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Chapter One

Introduction to Crazy

––––––––
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LISTEN TO THE PRAYER of a young girl.

Give me the wings of the falcon

So the sky can love me.

The world beyond the horizon awaits me,

But I am married to the past.

Give me the wings of the falcon

So the sky can love me.

Like a soul of a gypsy woman in the body of a ten year old girl. The image of Sarah printed in my mind: her loose salwar under her knee length skirt and her scarf waving high in the strong wind. It is waving like a flag of freedom. Her eyes are closed, but her rough voice echoes with the breeze. The song she sings... I wish I were a poet so that I might correctly describe Sarah, but I am just a boy sitting near a cliff, looking at her. 

The wind is trying to blow her off the cliff, getting stronger every second. The whole valley is shrouded in a rare silence. Soon, this silence will end and the chaos of war and terror will echo in the valley. The white soldiers will fight the extremist. There will be more blood than there is water in the sea. Helicopters will fly among the clouds, shooting bullets. Those bullets will look like angry shooting stars falling aggressively, aiming to destroy us.

The wind starts to blow more roughly. I can see the dark storm approaching. Dark grey and black clouds run towards us. They jump and cover the mountains like a black monster.

“Sarah,” I say, “I think we should go. The wind is becoming violent. The white soldiers will hover around in their helicopter soon. The shooting could begin anytime.” I say these words so quickly, but I don’t think she is paying any attention to me.

Sarah is still standing there, letting her scarf wave in the wind. Another gust hits us, nearly tearing the clothes from our bodies. The dust and sand make it difficult for me to even open my eyes, but Sarah is in a different world. She’s still standing there like a total nut job.

“Sarah, I think we should go,” I shout, with more ardour this time.

“Why are you such a pussy? Don’t you see these winds have come to greet me? They want me to wave my flag of freedom,” she shouts at me. I can barely hear her. The wind is too strong, suppressing her voice. She turns towards the sky again, with so much sparkle in her eyes. I gape at her hair as it wildly moves with the wind. I am touched by her beauty. Maybe it was too early for me but if fourteen year old girls are pushed to have a husband then certainly a ten-year-old kid can have a crush. 

The wind gets rougher, and I grow more fearful, but Sarah doesn’t care. She is in her world of fantasy, believing that this wind is here to greet her. But I see the storm coming. So I grab her and pull her down from the cliff’s edge.

“What are you doing? I was in the different zone,” she says. She pushes me and tries to climb back onto the stone ledge at the top of the cliff.

“You will get us killed. We’ll come back later. We should go.”

“Okay, fine.”

Sarah turns for the last time and blows a flying kiss to the sky as if it’s her lover. Then we start to climb down the mountain, moving as quickly as possible.

“Let’s race. That’s the only way we’ll be able to reach the village quickly enough,” she says. The wind tries to throw us from the mountain into the vast valley.

“Okay,” I agree.

We start running towards our village, racing against each other. She was fast and competitive as always, almost faster than me. I’m running out of breath. I don’t want to look dumb and embarrass myself in front of her, so I push myself harder and maintain the lead. She is so unstable that I always feel the need to impress her. It keeps me on my toes. But no matter how fast we run, we cannot outrun the storm.

“Come on! Let’s go there.” Sarah points toward a cave

“Oh, god. My mom will be so angry,” I say with distress.

“Don’t worry. She knows you are a good boy. Worry about my mother,” Sarah says happily, as if she is proud of all her mischief. She carried a lot of heat from an early age. I was worried about my mother getting angry, but then I watched her little smirking face. I remembered about her mother, the old days flashing through me. When Sarah was seven years old, her mother, me, and some of the neighbours had a tough time getting hold of her because she didn’t want to put on the hijab. She said it makes her feel itchy and uncomfortable. While every other girl in the town never protested, she just ran through with it. I think the only thing that saved her was that she was just a kid. If she had been sixteen or nineteen instead of seven, things would have been different.

“You are dreaming again.” Sarah wakes me up from my flashback

“Huh!” I regain my senses to see sand and storm still violent outside. Sarah starts looking for stones, hard rocks with edges. She collects them and starts to sharpen them. I look down and see the shapes of already chiselled stones bulging out from her pocket. I never asked her why she carried them, but I never needed to. The wounds on the faces and arms of local boys tell the story of why she carries the stones.

I pray that the storm will settle down quickly so that I can go home. With each passing second, my mother’s anger will only increase. 

“Are you not worried? If my mother finds out that I am with you, then I am in big trouble.”

“Who told you to follow me?” she casually replies and spits on the rock, making it slippery. Then she goes back to sharpening it. She closes one eye and looks closely at the stone’s edges with the other. After she is satisfied that her stone’s sharp edges are lethal, she looks outside and then catches me staring at her. She stares at me with that stoic face. Her unmaintained hair is bulging out from her head like spikes, but she still looks perfect. Her little brown eyes shine brightly, penetrating my heart. I begin to feel awkward.

What am I doing here with a freak like her? Thoughts run through my mind. Her face is always covered with dust, her eyebrows shining with grit. Damn! She is beautiful, and the most important thing is she keeps me intrigued. After awhile, Sarah gets tired of practicing her aim at the walls. She shifts her focus to the cave.

“Do you think it’s the cave of extremists or warlords?” The moment she says that a sudden fear pinches my heart making my eye pop out. The thought had never entered my mind, but suddenly as I looked around, I noticed the old worn rocks and the silent darkness in the corner waiting to pounce on us. 

“Yes. It could be, and they may be waiting for us with their guns and bombs.” The fear started to speak, slipping out of my mouth.

Sarah takes her sharp stone out of her pocket, ready for anything that comes out from the dark holes of the cave. We both stared into the darkness while she was ready with her stone. I was ready to embrace the storm rather be dragged down into the deep unknown cave darkness. One minute of staring and nothing comes out running towards us. Then Sarah imagination starts to run wild.

“What if this cave leads to India or America, fashion shoes.” Her eyes sparkled when she spoke those names, especially when she uttered “fashion shoes,” no matter how much weird and rough she looked from outside. Magazines and stylish women with fashionable clothes always fascinated her. It was not only her. Everybody pretty much was fascinated with the world they represented. India because of Bollywood and Shah Rukh Khan and America for its American dream. And what girl would not like to wear fancy clothes?

“Don’t be ridiculous,” I say as our voice echo in the cave. It sounds more menacing. It looks like the dark is talking back to you.

“Anything is possible, Shakip. Anything is possible.” Sarah takes out few folded magazine covers and pages from the small pouch stitched inside her pocket.

“Do you see what I am talking about?” She shows it to me: women with extra red lips in the skimpiest clothes I have ever seen women wear.

“Do you see those shoes?” she says. I realize that I wasn’t looking at the shoes, but at her dress, so I move my eyes towards the shoes. They’re pink with leather straps.

“It’s . . .” 

Sarah looks at me, narrowing her eyes and anticipating what I will say.

“It’s nice,” I venture, not knowing what else to say. I was a boy growing up in a valley surrounded by war, bullets, and nightmares. She grew up in the same place, but it never affected her. Or maybe it affected her differently, and all of her mischievousnesses is a big cover-up to hide a wounded girl. 

I follow Sarah a little deeper into the cave. A weird silence surrounds us. The noise of the storm diminishes as we move deeper in, the hands of light slowly leaving us. We keep on going until we there is too much darkness. We can’t see anything.

“Sarah, I don’t think we should go any further. There might be snakes,” I say.

As much as I know Sarah wants to discover more about the cave, she does not argue. We come back to the edge of the cave, back to staring at the rocks.

“So how are your sketches going?” she asks me. I look at her. There are patches and stitches all over her clothes. I don’t know why she needs so many pockets. What is concealed in those stitches? I wanted to know, but you can’t come close to her. Forget about frisking her. There was a time when I tried frisking her while she was asleep to know what she conceals in all those pockets. I could not touch her simply because I wanted to live She’s a walking mystery.

“It's going well. I am learning a few new things, but I think I still need to be better.”

“One day you will be a great artist. And I will be a great heroine,” she says with full confidence. She stretched her arm. We stand to face each other with our backs against the walls of the cave. She comes back to her normal position.

“Hey, you know what we should play? Movie.”

“No. Last time you scratched me.”

“I won’t. Let’s do the movie we saw yesterday.” She picks up a stick and pretends it’s a gun.

“Now there you go, trying to attack me!”

I’m little hesitant because she always gets really competitive and starts to take her role too seriously. Plus, I am always the bad guy. That means I have to lose and take a beating. 

“Okay, so try to pounce on me. Try to ambush me. Do your evil laugh.”

I was more comfortable when we were scared of the cave. She gets into her starting position. It’s really fun to see how serious she takes it. 

“Come on,” she yells

“You won’t hurt me, right?”

“I won’t... just a little bit for the movie.”

When she says a little bit, I don’t know how little. She hums something, facing the other side of the cave. I gather my courage and jump on her. 

“Oh my god, what are you doing? Try attacking me from the front, you coward! Oh, look! You’ve stabbed me! I am hurt.” 

I just touched her a little bit, and it unlocked the whole stream of her over-acting. She falls down to the ground and acts as if she is hurt, pretending the stick as a knife. She rolls over in the sand, then struggles to stands up. It’s all her I am just standing there. The whole focus is on her. My part is done. Then, she looks at me with furious eyes and jumps on me, kneeing me in my stomach.

“Hummhh. . .” A  little sound slips from my vocal cords as my body tries to absorb the fatal knee slamming into my guts. I held my stomach and went drop to my knees. 

“Good acting! This is the first time you’ve been in the spotlight.”

I raised my head with anger popping out my eyes, sending intense rays of hatred towards her. “I am not acting. I am really hurt.”

“Come on. I didn’t even use my full power.”

“You think—” I can’t even shout. I feel my intestine stretching painfully. 

“Okay, so I am going to . . .”

“No. I won’t play anymore. Every time you hurt me for real. 

“Come on! What will other boys think?”

“They should applaud me for me hanging out with you when nobody dares. They think you’re a freak and yes, you are!” The last few syllables went a little out of control as I shouted at the top of my lungs, releasing my anger and pain.

There is silence for few seconds, which makes me realize that I shouldn’t have said those last words, but I was in pain, and she is stupid. After a few moments, she opens her mouth, but this time she speaks in quite a normal voice. No aggression, just a simple voice. 

“So you think I am a freak, too?”

The way she utters those words so softly, pointing the finger at herself and those magical eyes that could never be wrong makes me melt there in the sand. I immediately say,

“No, no.” I shake my head in a strong disagreement. 

She looks at me with intensity. I gulp back thick salvia, anxious about her next words. How can I make this right, how can I make this right? The words keep repeating in my head.

Then her aggressive voice is back again. She says,” Do you think I give a damn?” 

She nearly yells at me, and it catches me completely off guard because I’d been about to open my mouth and say more stupid things like, “I like you, and you are different, different than anybody I have ever met,” but I guess she already knew that. 

Sarah puts her hand out of the cave, into the storm. She closes her eyes.

“Can you feel what the storm is saying to me?” 

I watch her innocent face covered in dust, still recovering from that emotional shock and say, “Yes, I can definitely feel that,” even though I have no idea what she is talking about. 

She faces towards the storm and roars in her little voice. This girl is completely out of her mind. I don’t know why, but when I said that, my heart jumped a little bit. Maybe it was the joy of knowing such a unique soul. 

The storm stays for an hour and a half until once again the aging sun comes out. Around 3 o’clock we start to move down towards our town.

By the time we reached the town, it is normal again. Those who can afford are playing again and those who could not were back to work, helping their mothers. Only a few of us went to school, and I was one of them. As we reached the village, the spotlight was again on Sarah. I heard boys murmuring about her.

“Here comes the psycho.”

While boys comment about Sarah, Abida comes running with tears in her eyes.

“Sarah, Asif is trying to bully us again. He even took our dolls, the ones we made with wood and cloth. He said we were not supposed to play with them. He even pushed me.” 

Asif was little older. He was eleven years old and tall for his age. None of us were taller than him and sometimes he took advantage of it.

“Where is that bastard?” 

Sarah swears a lot when she is angry. She moves towards some boys who are playing cricket with their handmade wooden bats. They’re in the middle of playing when Sarah goes directly to Asif and stands toe to toe with him. No matter how tall she stands, she only manages to come up to his chest.

“Oh! Once again the weirdo has to come rescue.” 

Asif pushes her, forcing her to go back a little, but Sarah comes forward again and goes nose to nose with Asif. She pushes him, but it doesn’t make him move much because he’s tall and bulky.

“I want the dolls back.”

Asif pushes her head aside, totally discarding her, and he bowls. The batsman strokes the ball defensively. Sarah quickly picks up the ball and throws it with her full force, away into the barren where it gets lost. 

“You psycho! What did you do? Go and bring back the ball,” Asif shouts.

“Go fetch it by yourself,” Sarah shouts back.

“You will go and fetch it.” Asif comes closer, making his eyes big, trying to intimate her, but those things have been tried and tested. And the results are not good. Sarah stares back at him, making her eyes even bigger. For a moment it feels like they’re having a competition to see who can stretch their eyes until it pops out of their face. 

I intervene before they pop their eyes out. “Let’s break it up, guys. I think it's enough, Sarah. I think you should actually go home.”

“No. First, she will bring my ball back. Then she will go,” Asif says in an angry tone.

“Fetch it yourself like a dog,” Sarah replies with equal intensity

Asif cannot take the hit to his ego. Everybody is watching, and he has to maintain his intimidating stance. He slaps Sarah and pushes her hard, making her fall to the ground. Before he can even enjoy his success, Sarah bounces back, taking a stone from her pocket. She hits him on his forehead. It all happens in a quick flash, like a spontaneous reaction. By the time the rest of us grasp what’s happening, Asif is bleeding from his forehead.

Asif starts to cry. After all, he is just eleven. It was quite the defeat of a ten year-old girl. Who was standing there firm and cool, no other boys even daring to come near her? She slays their priced warrior and their leader. They all looked at her, but Sarah was ready with the stones in her hands. The boys slowly move away. 

Soon, the peace is restored. The play resumes, but now the boys are playing in the corner, and the girls start to play their games making piles of stones. I go with the boys to play cricket because I like cricket, but soon we hear a noise. A few women are coming towards us. One of them is Asif’s mother. She is shouting. But that is not the women I am worried about it’s the woman carrying a huge stick. It’s Sarah's mom.

As soon as Sarah’s mother sets her eyes on her daughter, she starts to run, but Sarah senses the danger from far away and gets a head start. Her mother follows her, but Sarah is too fast to catch. When she sees Sarah going out of her reach, she throws the stick at her, but it totally misses her. 

“You will come home. Then I will see you,” Sarah mom shouts.

Asif’s mom is yelling about how her son got hurt when another stone comes flying through the air and hits Asif in the head again. Fortunately, his hand was blocking his forehead, so only his hands are injured this time.

“Ah!” Asif cries out in pain and frustration while the rest of the kids laugh.

Sarah smiles from a distance, knowing she has hit the bull's eye. She starts to dance, mocking Asif and her angry mother, adding to our laughter.

“Look how shameless she is. She is a witch. How can she hit from that far?” 

Asif’s mom is furious and looks frustrated. We kids know it’s no surprise. Sarah is so good with her stones, her aiming close to perfection. She used to kill crows with her bare hands. No slingshot. No gun. Just her hand and stone.

Sarah’s mom picks up a few stones and throws them at her, but they miss Sarah by a huge margin. This makes Sarah even happier. She is enjoying every bit of it.

“You will not get your dinner tonight and your breakfast tomorrow. Then we’ll see how much you dance,” Sarah mom shouts in frustration. She keeps throwing a stone and missing Sarah, but that’s all she can do.

All the boys and girls saw the drama. Soon the women go back to their work. Sarah still stands at a safe distance. Slowly the crowd starts to fade because it’s nothing new. Things like this are always happening around that mischievous devil known as Sarah. I watch Sarah clutching the branches of a tree with her hands. With her legs, she is trying to hang like a monkey, but the branches are too weak and thin to take her weight, so she falls down. She gets up and rubs her butt.  I keep on looking at her as sun silently goes down into the arms of the two mountains beyond. 

You should see our valley in the late evening when sun sprinkles all around. Nature becomes generous, and everything turns to gold. A little cold breeze flows, kissing your sweat and after working hard and struggling all day, you feel a wave of freshness.  

I go back to my home. My curious mom belongs to the Anti-Sarah group. She starts to scold me for the Asif incident as soon as I take my first step inside.

“I heard Sarah created trouble once again. Is it true that Asif was bleeding?”

My job is to defend Sarah and to bend the truth a little as I always do. I know my mother wasn’t present when Sarah threw the stones, so I say, “Sort of.”

“What do you mean by ‘sort of’? He was. I am telling you now to break off your friendship with her. She is an evil influence. Her mom was saying that while she was pregnant, she had an accident. She fell down some stairs, and her stomach hit hard on the ground. That is why. Sarah’s head is little cracked. That is the reason she acts so weird. The women of the village even say she might go completely insane one day.” 

My mom talked like a typical Afghani woman, she raps her anger spitting our hundred words in just a few seconds. When a few women come together to talk about someone they don’t like, you would be surprised how much they can change the facts around.  

“I don’t believe that. She is completely normal and one day I would like to marry her.”

“Marry her?” My mother’s voice exploded with shock and drops a huge bowl in which we keep our water as soon she heard those words. She paused for a moment before the anger took over. “Marry her? Are you trying to give me a heart attack?” she scolds me, but then she looks at me, and her aggression resides. I don’t think she’s taking me seriously. She thinks I’m just a ten year-old kid who doesn’t know what he is talking about. 

“You are just a kid. You don’t know anything. Wait until you see her madness increase as she grows. Now, wash your hands properly. Dinner is ready.”

She dismisses me, which is good. I too didn’t want to stretch the conversation out. 

After dinner, I went up the wooden stairs to my room. The houses in this region are made of bricks and woods. My dad made the upper room just for me so that I could study without being disturbed, but since his death, my studies have been going downhill. I miss my dad, but I think my mom misses him more. He was a loving father and husband. The neighbours always used to have family fights. The man would beat his wife and children, arguing and jabbering. But our home was full of calm. My dad gave my mom space and cared for her. I think it helped that we were more financially stable than others, thanks to my dad's business in the city with my uncle.

I sat on my bed thinking, playing back all the stuff that happened in the day. The way Sarah hit Asif again and danced. The way she fell while trying to hang like a monkey. Without realizing it, I started to blush like a little girl. God, is that normal in boys? Then, I hear a whispering voice calling my name.

I look down from my window, and she is there.

“Has it started yet?” she asks me in a whisper.

“I don't know. I haven’t switched on the TV,” I whisper back

“Switch it on and throw me the ladder,” Sarah says

I take the ladder from beneath my bed and place it where she can climb up.

“How did you manage to get out of your house?”

“Well, my mom sleeps likes a horse. Now, Come on. Hurry up.”

My dad bought a small TV, which was a rare thing. It was one of two TVs in the town. The other one was owned by our mullah. My father was pretty advanced since he and my uncle owned a business in the city. My mom doesn’t understand what TV is, so she is okay with me having the TV in my room. But as you know, TV is something else. What it really does is it connects you to the world. To the crazy world. You wouldn’t believe that there is a whole new, different world inside of that black box.

We search for the film called Tom Raadar on whatever few channels we have. The trailer for it showed a woman fighting with men, carrying guns on her thighs, shooting and riding a bike. And by no means is Sarah going to miss that film.

“Are you sure that the movie is tonight?” Sarah asks me

“Yeah, I am confident, but I am confused.”

“Didn’t I tell you to write down the name of the film and the channel?” Sarah gets restless. I remember that she did tell me to write it down, but I forgot to. Sarah circles around me as I play with the buttons on the TV. She makes me more nervous as I search for the channel. Finally, after seven minutes I find the channel where the lady is firing at some kind of robot. The movie is just beginning.

“Yeah, this is the one,” Sarah shouts as soon as she sees the images of women fighting with guns.

“Sshh . . . You’ll wake up my mom.” 

Sarah sits way to close to the TV screen.

“You don’t have to sit that close, Sarah,” I say, but she doesn’t reply. Now I am forgotten for a few hours as I sit beside her, watching a movie with her or just watching her. Sometimes I look at her and at her sparkling eyes carrying the reflection of all the images and character on the TV screen. All those images are glued to her eyeballs. She doesn’t even flinch for a second, but what makes it funnier is that all the while her eyes are glued to the screen, but her body is following a different rhythm. Her eager muscles move on their own sometimes, releasing jerks through her body as she tries to imitate every action and expression of the woman in the movie. When the woman handles the gun, I can see Sarah’s hands moving on their own. She doesn’t even know that her body is automatically acting it out. I smile and sometimes it is just too funny for me to hold my emotions in, but I try to keep it quiet. I am afraid that she will catch me laughing at her and then she will think I am mocking her.

“Wow! Women over there can do such cool things. What is that place?” Sarah's eyes are attentive as she speaks in her astonished and overwhelmed voice. She is impressed. 

Nobody in the town knows where her crazy cycles come from. And no the accident of Sarah mother didn’t make her this way. Nobody has any idea, but I know the source of her daring imagination and attitude. It was all because of that square thing with and glowing screen and a few channels. That television was the source, the root of everything Sarah was becoming, capturing her fertile mind or, rather, nurturing it.

Oh! Sarah loves bad ass heroines. She loves whenever a woman grabs a gun and kills a few men. The look on her face is so satisfying as if she was the one who killed them.

Every now and then she used to ask me what the characters were saying. She is not in touch with English, and I used to make stories from my brain because I was not good in English, either. But who cares? All she wanted to see was a bad ass heroine beating few guys and coming out victorious. You can put aside the script and the story line.

“What the hell? What happened?” Sarah anxiously looks at me.

I see the images on the screen bending, shaking and then vanishing.

“Oh, the signal must be weak,” I say copying exactly what my father used to say whenever something like this would happen.
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