, then asked, ‘You think it’s harder to be gay here?’

‘I still have to pretend to be someone that I’m not.’

‘What do you want to do?’

‘I’m thinking of moving to New York.’

‘By yourself?’

‘Yes.’

She looked around as if a little lost. ‘But . . .’ She struggled to find the words. ‘But why not somewhere closer like San Francisco?’

‘I want to live in Manhattan,’ I said. I bit my tongue, stopping myself from what I wanted to say next. I wanted to tell her how I had been reading up on the history of Stonewall Inn, how I fancied myself living where the gay liberation movement had started. But I felt that it was more appropriate to keep the focus on my career. ‘I hope to study art history, and then to become a top consultant at an auction house specializing in antique carpets.’

The mere thought of my future had me imagining myself before a room of impeccably dressed people who looked like a throwback to The Great Gatsby—women in hats, gloves, pearls and acrylic nails that glistened like sparkly chandeliers, and men in stiff suits or blazers with ascot ties, uttering in a stuck-up tone like Khanum Anisa, ‘It’s up front with me at the desk at seventy thousand. Ahead of all of you at seventy thousand.’ Paddles going up in the room, and the price climbing in ten-thousand-dollar increments: ‘An advance of eighty thousand, ninety thousand’, and expeditiously reaching six-figure digits. The price soaring faster and faster as they raise their hands to outdo one another in incremental increases. Each voracious hand going up, outbidding the one before it until the room quietens and I decisively stoke the gavel to award the highest bidder.

‘Are you listening?’ Benafsha asked, snapping me from my reverie.

‘Yeah, I’m here.’

‘I asked, where did you get that idea?’

‘Daryush. He talks about these unique carpets getting sold for hundreds of thousands of dollars, depending on how rare they are. He knows people I can connect with.’

Benafsha looked down at her hands. ‘You’ve always been all about yourself.’

‘Be careful, I’m older than you.’

‘We’re all Maadar has left. If you run away—’

‘I know. I know.’

‘So then.’

‘Yes, and with Baba being gone . . . But I don’t want to live a lie. If I stay here, I have to pretend to be someone I’m not. I can never live a happy, honourable life like this.’

‘You need to tell Maadar the whole truth.’

‘But how can I tell her who I truly am?’

‘Look at how much she sacrificed to bring us here alive,’ Benafsha snapped back.

‘You know Maadar will never accept this. How can I bring this up?’

Benafsha crossed her arms and shifted her weight to one side. ‘Kanishka, you’ve done so many brave things in your life. But can’t you tell the closest person in your life who you are and what you want?’

‘It’s not so easy. This is the hardest thing for me to do. I know it will break her heart.’

‘Don’t worry. I will help you. Maadar loves you. Everything will be fine.’

Benafsha’s words assured me of her love and support. I smiled at her and thought about how Baba would be so proud of the strong young woman she had become. Since Baba’s death, Maadar had kept saying I’d be the one to give Benafsha away to the khast-gar, to be the witness at her nikkah ceremony, walk her down the aisle, and knot her waist with a green ribbon in the kamar bastan ritual before she leaves with her newly-wed husband. Now I had to decide between accepting my life of purgatory in California or starting anew in New York City. I was tormented by what Baba would think about me separating from Maadar and Benafsha. Surely he’d curse me as a coward for shirking my responsibility as man of the house. I’d even be stripped of the badge of honour I had earned in liberating my people out of Haftballa.

~

A few nights later, Maadar made us a korma challaw, Benafsha finished washing the dishes and I dried off the plates and silverware. Maadar was watching her favourite game show.

‘This Wheel of Fortune, it will beam into the Eastern bloc and corrupt the Soviets and dismantle communism for good,’ she said, eyes pinned on the screen with transfixed attention. Maadar also revelled in watching The Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous.

Seeing Maadar talk ideologically, even in jest, surprised me, since she had always shied away from talking about politics. I could only imagine that now, far away from home and in Baba’s absence, she might see the world from a different lens.

With Maadar distracted by the television, Benafsha leaned over as we stood at the sink, whispering into my ear, ‘When the show is done, are you ready to have our talk?’

My heart began to beat furiously and my mouth went a little dry. ‘Okay,’ I said, swallowing hard. ‘First let me make some tea.’

With slightly trembling hands, I served Maadar and Benafsha some green tea and candied almonds as we gathered in the living room. Maadar turned down the volume on the television, her eyes flicking between Benafsha and me with a mixture of curiosity and irritation. ‘What’s going on?’ she said.

‘Maadar, I have something to tell you,’ I said in a flat tone. I felt like I had walked into a vast minefield—and my mind flashed to our escape from Haftballa. I shook my head as if to push the thought away and focused. Despite Benafsha’s reassurance, the fear of being disowned terrified me. For a split second, I pictured Maadar screaming as she kicked me out of the house. Benafsha sat comfortably next to Maadar and held her hand.

‘What’s going on?’ she repeated. ‘You guys are worrying me.’

‘Everything is fine,’ Benafsha said. ‘This is Kanishka’s best day.’

‘Why is that?’ Maadar probed.

‘Today is the day you will get to really know your son,’ Benafsha said. I brightened at her support.

‘I’m not sure what you’re saying,’ Maadar replied.

‘I can explain,’ I said. ‘Do you remember the time when Shameem confronted you and showed you the love letter I wrote to Maihan?’

‘I don’t,’ Maadar said in a flurry, shaking her head and breathing in sharply.

I knew that she did. ‘It was after I came home from school bruised up.’

Maadar shifted uncomfortably in her seat. ‘Yes, they hit you because your Baba was a Maoist,’ Maadar said assuredly.

‘No,’ I said. ‘I made that up to comfort you.’

‘So what then?’ Maadar asked, her wrinkles deepening at the corner of her eyes.

‘The boys caught me and Maihan hiding in the closet.’

‘What were you doing there?’ Maadar said, glaring icily at me.

‘We were doing what lovers do,’ I said.

‘You’re lying,’ Maadar replied, pursing her brittle lips in agony.

‘We were both nearly killed,’ I said. ‘Would I risk my life if it weren’t true?’

‘Your mind has been contaminated,’ Maadar said with a gloss of disgust enamelled on her tightened face.

Melancholy pent up inside me as Maadar continued to chide me. ‘This is not being a good Muslim. Only those who marry a woman and procreate children and follow the way of Prophet Muhammad are deemed real men in the eyes of Allah.’

It stung so much I could barely hear the words any more. I shouted, ‘No! I am a real man and I was born to love men. There is nothing you or Allah can do to change that.’

‘Betarbiya!’ Maadar scolded me. ‘How dare you raise your voice?’

‘Then listen to me—’

‘I will not!’ she screamed, cutting me off. ‘This is against Islam. You’ll go to hell for this.’

‘I doubt any hell could be worse than Haftballa,’ I said with conviction.

‘I cannot listen to you,’ Maadar said, as the veins on her forehead pulsated hard.

‘Islam!’ I scoffed. ‘Why always Islam? Why can’t we make paradise for ourselves here? Why must you waste your time to live for an afterlife that doesn’t exist?’

Maadar trembled, but whether with fear or rage I couldn’t discern. ‘I don’t believe you,’ she hissed. ‘I don’t believe any of this. You were made for a woman.’

‘It’s true, Maadar,’ Benafsha said, cutting in quickly. ‘Please listen to him—listen to who he is.’

‘You stay out of it,’ Maadar snapped at Benafsha.

‘I have a right to my own mind,’ Benafsha said. ‘In America, we’re all equal.’

Maadar turned back on me. ‘I see you have been influencing your sister too?’ I parted my lips to say something—in my defence and for Benafsha—but all the words died beneath the look of disgust which Maadar regarded me with in that moment.

Benafsha squeezed Maadar’s arm, her eyes fearful at the earthquakes destroying her family. ‘Please, Maadar, tell Kanishka you love him.’

Maadar just sat there, her lips pursed, staring into her lap. She shook her head.

Benafsha nudged Maadar, ‘Say something.’

‘It’s very difficult to hear what you’re saying,’ Maadar finally uttered. ‘I hoped that you wouldn’t be this way.’ She reached over and hugged me and my head fell into her arms. I sobbed remembering all the difficulties I had overcome to get here. This was harder for me than all that I had experienced before. Maadar lifted up my head and kissed me. ‘I love you, Kanishka. You will always be my son. No matter what.’

‘Do you accept me?’ I asked in my boy-like voice, looking up at her eyes.

‘I can’t accept this path for you.’

I was silent for a few seconds. ‘I understand,’ I said finally, bowing my head a little. A few seconds passed and I straightened myself again, wiping the tears from my cheeks, hoping she wouldn’t see. I continued, ‘And that is why I want to move to New York. It’s the only way I can live my life in peace with no one to bother me about it.’

‘New York?’ A look of fear settled on Maadar’s face. ‘No! No one is moving anywhere,’ she said, and stood up from the chair quickly, smoothing down her front. ‘I’ve heard enough tonight. None of you are leaving. And neither of you will upset your maadar like this again. I’m going to bed.’

As her footsteps faded away, Benafsha smiled at me weakly. ‘Are you okay?’

I didn’t know how to answer. I smiled and said, ‘I think so.’

~

In my bedroom later that night, with the lights dimmed, I remained wide awake in bed, strained by the thought that I had stripped Maadar of her dignity. I went back to bed feeling damaged for breaking Maadar. I was supposed to feel better, to feel free. But here in my bed—in my Promised Land of America—I felt unresolved, crawling back into a closet I had tiptoed out of for Maadar to save face. I felt disoriented by the TV’s mumbling white noise that seeped into my room. I went to the living room to find Maadar, in the dark, on the sofa, curled up with a shawl that she had crocheted herself. The shifting iridescent shadows from the TV flashed across her face.

I rubbed Maadar’s hand. ‘You should go back to bed,’ I said.

‘I’m comfortable here,’ she muttered, half-awake.

After living under martial law in Afghanistan, and then in an open-air prison in Pakistan, I thought I would break the chains that separated me from the good life. I guess my life had been one never-ending string of self-deception.
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TRYING TO RECOVER from the guilt trip Maadar had put me through after coming out to her, I moped around for days that blurred into each other with awful slowness.

It wasn’t until a Friday night several weeks later that I left the house. Faiz was set to dance at the Boom Boom Room, a gay club in Laguna Beach where Rock Hudson supposedly cruised for men. Unluckily for me, I didn’t run into any Hollywood celebrities. Faiz insisted I come watch his bar-top dancing gig, but I really went for the beach bodies and pop music. Strobe lights flashed on and off and a smoke machine pumped away. I numbed myself with liberal gulps of Long Island iced tea and mixed myself into the crowd. I scoped out the range of anxiety and composure, the curiosity and fear, the joy and the misery on these scantily clad men in low-cut tanks and short-shorts or tapered jeans as they shielded their letdowns and loneliness by soaking each other with sexual innuendos.

As Faiz worked the crowd, gliding across the top of the plush bar to a table dance box, circuit queens and surfer twinks sidled up to feel his legs, grab his balls and stroke his protruding shaft, slipping wads of dollar bills into his skimpy Candyman G-string. Faiz packed a humongous bulge, temporarily inflated thanks to the penis vacuum pump he did before every performance. The attention that he got from all these insanely beddable men made me ache with envy. His killer abs, pierced nipples and leather combat boots touched off the luminosity of his well-defined physique, even if his spirit, once so gleeful and guileless, had now completely vanished. I imagined Faiz performing in pornos. Feeling tipsy from drinking three Long Island iced teas, I inched my way towards the back of the bar. There I saw Faiz sitting on the edge of the counter, snorting up something rolled up in a dollar bill, while another man steered his hand up and down the inside of his leg while whispering in his ears.

Lining up outside the bathroom, I craned my neck to zero in on two guys making out while waiting to get inside. A shot of adrenalin rushed through me like a tsunami while looking at the two men’s lips parting.

‘Maihan?’ Two syllables eternally, indelibly etched to my lips; they sounded cracked, fragile.

He turned from his lover. ‘Oh, look who’s here,’ Maihan said. ‘What are you doing here?’

I stepped forward. ‘I was wondering the same about you. Where’s your fiancée?’

Maihan just smiled. ‘Stop making a scene,’ he said, looking around. ‘You’re always creating a drama. No one here cares.’

I swallowed hard. ‘You’ve changed. I don’t recognize you any more.’ While the other guy washed his hands, I reached for Maihan’s arms, but all I felt was a deadweight.

‘Who are you?’ I asked.

His eyes narrowed viciously. ‘You need to leave me alone.’

‘But—’

‘How can I say this gently?’ Maihan said, and then leaned in so that his lips were only a hand’s breadth from mine, which made his next words more painful. ‘Fuck off for fuck’s sake.’

While the rest of the patrons stopped staring at us and went about their business, Maihan, unabashed by the furore his actions and words provoked in me, flounced out of the bathroom, holding his trick’s hand.

In front of the pitying glances, I tried to hide the tears that were welling in my mind. I was acting even more obsessive after conceding that I didn’t even want to be with Maihan. But seeing him intimate with a man was more painful than knowing he was marrying Lamba. I resented that Maihan preferred to be a sin in secret when a real man’s honour, I thought, came from shamelessly accepting the truth and having pleasure out in the open. As I was washing my face, I began to vomit. Disgusted by the situation, I felt like the entire world had become soulless. When I looked up, I noticed a guy reaching over with a paper towel. ‘Are you going to be okay?’

I nodded my head and grabbed it from his hand. ‘Thank you,’ I said, walking robotically out of the bathroom. I made my way out of the club where the bouncer with the walrus mustachio and eyebrow ridges that screamed Vladimir Lenin was carding the late-bird queers trying to get in. On my way to the spot where I had parked my car, I heard familiar voices coming from a back alleyway. Despite my heartbreak, I felt concerned and followed the sound. I saw Maihan crouched over Faiz, who was curled up on the filthy ground, whimpering. Faiz looked like he had taken a hit of heroin. He seized and convulsed as Maihan tried to revive him.

‘Go get help!’ Maihan yelled at me.

I ran back to the Lenin lookalike bouncer. I felt like I was free falling, as if I was one of the camels racing to my own death. In my terror, I saw the image of Faiz crying out to Maihan in the alleyway. I rushed back towards Faiz and Maihan moments before the sirens approached.

~

At South Coast Medical Center, Maihan and I were both in the ICU in Faiz’s room. Zaki jaan and Suzie, both looking drained, barrelled into the room. I got up and rushed towards Zaki jaan, holding him in my arms, squeezing tightly. His body was jittery. I looked into his eyes, ‘He’s in a stable condition.’

‘What a relief,’ Suzie said as I approached to kiss her on the cheek. She had become an expert in the Afghan way, landing three fleshy kisses on alternating cheeks.

‘We were really scared,’ I said. ‘I thought he went into a coma.’

Suzie approached Faiz and kissed him on the forehead. Zaki jaan perched himself against the bed and held Faiz’s left hand. He then looked at Maihan and me. ‘No matter what anybody had ever said about you two, I know the value of you both. Faiz couldn’t have better friends than you two.’ Now that Zaki jaan had learned about Faiz’s secret life, he spoke in words that hinted that he knew about the real me and Maihan. From his resigned demeanour, I sensed a tinge of regret for how strict he was towards Faiz growing up. I should have been thinking about Faiz, but my mind was projecting into the future. I couldn’t stop to think about the shame I’d bring upon Zaki jaan for being associated with me, as I would lose the only fatherly figure in my life if I revealed my heart’s desire to him.

‘You guys should go home and rest,’ Zaki jaan said as he approached Faiz and rubbed the palm of his hand and brushed his arms. ‘We’ll take over from here.’

‘I’m not going home until Faiz does,’ I said.

‘I have to get going,’ Maihan said. ‘I will visit soon.’

Maihan said goodbye to Zaki jaan and Suzie and approached me. I looked at him and said, ‘I’ll walk you to your car.’

We left the hospital and walked towards Pacific Coast Highway where Maihan had parked his car.

‘I realize I can’t change,’ I said. ‘No matter how badly I want you to.’

‘How did you reach this conclusion?’

‘We have to live our separate lives.’

‘And I have to let you become the man you want to be.’

‘Are you going to look out for Faiz?’ I asked.

‘I don’t know. I haven’t decided.’

‘He paid the price for our love all this time. It was you and me playing out our charades in Istalif that led to Faiz getting punished.’

Maihan’s eyes strayed away. ‘He did pay a price. That’s for sure.’

‘We should forgive and move on,’ I said. ‘I won’t be here much longer.’

‘Where are you going?’

‘I haven’t decided yet,’ I feigned ignorance. I had always surrendered my soul to Maihan and felt for now that he was unworthy of me. This was my moment to reclaim the dignity I felt had been robbed from me, ‘Wherever I end up, I will live a righteous life,’ I said, purposely abstract and imperious as a real man on the verge of independence would be.

‘I wish you the best,’ Maihan said as his eyebrow drew down. With a slight sneer, he asked, ‘Will you stay in touch?’

‘No matter what, we will always remain friends,’ I said.

Maihan hugged me and said, ‘Make your Baba proud.’ It felt insincere, though.

‘Thank you,’ I said, trying really hard to be fake. ‘Please look out for Faiz.’

‘Will do,’ Maihan said. He wished me farewell and got into his soft-top Jeep Wrangler and I waved goodbye. As he drove off, all the memories between us, from the day we first met and up until now, waxed and waned through my head. Looking out on to the horizon that stretched between Maihan and me, I pondered how one night was so radically different from another. Why couldn’t we relive our best nights every day and never see the worst? The oddness of this whirlwind of a night felt like neither. I thought about my sixteenth birthday when the spotlight was on me and Baba. He had dreamed for me to be the pride of our nation and the light that lights the world: a shahzada in my own right.

As cars zoomed by, I got misty at the realization that the flame of my childhood was no more. Though it relieved me to tie up loose ends with Maihan, I had no idea of the next design template I would weave into my life. It unnerved me to see Maihan’s pitiful future stream in my mind. It haunted me that Maihan’s grim fatalism could have been mine. To snuff out the dark premonition, I perked up inhaling the briny tang of sea breeze rushing at me while a Harley rider fired pistons at intervals as he sped by. To calm my nerves, I considered the possibility that Maihan could be eternally happy with Lamba, the way I once imagined my life would be with him.







35

THERE IS AN Afghan proverb inspired by Rumi that reminds us, ‘Life is a balance between holding on and letting go.’ For too long, I had dwelled on such ruminations. But becoming one with the universe has its own algorithm. Like the ebb and flow of waves spuming on sand pebbles along the Orange Coast, serendipity is a mystical lullaby, as splendid as the ocean’s roar echoing in conch shells.

The lingering question—whether to honour my true self and cultivate my artistic craft or remain enchained by my family, nation and Allah—that had consumed my young adulthood had ceased to be, and now I felt liberated. At long last.

The crushing weight I had carried for so long had been lifted, and now I was risking everything near and dear to me, quitting it all to finally pursue freedom.

Maadar had come around to the idea of me leaving, but only after much protest. Thanks to Benafsha mediating between us, Maadar agreed to let me honour my choice even if my choice contradicted her beliefs and vision for me. As I was hugging Benafsha goodbye, I heard my name on the public announcement echo in the airport terminal. ‘Paging American Airlines passenger Kanishka Nurzada. Please come to Gate 22 for final boarding for your flight to La Guardia—’

Benafsha reluctantly pulled away, and Maadar held me in her embrace. With her genteel voice, she said, ‘I love you forever more.’

Looking at Maadar and Benafsha, I said, ‘It’s time for me to live my real life. I love you both and will always love you.’

Goosebumps stippled on my skin. I knew the stakes for all of us. I had kept the weave of my family intact, and here I was, loosening the tight knots; Maadar had Benafsha, a home, a job and a community, but with Baba gone, my distance would be a mini-death for her. But I had promised them that I’d return for Maihan’s and Zaki jaan’s weddings. Even if seeing Maihan wed Lamba would be dreadful for me to bear.

Another loudspeaker announcement came on that my flight was leaving. I hugged Benafsha and Maadar once more and dashed towards my gate. I passed the airline personnel, waved my boarding pass and ran on to the jet bridge just as a flight attendant tried to close the door. I walked into the economy cabin, took the middle seat at the bulkhead, and fastened my belt.

It was the scent of cologne emanating from the aisle seat next to me that first announced the presence of the dreamboat in the pinstriped suit, before he turned his electric blue eyes from the New York Times broadsheet and smiled over the headlines reporting news about Mujahedeen positions in the ongoing war with the Soviets in Afghanistan. I said hello and swallowed hard as he crossed his legs. Even after all that I had overcome to reach this state of bliss, the idea of being with someone like this gentleman seemed light years away from everything I knew. I shifted uncomfortably, staring at his thick, strong thighs, hoping someone as immaculate and impeccable as him would someday be within my reach. Maybe I’d muster up the courage to talk to him during the flight.

As Afghanistan’s future remained plagued in doubt, and my life in California had come to a hopeful end, I was poised to turn the tide of misfortune and work destiny in my favour. Yet, as the plane left the terminal, my throat tightened. Tonight would be the first time I’d be separated from the family that I loved and was willing to die for. I tuned out the flight attendant demonstrating how to use a life jacket in case of an emergency landing. The engine roared louder as we taxied on to the runway.

Thoughts of being alone and dying alone shuffled in my mind. But I was no longer afraid to find out what would happen to me. We Easterners had conjured up the proverb: ‘House begins where the carpet is outspread.’ Holding my breath, I reassured myself I’d begin anew, create a fulfilling life, and all would be fine. The plane pulled its wheels up and ascended into the foggy night sky. I sank into my reclined seat, closed my eyes, and heaved an expansive sigh of relief.
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