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For Caro

 

جان می‌دمد از لعلت چون برق اگر خندد

 

بیدل


اوبه په ډانګ نه بیلیږی

 

ناشناس 


Chapter One

تير شه درست عمر څما په دا هوس

كه مي وپوښتي چه څوك ئي يا څه كس

 

رحمان 

The first time I met Mina, I saw the story written at the corner of her eye. A diamond in four dots, nested between her right temple and the edge of her eyebrow. To most it would look like a beauty mark. I knew better.

I met her toward summer’s end, as the winds began to settle and the markets swelled with the year’s last eastbound caravans. At the time, I was making a living as a water carrier. I spent most days loping between the public wells and my clients’ houses, waiting with the women and nomads to fill my leather bag, hauling it through the dust and clamor of the streets, forcing a smile as doors opened for me. I made enough for my daily bread, and did not have to ask for alms. 

I had several clients in the area of the Gulistan Gate, a quiet neighborhood shaded by fragrant olive trees. The air there was sweetened by birdsong and scents from unseen gardens. I was near to an invisible presence myself, part of the neighborhood’s heartbeat, no different from its sparrows or strays. No one asked who my people were, where I was from, what my story was. It was better that way, I would tell myself: to be forgotten, and to forget.

But that summer there were many questions about the neighborhood’s newest resident. She had moved in shortly after the nomads began passing through town with their sheep and horses, as they did every year. The woman kept to herself and seemed to live alone. She never answered her door during the day. Some said they heard singing from her house after dusk. Few could claim to have actually seen her. I overheard more than one client guessing who she was. A merchant’s wife whose husband was abroad. A rich man’s daughter living off an inheritance. A runaway bride. A prostitute. 

For my part the gossip left me curious, but I did not share my clients’ fears about the neighborhood’s reputation, or the example being set for their children. The woman wanted to be left alone. I could sympathize with the desire to avoid attention. Nonetheless, I decided to call upon her and offer my services. My livelihood was built on clients, and even recluses needed water.

I met her on a Thursday evening, not long after the call for sunset prayer. Shadows pooled on the lanes, and the sky was coppered by the last light of day. The thrushes had gathered for a late conference in the neighborhood’s boughs. Part of me did not expect an answer when I knocked on the woman’s door. I was surprised when it opened.

She was tall and thin, and stared back at me with eyes large and dark as a deer’s. The skin under them was bruised by poor sleep. Her silk shawl had once been fine, stitched with subtle but faded embroidery. She had a common tattoo below her lower lip, a diamond in four dots. But it was her other tattoo, the same shape at the corner of her right eye, that left my mouth dry.

I stumbled through an introduction, all the while trying not to stare at that second tattoo. If she noticed my shock, she gave no sign of it. She considered me after I finished speaking, then told me to come back the following evening.

That night I could not sleep. The tattoo was a coincidence, I told myself, or a trick of the gloom, or something I had dreamed at the end of a tiring day. I had not seen its like in six years. The only women left with such a mark lived far from this desert town. They had tattooed their eyes just before the end of Sher Khan’s rebellion, when there was no hope of victory left. Sher Khan’s body had been scattered not long after that, and his people with it. Better to forget.

The next evening I called on the woman, and she led me into her courtyard. The balconies had been built to keep the sunlight from striking the ground. At the heart of the courtyard was a cistern, a few bright tiles clinging to its bricks. I unslung my bag and started to pour.

The woman waited by the door. When I finished, she handed me a mohur, which was far too much. I lifted my gaze to protest. Once again I saw the tattoo by her eye, unmistakable even in the deepening dusk, and it was as if a falcon had flown off with my spirit.

I began to pass by her home every few evenings. Each time, I told myself that the mark by her eye did not matter. There was no bringing Sher Khan back from the grave. Even if the woman had once claimed his people as her own, she and I were nothing to one another now. She owned a house while I filled its reserves. Perhaps she too was trying to forget. 

I resolved to say nothing and leave it be. Yet every so often I found myself glancing at her face, longing for a glimpse of that tattoo. 

Days passed before things shifted between us. I had just been paid, the gold heavy in my hand. The two of us were standing at the courtyard door. The sun had fallen away, the dark was blossoming. My eyes lingered a little too long.

“Where are you from?” she said, without preamble.

I was startled by her directness. The only safe course was to make something up and never set foot in her house again. I had hardly spoken the truth to another creature for six years. 

“Giri,” I said, before I could think better of it.

The woman looked at me, and I could not read her expression. Then she said, “I’m from Aghazpur.”

Something long snarled in the hollows of my chest loosened. “I know the name.” Of course I knew the name. What the King’s soldiers had done at Aghazpur could hardly be forgotten. 

“I thought you might,” she replied.

“How did you know?”

“I suspected. I saw you recognize my tattoo.”

“Any one of the King’s soldiers might have recognized it too.”

“They wouldn’t look at me the way you do.” The woman glanced at my bag. “Have you been here long?”

“Since the end, almost,” I replied. 

There was a fresh shadow of interest on her voice. “You never went to the highlands?”

“I was in prison when they resettled most of us.”

“Do you ever wish you had gone?”

My gaze went to the tattoo by her eye again. “Often enough.”

“Yet here you are.”

“So are you.”

The corner of her mouth twitched. Or perhaps it was a trick of the fading light. 

 

For a time, our exchanges remained brief and banal. We spoke of the shifting season, of news overheard at the hammam or market. Some days we only spoke in greeting and farewell. I did not ask her name and she did not give it. Not once did we mention the old country, Sher Khan, the rebellion, the resettlement. I felt pulled to her even so, the force of it strong and strange, like that which called pigeons to their roosts, or drew the wandering stars along their paths.

Our evenings were not without risk. There has always been an evil reputation attached to men like me, porters and gardeners and others who enter houses while the men who own them are absent. The residents of the Gulistan Gate were already suspicious of their newest neighbor. People might talk. It was the sort of thing that could cost me clients, even attract the kotwal’s attention. Neither she nor I could afford an arrest, for the remains of our people were under royal mandate to live only where we had been sent. Still I would go to her door, and she always opened it for me.

About two weeks after we first spoke, after I filled the cistern, she asked if I wanted tea. I followed her into a mehmankhana spread with a beautiful kilim, blue birds in flight across a heaven woven from crimson silk. Bowls of orange blossoms stood in the corners, charpoys pressed between them. 

I eased myself down onto one while the woman lit a samovar. She removed her shawl and set it aside. Her robe was black, her hair unbound, and I wondered if she was a widow. When she handed me a cup, I caught an iron tang from her hand. 

The woman sat across from me, her own cup untouched by her foot. I took a sip. The tea was terrible, bitter from too long a steeping. I kept a straight face.

“I would offer you something to eat, but there’s not much here,” she said.

“I’m not hungry,” I said. “But I can go bring something for you. Some of the stalls by the Friday Mosque stay open until the night prayers end.”

“I will go out later,” she said. 

Not many women from the neighborhood did so after dusk, but I did not voice the thought. “You have a beautiful home,” I said instead.

“It’s yours when I leave.”

I stopped with my cup raised halfway. “What do you mean?”

“I never stay in one place for long.” She paused. “People start to talk.”

I thought of the rumors, of how the truth of her was more dangerous still. “You’re leaving the neighborhood?”

“I’m leaving town.”

I struggled to keep the surprise from my face. “Where will you go?”

She pursed her lips. “Elsewhere.”

Her word opened an unseen wound. I had no right to feel hurt, of course. Even so, her presence had shifted the pattern of my days. The recognition between us was a nourishing rain, letting some seed buried long ago sprout up through my ribs once more. I could not imagine how it might keep growing without her. I wanted her to reconsider, and had no idea how to ask.

“If this is about the gossip…” I started to say. 

“It’s more than that.” She seemed about to continue, but did not.

I pressed the matter. “If you need help, all you have to do is ask.”

She tilted her head and I could have sworn her eyes gleamed amber. “You don’t know my situation.”

“I know who you are,” I replied. “That is enough.”

“After everything, you still believe that?”

I said nothing.

The woman looked out to the courtyard. The night was unfurling outside though the lamplight held it at bay. Her hair curled across the side of her face, obscuring the tattoo at her eye. 

“I was eighteen years old when Sher Khan was killed,” she said, still gazing at the night. The breeze was sweeping some of the heat from the air. From beyond the courtyard, I could hear the rustle and swoosh of branches, heavy with the last blooming of the year. The woman’s voice was measured as she began her tale.

The Woman from Gulistan Gate

I was eighteen years old when Sher Khan was killed. I never saw him, had nothing to do with him at the start. Of course I despised the soldiers who came to take our young men for the corvee, same as everyone else, but not enough to rise up and kill them: though I never had a brother worked to death building some governor’s mansion, or a husband killed in a foreign war not his own. But I was at Aghazpur when the King’s army came for revenge, and even if I hadn’t come to Sher Khan’s banner early, I went under its shade after that.

I heard that they had killed him when the King’s men rode into our encampment. They jeered news of his dismemberment at us during the roundup, told us again and again in the stockade how his body had been scattered. When I heard we were to be exiled to the highlands, I was almost grateful.

My branch of our people ended up in one of the furthest valleys. It was hard, and not only because the country was not our own. It belonged to others who were already there, and they were not happy to see us. They had named the valley in their language after the ancient castle of honeycombed stone overlooking it. We started calling the valley after the same ruin, but in our own tongue, saying Dara Qala.

The King resettled us in the autumn, well into the second harvest, so there was no time to grow anything. Some of our people went to the governor and asked him to open his storehouses. Others refused to eat from the same hand that had beaten us and turned to raiding instead. A few went down to waylay merchants on the trade roads, and a few turned their eyes to our new neighbors’ farms. They asked my uncle to join them, but even burdened as he was by caring for the remains of our family, he refused. He thought it went against our dignity. He went to our mullah instead, asking him to mediate between our people and the locals. The mullah replied the locals were pagans, descended from foreign barbarian soldiers, and that all they owned belonged to believers by holy law. I guess he forgot that he too had been someone else’s barbarian not that long ago.

The next few years were no better. Our people started splitting apart like a rotten tree. The best fed were those who had made an arrangement with the governor, sending young men to his fields and levies in exchange for grain. Some of us tried trading with the locals, but they were as poor as we were, and would have nothing to do with us after the raids. My uncle wanted me to marry one of their boys to make peace if he would convert. They refused the proposal. I can’t say I blame them.

Then the dervish came.

It was the edge of autumn. I had turned twenty, and even my mule of an uncle was contemplating a trip to the governor’s tower. I was working at the home of Bibi Sayeda, whose embroidery was fine enough to fetch good prices in the lowland melas and bazaars. I cooked and cleaned and helped with her craft and she would send me home with enough to keep my family from going hungry. 

One night I came home to find my uncle sitting with my cousins around the samovar, face flushed, eyes glinting. He had not even taken off his traveling robe, it was still stained from the road. I listened from behind the next room’s curtain while putting out leftovers.

“A holy man has come,” my uncle was saying. “Some of the merchants ran into him at sunset in the wood. Even before he came into sight they heard him singing in some foreign tongue. They say he is a great tall fellow with his head shaved into patterns. A real dervish.”

My aunt was quiet. She respected the saints, more than her husband even, but was more cautious by nature. “What would a dervish be doing all the way up here?”

“Who knows the hearts of God’s friends but God?” my uncle replied. “The merchants say that when they went to kiss his hand he spoke with an unknown accent. He’s come from a distant land. Persia maybe, or even the kingdom of the Turks.”

“What did he say?” my aunt asked.

My uncle spoke with the awe he usually reserved for the Quran. “He said soon the poor would inherit the world, the hungry would soon be satisfied, the weepers would soon be laughing, and the gluttons will soon be starving.”

“But what does that mean?” my aunt said.

“We must welcome him,” my uncle said. “If we seek the dervish’s blessing, perhaps our fate will change. Even after Taimur, the Lord of the Auspicious Conjunction, conquered the seven climes, he would kiss the feet of the fakirs before issuing his decrees.”

“Perhaps,” my aunt said. 

It was not long before news of the dervish began to spread in Dara Qala. A carpenter glimpsed him leading a pair of shaggy camels through the woods. How such great beasts had made their way up into the highlands was unclear. Traders heard disembodied singing in the hills at nighttime. Once, a band of woodsmen returned shaken, saying that a foul wind had knocked them off their feet at dusk. When they got back up, they briefly saw a tall and mysterious figure among them. 
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