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MANY WOULD CALL ME a dishonest man, but I’ve always kept faith with myself. There is an honesty in that, I think.


I am Ali’s brother. We are from a village that no longer exists and our family was not large or prosperous. The war that came after the Russians but before the Americans killed our parents. Of them, I have only dim memories. There is my father’s Kalashnikov hidden in a woodpile by the door, him cleaning it, working oiled rags on its parts, and the smell of gunmetal and feeling safe. There is my mother’s secret, the one she shared with me. Once a month she’d count out my father’s earnings from fighting in the mountains or farming. She’d send me and Ali from our village, Sperkai, to the large bazaar in Orgun, a two-day walk. The Orgun bazaar sold everything: fine cooking oils and spices, candles to light our home and fabrics to repair our clothes. My mother always entrusted me with a special purchase. Before we left, she would press an extra coin in my hand, one she’d stolen from my father. Among the crowded stalls of the bazaar, I would slip away from my brother’s watchful eye and buy her a pack of cigarettes, a vice forbidden to a woman.


When we returned home, I would place the pack in her hiding spot – the birchwood cradle where she’d rocked Ali and me as infants. Our mud-walled house was small, two thatch-roofed rooms with a courtyard between them. The cradle was kept in the room I shared with Ali. My mother would never get rid of the cradle. It was the one thing that was truly hers. At night, after we’d returned from the bazaar, she’d sneak into our room, her small, sandalled feet gliding across the carpets that lined the dirt floor. Her hand would cup a candle, its smothered light casting shadows on her young face, ageing her. Her eyes, one brown and the other green, a miracle or defect of birth, shifted about the room. Carefully she would lean over the cradle, as she’d done before taking us to nurse. She would run her fingers between the blankets that once swaddled my brother and me and, finding the pack I’d left her, she’d step into the courtyard. And I’d fall back asleep to the faint smell of her tobacco just past my door.


This secret made me feel close to my mother. In the years since, I’ve wondered why she entrusted me with it. At times, I’ve thought it was because I was her favourite. But this isn’t why. The truth is, she recognised in me her own ability to deceive.


Like most men, my father farmed a small plot. He understood the complexity of modest tasks – how to tap the ever shifting waters of an underground karez, how to irrigate a field with that water, how to place a boulder at the curve of a furrow so the turning flow would not erode the bend. He taught these lessons to me and Ali. We grew, working by his side, our land binding us together, sure as blood.


In the warm months, my father would head to the mountains, to fight. His group operated under the Haqqanis, and later joined Hezb-e-Islami, but loyalties shifted often. My brother told me that when my father was killed, his group was again with the Haqqanis but now they all served under the Taliban. For a boy these things meant little. Sometimes I wonder how much they matter even to a man.


When I last saw my parents it was summer. Against the Taliban’s orders, my father’s group had returned home early. They’d disobeyed their commanders after being told to extort taxes along a certain road. At the time, I understood none of this. On that last morning, my father slept late and my mother prepared breakfast in the courtyard. Ali and I had no work to do on our land, and we grew tired of waiting for my father to wake. Our mother grew tired of restless boys, and she shooed us off to gather pine nuts for the meal. We wandered away from the village towards the tall trees lining a ridge. Ali climbed their thick trunks and shook their branches. I gathered the cones that fell, cracking them open between two rocks and picking the nuts from each.


That year, Ali had grown strong enough to climb onto the highest branches. His long arms would grasp above him as he took powerfully assured steps up the tree, without pausing. He’d only stop when no branches remained to take him higher. When I climbed, I’d test each branch, tugging it to ensure it could hold my weight.


He was about to turn thirteen and would be a boy for only a short while longer. Each year, our mother would buy a bolt of fabric and make one new set of clothes. Ali would get the new set and I’d get his hand-me-down. He was always larger than me, and my clothes never fit.


We both had little education. When my mother was a girl, she’d learned to read and write in a school built by the Russians. She taught us how, but nothing more. My father had never been to school. He’d fought the Russians instead. Now that Ali was old enough to travel on his own, my father planned to send him to the madrassa in Orgun.


What will you learn there? I asked, my head tilted back, staring up at Ali among the pine branches.


I don’t know, he said. If I did, I would not have to learn it.


You leave in the autumn? I asked.


Yes, Aziz, but you’ll see me when you come to the bazaar. And in two years, when you’re old enough, maybe you’ll join me.


Ali shook a high branch and more cones fell around me. I broke them against the rocks. My pockets were nearly filled with nuts when I heard the sound of an engine in the distance. Ali waved after me and I climbed into the branches with him.


What I saw next I didn’t understand. To remember it is like being on a high trail in the fog, feeling but not seeing the mountains around you. First there was the dust of people running. Behind the dust was a large flatbed truck and many smaller ones. They pushed the villagers as a broom cleans the streets. A shipping container lay on the bed of the large truck. Amid the dust and the heat, I saw men with guns. The men looked like my father but they began to shoot the villagers who ran.


I tried to climb down from the tree, but Ali held me to its trunk. We hid among the branches. A thought came to me again and again: my father has a rifle too, these men must know my father. Soon the shooting finished. The living and dead were locked together inside the container. I looked for my father but saw him nowhere. The gunmen walked from home to home. They lit the thatched roofs on fire. Still, I told myself not to worry. My father had a rifle. No harm could come to him.


All that day the fires burned. The wind changed and we choked on the smoke from our home. We had no water. The flames receded in the night, but this gave us little relief. Hungry and thirsty, we returned to our village in the morning. The truck and container were gone. Sperkai was empty and smouldering. In our home, the carpets were little more than ash brushed across a dirt floor. My mother’s cradle had collapsed into a pile of charred sticks. But my father’s Kalashnikov lay hidden by the door, mixed with the woodpile’s embers. I reached for the damaged rifle. Ali swatted my hand away. He had no interest in it.


This is no longer our home, he said.


I clutched my hand to my chest. It stung from where Ali had struck me. I opened my mouth to speak, but my throat filled with the sorrow of all I’d lost. I swallowed, then asked: Where will we go?


You’ll come with me, he answered as though he were a destination.


We travelled the familiar road to Orgun. In the city, we hoped to find work and perhaps some news of our parents. Each day we begged our meals in the streets. Cars sped by us. Grey buildings rose several storeys high, a stream of people passing in and out of them. We crouched in the doorways. As crowded as Orgun was, it might as well have been deserted. We never saw the same face twice. Those who looked at us did so with pity, as if we were doomed boys. Ali was nearly a man, but having no family made him a boy.


Once, in Sperkai, an older child had split my lip in a fight. When my father saw this, he took me to the boy’s home. Standing at their front gate, he demanded that the father take a lash to his son. The man refused and my father didn’t ask twice. He struck the man in the face, splitting his lip just as his son had split mine. Before the man could get back to his feet my father left, the matter settled. On the walk home, my father spoke to me of badal, revenge. He told me how a man, a Pashtun man, had an obligation to take badal when his nang, his honour, was challenged. In Orgun, every stranger’s glance made me ache for a time when my father might return and take badal against those who’d pitied his sons.


Ali and I would beg during the days. At night we would leave Orgun and cross the high desert plain to the low hills that surrounded the city. There we would rest with the other orphans. Among them, we’d share a crack in the earth or the embers of a spent fire, our shadows mixing as we slept. Some stayed for a night or two, never to be seen again, others stayed for years. Ali warned me against befriending these boys. He didn’t trust anyone as poor as us.


We lived like this for two winters.




*





One night as we left Orgun, it began to snow. Ali and I stumbled across the barren plain. Dust turned to mud in the storm. The snow gathered on the earth and on our shoes and clothes. Our bodies melted the snow and we became wet. Around us, the storm and the darkness blew neither white nor black, just empty. Soon we were lost. On the plain, there was no fold in the earth or clump of trees to protect us. Far off, we saw a square shadow. We staggered towards it, and pulled open the rusted hinges of some metal doors, and climbed inside. Outside the cold had cut into us, but inside the cold came differently, it stuck. Ali struck a match. The shelter appeared empty, but then, in the corner, I saw rags, pieces of torn clothing. I gathered them and my brother built a weak fire. The flames danced against the walls. Long claw marks ran down the walls, to the steel of the seams. At the seams were nicks and dents, places where the metal had been pulled up. The fire went out. The storm heaved outside. In the dark I sat against Ali and shook.


In the morning I woke up alone. The door was cracked open and it showed a sliver of perfect blue. Outside, Ali sat on his knees in the snow. The shelter was a shipping container. I crouched beside him.


Shall we go back to Orgun? I asked.


Ali spoke in a quiet voice as he looked at the far-off hills: Remember the tower?


I turned my eyes to where he was looking. A radio tower stood atop one of the hills. We had seen the same tower from our home in Sperkai. At night it flashed a red light. Our father had a story about that tower and a silver ring he wore, set with a chip of ruby. He used to tell us how the stone was made of the tower’s light, and how when he was younger he’d climbed the steel scaffolding and stolen it. I can’t remember when I stopped believing the story, but by that morning I no longer did. My father had promised the ring to Ali when he was grown. Ali had once pestered my father about the ring, asking how much longer he would have to wait. My father had told him: When you aren’t a boy who whines about a ring then you’ll have it.


Now Ali held up his hand to me. I saw he wore the small ruby on his thumb.


Where did you get that? I asked, feeling hope and fear.


I found it in the corner, answered Ali.


But he—


He never would have left the ring, said Ali sharply.


I sat next to my brother in the snow. I imagined one of the men who’d come to our village that day, pulling the ring from our father’s finger only to later forget it – or, worse, discard it as junk. I thought of my father’s hands. They’d always been strong – strong enough to claw marks into the container’s side. Ali looked at me, and in the space between breaths his eyes filled and then dried like a quick tide.


What now? I asked.


My brother stood and said: I think this is the season’s last snow.


He used to go to the mountains after the last snow, I answered, and moved beside him.


Yes, said Ali, his voice like a whisper. I will do better for you, Aziz.


In the summer he figured a way.




*





It started with a wheelbarrow. Ali found it in a ravine and began to haul me around Orgun in it. Its empty front tyre flapped against the dust and announced our arrival with every bump. I rode in the scoop and played the cripple. I’d droop my arms, hide my legs beneath a canvas sack as if I had none, and breathe heavily through an open mouth. Along the streets Ali would shout: Zakat for my brother! Charity for my poor cripple of a brother!


Five times a day, after the faithful finished namaz, Ali would wheel me to one of the city’s mosques. The mullahs often passed out scraps of food, some naan or a bowl of plain rice. The wealthy pray less than the poor, so we begged for change in the bazaar. Here Ali would struggle to hold the wheelbarrow upright as the crowds pressed against it. Beside the heaps of scrap metal, stacks of lumber, and sacks of pistachios and pomegranates, merchants shouted their prices into the street. Ali’s voice mixed with the merchants as he cried out for zakat, and I slumped in the wheelbarrow playing my part. Mostly we were ignored or shooed away, but from time to time a coin would be pressed into my brother’s palm just as my mother once pressed one into mine.


After a few hours’ begging, my legs would begin to ache. Ali would wheel me down an alley behind the mud-walled stalls of the bazaar. It was soggy and brown and an open sewer ran the length of it. Out of view, I could stretch. We didn’t earn much, but now, when it snowed, we had enough for a few days’ stay in a teahouse. This is how we survived our third winter.


One day as we returned to the bazaar, a grocer named Rafi Jan confronted us. He had a thick black beard and a round hard stomach. Long ago we’d learned to avoid his stall. Under his arm, he carried a large sack of rice. He looked down his pointed nose at us and shouted: Here’s your zakat, boy!


He dropped the sack on me. Its weight knocked over the wheelbarrow. My legs shot straight out before I landed in a heap on the dirt floor. Merchants stepped from behind their stalls and shoppers gathered around me.


This boy is no cripple! announced Rafi Jan to the crowd.


A wave of laughter rose up through the bazaar. Shame made my stomach crumple like paper. I fought my desire to cry. Even a boy can lose his nang.


I pulled myself up from the dust of the road and as I did, Ali ran past. Rafi Jan continued to laugh, blinded by his own fat hilarity, the huge mass of his stomach lifting. Ali threw his fist into Rafi Jan’s groin. The merchant’s laughter choked and he fell onto his side, the dust settling onto the perfect blackness of his beard.


Hanzeer! Ali screamed over him. Next time I’ll kill you!


A silence fell over the bazaar. Then, one by one, the merchants laughed harder than before. While Rafi Jan lay there, his nang in the dirt, another merchant approached us. He wore plain clothes, a serious face, and carried a heap of twisted branches in his arms. He introduced himself as Hamza.


You understand how to defend your brother’s nang, he said to Ali. You know something of Pashtunwali. That is all too rare in these days. I could use a young man like you. Untangle these branches and deliver them as kindling to the Rish Khor Teahouse. You know the one?


Ali nodded. We’d stayed there once. It was far away, on the north side of the city.


Good, said Hamza. This will be yours when you return.


He held up a 500-Afghani note, enough for a day’s food.


We sorted the wood into piles and lashed bundles of each. It took us nearly an hour to get to the teahouse and the same to return. By this time, the stalls of the bazaar were closed, but Hamza was still there, rocking back on two legs of a worn wooden stool. When he saw us, he reached into the shirt pocket of his baggy shalwar kameez. Pinched between his fingers was the 500-Afghani note. Ali snatched it from Hamza. Holding the note, my brother put his eyes to the ground, ashamed by his desperation.


I need someone to watch my shop tonight, said Hamza. If you boys do that, others will likely have business for you in the morning.


You would trust us with your shop? asked Ali.


I ask no man to trust me and I trust no one. Trust is a burden one puts on another. Then he spoke the proverb: But he is my friend that grinds at my mill.


Hamza left us two blankets and an oil lamp. We wrapped ourselves in them and placed the lamp between us. Our blankets smelled of straw and dirt, the lamp of diesel. It was warm inside the stall, and we slept.


In the morning there was work. The other merchants agreed – it was difficult to find someone who’d make an honest delivery for a 500-Afghani note. All through that winter and the following seasons, Ali and I hauled goods to and from the bazaar. Flour to the bakers, bolts of fabric to the tailors, we stacked our wheelbarrow’s load so its height often exceeded our own. We’d soon earned enough money to buy a handcart or even a mule, but Ali refused to spend it. Instead he saved every coin, and at the end of each day the last merchant to close up would let us sleep on the dirt floor of his shop.


The next fall was our fourth away from home. This is when the Americans came. The militants in Orgun hid in the border mountains. At night they’d return. Some were Haqqanis, I think, but most now called themselves Taliban. A few were honourable men who practised Pashtunwali, but many did as they pleased, taking what they wanted from homes and shops. We heard stories of far greater crimes outside Orgun. Militants accused men of being informants and beheaded them in front of their families. Americans accused men of being militants and disappeared them in the night on helicopters. The militants fought to protect us from the Americans and the Americans fought to protect us from the militants, and being so protected, life was very dangerous. Those who came to the market from smaller, far-off villages spoke of gun battles and bombings. We learned the names of commanders such as Sabir, Hafez, and later, Gazan. They fought on all sides and lived with us like shadows, like those of the boys we’d once slept beside in the mountains. The merchants in the bazaar picked no side. The politics of their war never changed – survival. Ali and I continued to make deliveries. We also gave the merchants a watchful set of eyes at night. For this we were valued and that seemed very good.


One night more than a year after Ali punched Rafi Jan, now one of our best customers, my brother said he had a gift for me. I asked him what it was, but he would tell me nothing. Instead, he turned down the flame of the oil lamp that sat between us on the floor. The room grew dark and he held his index finger to the sky as he spoke.


Look there, Aziz, what do you see?


Father’s ring, I said. The ring shone in the dim lamplight, and I thought perhaps he would give it to me.


Khar, donkey! Ali snapped, and clapped me on the back of the head. I point at the moon and you stare at my finger. Do you see the moon, there?


I looked past his finger and through a small shuttered window.


Yes, I said. I see it.


And what do you know of it?


It is a half-moon tonight.


Do you know why? Ali asked.


No.


No, he repeated. Do you feel any shame that you don’t know?


You don’t know either, I reminded him.


You’re right, he said. I don’t. But I feel shame because of it.


Between us it became quiet.


And this, Father’s ring, he said. How would you replace it if it were lost?


I would never lose it.


Someday it will be lost, he said. And if we haven’t learned to replace it, the loss will be complete.


If you give it to me, I said, it will never be lost.


I very much wanted the ring.


Ali shook his head and spoke: That is what those fools in the mountains say, give it all to me and it will never be lost. They create nothing and so the little over which they fight is already lost. You will learn another way. I have been saving our money so you might start at the madrassa.


Who will help you with work? I asked, hurt by Ali’s wish to be without me.


That is my burden now, he said. Your burden is to be educated. It’s what Father wanted for me. It’s what I can give you. To make something new.


I won’t abandon you, I said.


To not go, you abandon me.


These last words he spoke the strongest of all.




*





For a long time that is how it was. I went to the madrassa each day and in the evening I returned to the bazaar. Ali never let me help with the deliveries. He insisted I study. I sat against one of the bazaar’s stalls, reciting the Holy Qur’an or my math, the two subjects we learned. At night we stayed in whatever shop hosted us. We lay on the floor, on opposite sides of our oil lamp, staring at it. The jerking flame became all that moved between us.


Tell me what you’re learning, Ali whispered.


Ask me how many aayaaths there are, I said.


He asked and quickly I gave the answer.


There are 6,666 aayaaths in the Holy Qur’an. Ask me my multiplication tables.


He asked what 13 times 13 was, but my math didn’t always come as quickly. Soon I figured the way of it and answered, 169, and Ali listened carefully as I went on, telling him how we’d soon be taught algebra and the other holy texts such as the Bukhari. He asked me what algebra was, but I didn’t know how to explain it. The imam had only told us that we would learn it, not what it was. And in this way, Ali would listen to me until he fell asleep.


Always he fell asleep first, and always I turned off the lamp between us.




*





Whatever small life we’d built unravelled on a grey afternoon in winter. The air was hard and cold. It was the day of Ashura, almost five years since the Americans came. I left the madrassa and was walking back to the bazaar. The fast had not yet broken, but already people piled into the streets. Sombre marches carried the crowds towards the mosque where in the night they’d commemorate the ancient martyrs.


I walked through the alleys, jumping over the open sewers, avoiding the crowd. Suddenly a shaking like thunder overcame the city with a noise like steel down a washboard. I stopped. Alone in the alley, I searched the rooftops. Dark smoke curled upward from the bazaar. My body stiffened with fear. I stepped into the crowd. They rushed towards the smoke and the violence which just occurred. I didn’t follow them. I ran to the hospital instead. If there were something to learn of my brother, I would not find out as a victim in the street.


I arrived at the hospital red-faced and gasping. I shouldered through the swinging double doors. Inside the echoes of my breath travelled the long linoleum hallway. Apart from this, it was quiet. A doctor with a young face and neat-trimmed moustache grabbed my wrist.


No one has arrived yet, he said. When they do come, make yourself useful. Help unload the ambulances.


I stood in the dim corridor with the hospital staff. Sirens wailed in the distance. Everyone pulled on rubber gloves. Nurses rolled out gurneys made up with white sheets. The sirens’ noise rose and fell, closer and closer, and my stomach followed the rhythm, sick with sound. Hold this, said an old sinewy nurse. He placed my hand on a gurney. The task steadied me.


The wounded and dead arrived together. Two paramedics threw open the hospital’s double doors, backing their ambulance into the main corridor. Its well-dented fender crashed into either side of the jamb. Its decrepit engine sputtered exhaust in our faces.


Unload them outside! shouted one of the doctors.


The paramedics ignored the doctor and began to empty the ambulance. Inside bodies were stacked on each other. We pulled them apart just as my brother once pulled apart the twisted branches he bundled and delivered as kindling from the bazaar.


Take what you can in the gurneys! shouted a paramedic. Carry the rest!


Hurry, there are more still in the bazaar! shouted another.


We unloaded bodies onto the gurneys. Soon we pulled off the sheets. It was easier to clean the slickness from the plain rubber mattresses. When we ran out of gurneys we heaved bodies onto our shoulders and carried them to the operating room. The ambulance sped away. The old nurse grasped my arm again. His sad eyes fell towards the ground and rested on a large man whose clothes had been burned from him. He rolled the man to his back. It was Rafi Jan. The only part of him I recognised was the fatness I once despised and his singed beard. He was too far gone to notice me. Either the old nurse didn’t see the shock on my face or didn’t care. He lifted Rafi Jan onto my shoulders. Against my neck Rafi Jan’s burned skin felt like the curled bark of a tree. I expected him to scream but he was silent. He wasn’t yet dead, but he’d already crossed over. I’d once wished badal against this fat man who’d laughed at me. Knowing this, I felt both guilt and, it shames me to say, satisfaction.


Some of the wounded cried out, most did not. Many looked at their broken bodies with curiosity, as if in a new suffering existed a chance to escape the old one. The last ambulance returned with only two men. I recognised neither. We brought them inside. Outside the hospital fell quiet.


My brother arrived in the back of a cheap binjo. His waist was wet and red. A sheet covered an emptiness where his left leg would have been. He grasped a slick trash bag, his knuckles white with effort. In it was the leg. His cheeks looked like green ash and his eyes swam about his face. Tears poured over his temples.


He saw me and propped himself up on his elbows. His body failed him and he lay back down. He stared at nothing, looking past, but not at me. We loaded him onto a gurney. I moved to whisper in his ear, but found myself with nothing to say. I hung my head close to his.


Zakat for my poor brother the cripple, he whispered. Zakat, zakat, zakat …


No, no, I assured him. There are many who walk again.


His eyes rolled. He breathed, panting.


There is more gone, he said.


The old nurse pushed the gurney inside. I ran next to it.


Let me tell you what I learned today, I said. The imam explained algebra.


I put my hand on Ali’s head. The sweat in his hair was cool and slick. He looked away, saying nothing. I continued: It comes from the ancient Arabs. In their language it means to make whole from parts.


It is enough, Ali said.


He shut his eyes. The moustached doctor, the one with the young face, stood outside the operating room. He held up his arm. No further, he said. They rolled Ali past. I sat in the hallway against the wall. I could hear only the squeak of a loose metal axle. The old nurse wheeled a steel mop and bucket down the far end of the corridor. Dark red blood pools stained the linoleum. The mop slopped down. Water leaked from its braids. The old nurse swayed back and forth, spreading the dark red into light. I brought my knees to my chest and rested my head between my arms.


I fell asleep.




*





Hours later, I woke up in the hallway. It was morning. I searched for my brother. The room where he’d been wheeled was now full of empty beds and shining trays of surgical equipment. The night before felt like a tear in my memory. I left the room and wandered the corridors. I didn’t recognise any of the doctors or nurses. At the far end of the main corridor, away from the double doors, was a steel desk. Behind it, hunched over his work, sat a small man with sharp shoulders and a cratered face. His oily hair was neatly parted. It gleamed even in the dimness. I placed my palms on his desk.


My brother was brought here last night, I said. I can’t find him.


His name and injury? asked the man.


Ali Iqtbal, I said. He lost his leg.


My throat choked against the words. From a drawer in his desk, the man pulled out a folder filled with handwritten lists. He sorted through the reams of lined paper, scrawled with blue ink. He slid the mess back in the folder, shook his head, and tossed the stack into the drawer.


These are all the ones with missing legs, he said. Your brother is not here.


He is here. He was brought in last night and wheeled into there, I said, pointing to the surgery ward. Look again, Ali Iqtbal.


He may be here, answered the man, but he’s not on my list. They’ve been adding names all morning. Check back later.


He palmed down a few licks of fallen hair.


I stepped from the desk and looked along the hallway. At its far end stood two men. From their mouths, I could see words passing quietly and quickly between them. One of the men was light-skinned, clearly an American. He’d grown a large beard, but its bush was an unconvincing disguise, thick and blond as it was. I could feel his eyes rest on me from behind the sunglasses he wore even inside. He spoke a last word to the other man and walked away. This other man walked towards me, talking loudly.


What’s the problem, brother?


He spoke perfect Pashto, but wore an American uniform. He took a few steps closer. I wanted no dealings with an American, but when I got a better look at him and saw his hooked nose, high cheekbones, and lean muscled frame, I knew he was a Pashto.


My brother, I can’t find him, I said.


He came in last night? asked the man, his question reeking of cigarettes.


I nodded.


After Gazan’s attack? he added.


I’m not sure. It was after the attack at the bazaar.


Yes, Gazan’s attack, said the man. As for your brother, you are not asking the right people. Come.


He led me up a flight of stairs to the second floor. We walked down another linoleum hallway and arrived at a corner door. A stencil on the door read HOSPITAL SUPERVISOR.


What is your name? he asked me.


Aziz Iqtbal. My brother is Ali.


Very good, I am Taqbir, said the man. I’ll take care of this for you.


I crouched against the wall and waited. As I did, I saw two other men dressed like Taqbir walking up and down the corridor. They wore the same green-and-brown-spotted uniform. Every so often, they entered one of the private rooms or spoke with family members who waited outside. They’d kneel, place a wife or grandmother’s hand between theirs, speaking quietly. Though the two seemed gentle and earnest, I felt suspicious of them.


After a few minutes, Taqbir returned. I have found Ali, he said. But there is something you should know.


I looked back at him, stupid and afraid.


Taqbir continued: His name is not listed with those who lost a limb.


But I saw him. His leg was missing.


That may be so, he answered. But Ali is listed as having a serious injury to the organs.


He paused.


I stared back. Taqbir watched me, hoping I understood.


As a man, he said, your brother is no longer complete.


Tightness spread across my chest, through my throat, and into my mouth and eyes. It spread as a web does, weaving into parts what was once whole. Taqbir rested his hand along my shoulder. He fixed a solid stare at me. I wanted his strength.


It is only right that you should know this now, he said. You will need to be strong when you see him.


I nodded.


It had not occurred to me that I would need to be strong for Ali. I’d hoped some assurance of his might allow me to accept what happened. But this horror was for all time. To survive, Ali now relied on me.


I thanked Taqbir, but I didn’t want to thank anyone, my resentment was so great for all I’d lost. I felt very small standing next to him. I looked into the grey flecks of his eyes, like a hawk’s, and at his face, with its sharp and certain angles. All of it offered me nothing but pity.


We walked outside, to a yard behind the hospital’s main building. Here the ground was hardpan dirt. On it rose a large three-pole military tent. Parked next to the tent were two ambulances. A few of the paramedics I’d seen last night stood around them, their stares full of sympathy. They understood my situation. I tensed my face into a blank mask.


Taqbir parted the green canvas flap with his arm and warm fumes of sweat, smoke, and blood pulled us inside. In the tent’s centre two stoves burned and the sap of the wood crackled and spit. The chimneys consisted of hollowed cooking-oilcans stacked and nailed together. They leaked. Cots lined the tent so closely that there was no room between them. Doctors climbed onto the ends of the cots, hovering above their patients.


I walked the rows, searching for my brother. Many of the men had bandaged faces. I looked for a missing leg. I could only identify Ali by his loss. And soon I saw it. A white sheet rested flatly where something was gone. Gauze covered the hollow of Ali’s left eye. At his waist, a sopping red wound was dressed with an adult diaper.


His head rested away from me. From beneath his gown and bedsheet, his knee and shoulders poked up like the three poles of the tent. My tears came silently. I had nothing to say to my brother, no strength to offer him. To be crippled as he was takes all of a man. It takes his nang.


An orderly passed by. I grabbed his arm. He looked back at me with flat eyes that showed nothing. Why is my brother here instead of in the hospital? I asked.


This is the outpatient ward, he said.


From my mouth words came in a shout, surprising me: These men are not ready to be discharged!


Not all patients get well, he said. We will keep him here for a couple of days. A longer stay can only be arranged through the hospital supervisor.


Taqbir watched me from the tent’s flap. He picked the dirt from his fingernails with a long commando knife he’d pulled from his belt. I rushed towards him, pleading: Unless something is arranged my brother cannot stay here.


Taqbir kissed his teeth and patted my shoulder. I’ll check, he said, wait here.


He walked past me and down the rows of cots towards Ali. I stood by the tent flap. Taqbir leaned over my brother. He kissed his teeth again and shook his head. At the foot of Ali’s cot was a stool. On it sat his cell phone, prayer beads, and my father’s ring. Taqbir picked up the ring, but left the rest. He whistled and waved his hand to the expressionless orderly. I couldn’t hear the words spoken between them, but the orderly knowingly pointed at each of my brother’s wounds. Taqbir listened and continued to shake his head solemnly.


Taking his time, Taqbir walked back up the rows of cots, inspecting the broken bodies on either side of him as a commander reviews his troops. Every few steps he stopped and looked down his nose, considering one of the heaps that lined the tent. His inspection complete, Taqbir planted himself at my shoulder. Come, he said, we must see if something can be arranged. Ali is in a dangerous condition. As we turned to leave, Taqbir placed the ring in my palm.


You should care for this until your brother is better.


I’d lacked even the courage to speak to my brother, but now I slid his ring, the ring of my father, on my finger.


Taqbir smiled at me. Good, he said. And I noticed his many gold teeth.




*





From his black leather chair, the hospital supervisor waved us into his office. He turned off the flat-screen Hitachi that hung from a ceiling mount by the door and removed his feet from his wood-panelled desk. On its top was an empty in-box. He tossed the remote control into it. Carved across the front of the desk, in an elaborate script, was an aayaath I’d learned in the madrassa: There comes forth from their bellies a drink of diverse hues wherein is healing for all mankind.


Two brown leather sofas, stained with watermarks, sat on either side of a glass table. Spread across the table were steel dishes, the rims pressed with a floral print, each one filled with pine nuts, raisins, and pistachios. The office was arranged to impress, but it did not seem like a place where work was done.


Come in, come in, said the supervisor to Taqbir. Who is your young friend?


The supervisor was a small fat man. On his bald head, the ceiling lights shined in a crown. His neck and cheeks hung towards the ground, heavy with age and fat. He took out a cheap paper packet of Seven Stars. Before he could open them, Taqbir tossed him a pack of Marlboro Reds. The supervisor smiled, pulled back the cardboard top, and sniffed them. He smiled again and extended the cigarettes towards us. Taqbir held up his palm. The supervisor lit one and greedily inhaled. As the rich American tobacco filled his lungs, he hacked into the bend of his elbow. While he did, Taqbir spoke: This is Aziz. His brother was very badly wounded in yesterday’s bombing.


The supervisor shook his head and slowly regained his breath. Gazan is a dog to do these things, he said. He’s become bold. A bombing in the bazaar! And what will the Americans do? They give so little to those who support them. Perhaps after this bombing they will be more generous, but enough of this. Please, you must be hungry.


He gestured towards the plates on the glass table. I hadn’t eaten since the day before. I filled one hand with raisins and the other with pine nuts.


How can I help you? asked the supervisor.


My brother is in the outpatient ward after only one night, but his wounds are still serious.


This is a hard thing, he answered. These days a hospital is less a place for healing than for dying.


The supervisor moved to the opposite sofa. He leaned forwards, picking at a few pistachios. As he ate white spittle formed on the corners of his lips. He looked around the room with an empty stare as though he were solving an equation – my brother’s life, my livelihood, and his hospital’s vacancies divided one into the other. Turning towards his desk, he continued: It is as the Aayaath says, healing for all mankind. I must weigh each man against another. My position is very difficult.


Surely something can be done, said Taqbir.


There is only so much I can do, said the supervisor. My heart wants to help this boy, but we must be practical.


He turned his eyes towards the ceiling.


If there were more, said Taqbir, could his brother be kept here?


The supervisor stood from the sofa. With a fresh handful of pistachios, he circled the room. Of course, he said, but more of what? Where is there more of anything these days?


More money, said Taqbir.


If I had such money, I would pay the fees myself, said the supervisor. Do not misunderstand me. My every desire is to help.


And if I paid the fees? asked Taqbir.


I can’t repay you, I interrupted, but Taqbir’s outstretched hand silenced me.


The supervisor stroked his fat face, and said: If expenses are covered there will be no problem.


Then the matter is settled, replied Taqbir.


He stood, bowed, and motioned for the two of us to leave. The supervisor sat back in his chair and put his feet on the desk. He reached forwards, took the remote from his in-box, and turned on the Hitachi. As I walked out the door, he called behind me: Taqbir is a man of great generosity. You are blessed to call him a friend.


I never saw the hospital supervisor again.




*





We left the office and stood in the corridor. Taqbir took a fresh pack of Marlboro Reds from his pocket. He lit one and looked at me. He frowned with disappointment.


You are not happy that your brother is saved? he asked.


I am.


He took another pull on his cigarette. You know from my uniform that I am a military man, he said, but do you know about the Special Lashkar?


I shook my head.


We work in the south of the province, he added. Near a town called Shkin. You know of Shkin, yes?


I nodded, but had never been. Shkin was a day’s drive south. As I would learn, to call it a town was generous. It was really fifteen mud huts along the high desert plain of the Pakistani border. To the south of it, the plain rose into wild mountains, remote villages, and a savage, isolated war.


We fight against the Taliban to uphold Pashtunwali, said Taqbir. The Special Lashkar protects the border and keeps men like Gazan in their place.


So you fight for the government?


We fight for the nang of our homes, but for no government, answered Taqbir. He stuck his chest out in his clean American uniform.


So I am to serve in the Special Lashkar?


You are lucky for a chance to strike back at Gazan, answered Taqbir. In badal there is nang for you, and for what has been taken from your brother. As long as you fight, Ali will be cared for here.


I had no one but Ali. To care for him was my single alternative. And single alternatives have a logic all their own. Men go to war with such a logic, and my thinking was that of a young man, clear and unclouded by experience and doubt.


When do I leave? I replied.


Taqbir reached into his cargo pocket. He handed me a slip of paper no bigger than a matchbook. You know of the American base near here, the one outside Sharana village? he said.


I nodded. The helicopters from FOB Sharana often flew over Orgun. Following their flight patterns, the FOB was a day’s walk north, or so I’d heard.


Go to its back gate tomorrow, he said. Call this number. Tell them your name and that you are going to Shkin.


You aren’t coming with me? I asked.


Bring only what you must, he said, seeming not to hear me. Everything will be provided.


Then I will meet you in Shkin, I said.


What makes you think I work at that firebase? Taqbir spoke his words coldly.


I thought you were a soldier, I replied.


I am, he said, but not a common one as you will be. My work is here, and you should thank me for it. There are others who would welcome such generosity.


I stared at Taqbir. In his hard face and crisp uniform I could see a part of my future, but I understood none of it. I was now a servant, maybe not to Taqbir, but to men like him.


I answered: I’ll be there and am grateful.


He nodded, still taking his measure of me.


We shook hands and Taqbir wished me luck and long life. I walked towards the hospital’s main double doors. As I put my shoulder into one, I looked back. Standing at the far end of the corridor, I saw Taqbir join the American with the blond beard. Together they spoke quietly. Then the two strolled off in search of another recruit.
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