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            For every woman and child of war and oppression the world over struggling to play and learn in peace. May these pages help to light your dark paths to freedom.
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            Prologue

            A Prophecy

         

         THEY SEND GIRLS like me to the crazy house—or simply stone us to death. Lucky girls might get married off to a rival clan, in the hope of tainting the tribe’s blood. I am the product of one of those punitive tribal marriages. In a sentence meant to damn them both, my maverick mother married my renegade father having never laid eyes on him until their wedding. The tribal elders did not foresee the instant love match or the combined force of my parents’ courage and shared ideals. They certainly did not foresee me. And they could not stop our brazen family of Pashtun rebels from multiplying.

         Even among my own, I was considered a different kind of daughter. I hated dolls, was miserable wearing fancy dresses, and rejected anything remotely feminine. My ambition would never come to life in a kitchen or flourish within the four walls of our home. Just to stay sane, I needed to be outside, under the open sky and running free—the very thing that tribal law forbade.

         When I was still very little, my father borrowed an old Zenith television set and VCR and came home from the local bazaar with a used video about the hunting tactics of lions. Buried in that video, as in everything my father showed us, whether on television screens or in old books, was a life lesson that we had to search to find. Sitting on the cool clay floor of our living room, we watched a lion in the heart of the hot African plains stalk a herd of gazelles. The lion is actually a very slow predator, yet it hunts some of the fastest creatures on earth. From the outset, the lion was physically outmatched. Still, hungry as he was, he lounged like a lazy king in swaying grasses, casually surveying his surroundings. Every now and then he got up, stretched, and inched closer to his prey. As the gazelles looked over, he simply stared back with a devil-may-care attitude, betraying nothing of his intent. The gazelles’ placid confidence came from the fact that they could so easily outrun the lion, but that false faith in their ability would be their undoing. The lion possessed two game-changing talents―a cutthroat patience and a phenomenal ability to conceal itself. I remember well how the graceful beast leapt out from the grass and dug its teeth and claws into the exposed neck of a stunned gazelle that had been unaware of him sitting there all the while. How stupid the gazelle was, I thought, and how cunning the cat.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Just before my fifth birthday, I complained to my father that I could not suffer another suffocating dress and would prefer to wear loose clothes like the boys I’d watched playing outside in the dirt. He laughed and then told me not to worry. It might have been the yellow T-shirt and shorts he bought for me at the bazaar that set everything in motion. I didn’t heed his warning to wear them only within the high walls of our property. And in my part of the world, for a girl to venture out uncovered was haram—forbidden, a sin against God.

         On the day I wore my yellow outfit, the panorama of peaks and valleys past our front iron gates lured me. It was the first time I’d been alone outside the house, ready to run out under the open sky. With my clean dark hair all coiled and done up in a rainbow of ribbons, I slipped into the blaze of noon, the shirt already sticking to my back, braids and skin dripping sweat. The sun heating my limbs, I stopped a moment in the courtyard, held out my arms, and experienced a great rush of freedom. I looked down at my legs, seeing the smooth landscape of my own limber form, so often concealed and already going pink. Then I pulled back the latch, pushed open the heavy gate, and bolted. Coming back unobserved, I never told a soul what I’d done.

         On a sweltering afternoon, I sat kneeling by a low windowsill, chin cupped in my hand, staring out over the wide river plain behind our house. My mother had put me in a new dress, constellations of beads and silk threads embroidered all over the heavy fabric. It confined me head to toe like a coffin. From outside, I could hear rippling laughter as a group of boys played, running and kicking up clouds of dry dirt that blotted out my view of the serrated horizon. I heard the constant thud of feet kicking a ball, and I felt, as I watched and listened, a sudden fist of intense heat punch at my gut. There were ten of them at least, all dressed in loose clothes, kicking a soccer ball around between the low projections of rock. The ball zigzagged between their nimble feet and I panicked as I sat in the house, suddenly understanding my own fate as though reading my future in a book—embalmed for life in pretty clothes, doomed to either go to school or stay home. In that moment, my heart went to stone. There was no in-between for girls like me who wanted to run outside and play games and sports in the open air. Suddenly I was aware that, despite all of my liberal father’s efforts, his myths and big maps of the continents, and everything about the wider world he’d tried to teach me, I would never truly be free. In our culture girls remained indoors, quiet and veiled for life.

         I didn’t think about what I did next. I simply got up, backed away from the sill into cool shadow, tearing off the dress, ripping at the seams, clawing at the arms. Then, in a quiet rampage through the house, I pulled every one of my dresses out of the closets and into the garden. One by one. They were so heavy, it took an entire hour.

         The cooking pit under the tree outside was shallow, just four bricks and a few sticks of wood set under a grill, but I knew where my mother kept the kerosene and matches. In a cabinet on a shelf in the kitchen. I moved fast, before I could change my mind, knowing full well that if I allowed myself to think too much, I would stop. Hauling down the full can of kerosene, I dragged it with both hands slowly across the floor without spilling so much as a drop, then out the back door, cutting a long track in the dirt leading straight to the pit.  I had already stacked the dresses in a pile—one atop the other—over the cooking bricks, their ornaments reflecting facets of sunlight, fabrics almost leaden. Even when the wind gusted through the garden, the garments remained as still as corpses. Staring at the stack, I hesitated for only a second: it was a shame to incinerate that beauty, and yet to ignore what I knew was to seal my own death sentence. I soaked the clothes in kerosene as clear as water and I struck a match. Standing back, I watched the flame fly at my command like a small shooting star.

         In a sudden burst, all the air around me raced up, rushing through my hair and stealing my breath, and the stack of dresses suddenly disappeared before me behind a wall of flames. All those beads and crystals sparked, destroyed in an explosion of hot red embers rising straight into the blue sky, billowing with black smoke. All that bright silken color disintegrated within minutes into browns and blacks. I ran into the house and found my brother’s shirt and pants, an outfit we called a shalwar kameez, and slipped them on. Then I went to the kitchen and found a sharp knife. In a moment, I was hacking away big chunks of my black hair, tossing the clumps into the flames, which turned them instantly to ash.

         My father stood there a long while, watching, though I hadn’t seen him, his gaze going from his wild, dancing child to the lifeless stack of dresses. I learned much later that on that hot afternoon, he’d seen another girl in me—the sister he’d failed to save so many years before. From an upstairs window, he’d glimpsed her figure hauling a pair of heavy galvanized buckets full of water across the family courtyard. Then she stopped suddenly and stood strangely still. He saw the first bucket drop, then the second. Spilled river water streamed over the hot stones as the buckets rolled past her feet, the hem of her dress dripping. He heard his sister gasp just once in pain and watched her body fall as though a bolt of lightning had struck her.

         By the time he got to her, she was on the ground, the clear sky reflected in the domes of her wide-open eyes. She was dead. People in the village said she’d had damaged arteries or some other defect that made her heart stop beating. My father believed she’d died from nothing more than the great weight of her many sorrows. His sister had been just like me—strong, androgynous, and hot-tempered. A tomboy simply could not survive in the cage our culture expected girls to live in.

         By the time my father was a man he’d seen many girls die at their own hands to escape—cousins who poisoned themselves to avoid arranged marriages, others who simply stopped eating until they perished from hunger. Often girls doused themselves in kerosene before lighting a match. Once, he’d watched a girl in the village go up like a human torch. When it was over, he’d seen what was left of her charred body. Other girls had done the same, though more often it was done to them, in bride burnings over dowry disputes or as a sentence meted out for some unpardonable sin.

         “My sister was just like you, Maria—strong and different, born of the lion—and they would not let her be.”

         Then my father approached the burning pit and stepped up to me, laughing. He ran his fingers all through my massacred hair.

         “My new son must have a name befitting a great warrior and the battle just won without blood. We will call you Genghis Khan.”

         Then he leaned down and repeated the name into my left ear—and into my right, he recited the holy azan. And Maria was gone.

      

   


   
      
         
            One

            Between the Mountains

         

         BREATHTAKING MOUNTAIN CHAINS framed my childhood home, a boundless vista known only as “the Abode of God.” They were massive daggers of rock, full of light the color of fire. Nestled between the peaks, hidden in soft pockets, flowed rivers edged with villages made of mud and stone. And above it all, a big blue dome of clear sky stretched out with no end. Across the valleys, where corn grew and sheep grazed, there was sometimes no human in sight. No sound. A person could walk for days across the plains and not see a soul and yet feel God’s touch everywhere.

         For me, that quiet and beautiful land is heaven. Still, when the world thinks of my home, they envision an outpost of hell. Ax-shaped South Waziristan, 2,500 square miles cutting into the lawless and blood-soaked border of Afghanistan, is one of the Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA) of northwest Pakistan, but in reality it governs itself through an ancient system of tyrannical tribal laws. As the present-day headquarters of the Taliban, my native land is considered the most dangerous place on earth, but it lives in my mind as the tribal home I would go back to without a second thought if I could—if no one there wanted me dead.

         In the afternoons of my childhood, a steady breeze blew and the dancing gusts shifted from warm to cool and back again. But as the weather changed, before a storm or as the seasons slid one into the next, a new wind would steal over the mountains, rushing through the peaks with long strips of cloud and wrapping the ranges as though in thick reams of gauze. The nameless foreign scents and, as I imagined, whole invisible worlds carried on that sweet wind dared my mind to roam far beyond our quiet place between the mountains.

         That same breeze blew on the day I was born, November 22, 1990, in a village like all the others, quiet and small, an insignificant speck nestled in a wide green valley. My mother, Yasrab, was twenty-six years old and had no help in giving birth to me—not a hospital or a doctor, and no medication of any kind. Neighboring women came and went with cups of cool water, quick whispers, and strips of clean cloth. Men left to pray at the mosque, eat mangoes picked from the wild groves, and suck on sugar cubes, and stayed well away. The birthing room was kept dark and no one could hear a sound through the locked door. When it was over, it would not really matter to the clan whether my first cries were hearty or whimpering, or if I was born alive or dead. I came into this world like my sister, Ayesha Gulalai, four years before me—a girl, a blemish on the face of our tribe.

         My father, Shams Qayyum Wazir, not yet thirty himself, was a liberated man of noble blood, which meant that he was a renegade among Pashtun men. Shams never once made my sister and me feel inferior to our brother, Taimur Khan, who was born five years before me, or to the twin boys, Sangeen Khan and Babrak Khan, who came as a double blessing when I was four. Unlike in other Pashtun families, where the females were subservient to the males, we all lived within our large mud-brick home as carefree equals. Together, we adhered to our Muslim faith, observing feasts and fasts and praying five times each day, but my father taught us that people the world over found many ways to reach God. My family were freethinkers, and it was that quality that would eventually make us outcasts within our conservative tribe, at the same time as it liberated us.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Every inhabitant of Waziristan, North and South, is known as a Wazir; but Wazir is also a name that refers to a sprawling Pashtun tribe among the many that exist in our region, connected by the same Pashto tongue and governed by our Pashtunwali code of honor, the ancestral laws that settle our many blood feuds and rivalries. Though the Wazir are splintered into clans, we come together as one at the hint of a foreign threat. No outside power, however mighty, whatever their modern weaponry, has ever succeeded in subduing the Wazir, or even occupied our ancient territory for a single day. British imperialists, with their experience in conquering and colonizing, unleashed legions of soldiers in uniform over the heart of Waziristan, only to encounter fearless Wazir warriors who forced them back, massacring four hundred British soldiers in a single afternoon, as my father once told me with great smiling pride. To a guest in their home, Pashtuns will offer up their every precious possession, but insult them once and they’ll have your severed head in a sack before you so much as blink.

         During my childhood, I saw no people but those of my blood, whom I could recognize from just a glance. Even if they could get there, tourists never visited my small thicketed-away portion of the world. Foreigners wouldn’t manage a step onto our land before catching every dark Wazir eye. Wazir people are heavyset and tall, with strong limbs and powerful wide hands. In protecting their own, Wazir women are fearless, and their voices thunder up and shake from deep inside their bodies. They used to say that when a Wazir woman spoke, you had better listen. According to one legend, our people are descendants of a famous Pashtun leader called Suleiman and his son, Wazir. From their progeny, many tribes flourished and spread out in vast human tributaries, consuming masses of land where they settled.

         On a map, Waziristan appears like a patch sewn to the tattered edges of Pakistan and straddling the Afghan frontier across the Preghal mountain range. Shared bloodlines and an interwoven past, which began in the ancient valleys of Afghanistan, spill across the border straight through the Silk Road Khyber Pass. No boundary carved into stony ground by any man with the muzzle of a rifle, or painted onto paper with the blood of thousands, could ever cut deep enough to tear apart the tapestry of our common lineage. Everywhere I went, my land, my people, my father, reminded me that I was a full-blooded Wazir. I am Wazir before all else.

         Every memory I have of our first house, with its mud-covered pucca bricks, begins the same way: a slow film opening in the silent morning, warm sunshine thick over everything. In my home there seemed to be a magic in the way the day was born, though it was always the same routine, like a family anthem of activity playing out in every home and in every village. All Pashtun mothers woke very early, before the first crow of the rooster. A tribal mother required no alarm or even much forethought to go about her day. Her duty—to set in motion the rhythm of the family—was as sacred and inborn a task as the beating of her heart, and its momentum pried open her eyes, however tired she might have been from the tedious domestic labor of the previous day. In everything a Wazir mother did, she followed in the long, rutted path of the mothers and grandmothers and great-grandmothers who came before her. She was permitted no other way. She had no access to television or newspapers or magazines, and even radios were scarce. Knowledge itself was a stranger, not to be trusted—or even invited in.

         I grew up with the accepted practice that a Pashtun woman remained in the home and only ventured out enveloped in head-to-toe garments called abayas or burqas, or big shawls called chadors, and with a male—even just a young boy—watching at her side. To confine a woman in such a way—duty-bound between four walls and hidden away inside her clothes—was known as having her live in purdah, the conservative Muslim custom of secluding women so that they may not be seen by men. This practice was never questioned, in the same way a person would never question the direction of the wind or the rising and setting of the sun. To outsiders, such a tradition seemed like imprisonment, but to me, at least at that time, the women never seemed unhappy dressed that way. There was a simple harmony in knowing what we were all meant to do, where we all belonged. And we did belong―to our station in the home and to our family’s position within the tribe. I believed this until I stopped belonging.

         I always imagined my mother’s waking imbued a living spirit into everyone who woke after her―my father, my sister, my brothers, even me. Before she rose to face her day, there was nothing at all but an infinite void: no sky, no ground, no river, no spooned-out mountain valley to see. My mother’s rising seemed to set the sun alight, just as she piled up wood and lit the fires for cooking and fanned the smoke.

         All through our mud house my family stirred in their dark, cool rooms that smelled of earth, waking one after the other. For the good of the home, which often contained several multigenerational families, Wazir mothers all rose first and, like a gentle echo, the children next. Men, like long-slumbering beasts, were always last to wake. The younger men looked after the older ones, shaving their leathery, time-creased faces and tending to their clothes and hair. In Waziristan, many people lived in huge houses, walled-in compounds for extended families all living together under a single roof—aunts and uncles, cousins and grandparents, and, of course, the children. The family always built the house together, and everyone had a position in its hierarchy—the elders at the top—as though the family were a machine, each person a moving part.

         Even the birds, which we revered, had a special place among us. We removed a single pucca brick from the wall of our front porch so that a pigeon could make its nest there, and one always came and perched, finding its place among us by some instinct that I never understood. Someone always had the duty to break up the hard leftover bread into tiny pieces and feed it to the bird so that it would stay.

         In my village, every child had a simple task to complete. The girls always looked after the youngest children before they themselves could eat breakfast. Some walked with big buckets fully half their height to the stream that wandered in a silver thread, bubbling with cool water, past the village. I sometimes ran with my metal bucket, banging it with a broken stick, dry dust from the hot ground swarming around my sandal-clad feet. In the high white sun of summer afternoons, we went to the mountain stream in small, chattering groups and jumped into the rippling water. Lotus-like flowers adorned the surface, floating like delicate teacups.

         By the time I came back to our house with the full bucket, heavy and spilling over, my mother would already have finished preparing a breakfast yogurt drink, made from churning fresh milk inside a barrel. There was the smell of fresh naan bread, chopped mint, steaming pots of black tea. As soon as the last men arose, the entire family assembled, the children all happy and loud. The fathers sat quietly on silk mats against the walls. The women moved among the group, slipping between sitting bodies just like the stream into whose cold current I’d just lowered my bucket, serving fresh, simple food, such as small bowls of sliced fruit—all of us in the big warm kitchen that was the heart of our house.

         But the thing I loved best of all about morning in Waziristan was a quiet ceremony that unfolded the moment I handed over the fresh water, having played my part, which I think of now almost as a sacred duty. With this water, my mother would dampen the earthen floor of our home, dunking her hands in the bucket and letting big silver drops rain down with quick flicks of her fingertips. Once the ground drank in the cool mountain water and it softened, she would sweep and tamp it down, releasing a sweet, clean fragrance from the moist clay. The soft perfume rose and traveled through our house, its invisible beauty telling everyone that the long day had begun.

         But before I was old enough to know that anything existed beyond our idyll, we would have to leave it. My family moved out of that sprawling house with its big airy rooms, far away from the hard-minded certainty of our customs and the lofty position that we held within our tribe, all of which my father relinquished by standing up for his ideals and allowing his wife and daughters to live in relative freedom. He wanted us all to receive a good education and knew we would have to flee the confines of our small village to ever even dare to dream. Our small family were also unapologetic in their radical ambitions, every last one of us: when she was only six, my sister, Ayesha, was already participating in debating competitions all over the region and writing speeches about women’s rights, democracy, child labor, and the environment; at the age of four, I was permitted to dress in boys’ clothes and run amok with a slingshot through the village; my mother, whom we called Aami, pursued university degrees; and my father, our Baba, who also had given his wife permission to stop wearing her burqa, stood at the center of it all like a ringmaster, breaking ancient rules with the relentless daring of a hot-blooded Wazir.

         None of these details mattered to me at the time, not really, but they were serious offenses to the elders of our village. Offenses to the tribe. Offenses to God. The elders had locked my father up for his liberal ideas twice before. The pursuit of enlightenment carried penalties—imprisonment and, in the worst cases, death. If we were all going to get an education, we had no choice but to leave, and for good. Yet even in that environment, fear never existed, even as an afterthought. That was the great thing about being Wazir and about being my father’s daughter. We feared nothing. We simply moved on and kept living.

         And we would move many times in the coming years, each new town drawing me into a story full of adventure and strange characters, both heroes and villains, all of them shaping the woman I would become. Even now, one of those journeys across the valleys stands out as the place and time in which I learned that my world was a cauldron of dangers, not just for me personally, but for everyone who lived in it. This was a startling discovery, whose raw horror, despite everything that happened to me before and after, has never left my battered psyche. Often when I think back to my childhood in Pakistan, I think back to the moment I lost what it meant to be a child for good.

         I was seven years old and already living as a boy. My father took a job teaching at the college in Miranshah, a modern town spreading out in a dense mass of concrete across a valley bordered by the rough peaks of the Hindu Kush. Every new journey always began the same way. My father and mother loaded up a cart with necessities like cooking pots, mattresses filled with dead leaves, my father’s dusty textbooks, and a pair of loudmouthed chickens, and we set off. We were heading toward North Waziristan, and the journey was bumpy and long, with our crude vehicle ferrying our family through mountains that loomed over the dry dirt road. I remember the trip as a trance of passing scenery as we moved slowly through villages, stopping to buy mangoes and apricots from ramshackle stalls. The roads were rocky and narrow, and the sky above was a wall of light and heat. It must have taken us a long time to pass from South Waziristan into the northern region.

         
            *  *  *

         

         At first, my life in Miranshah was no less free or happy than it had been in the unspoiled valleys of South Waziristan, or anywhere else we’d lived. I napped in the soft pool-like shade of acacia trees and skipped across the flat rooftops. I swam as a boy in the swift river and ran along its muddy banks, and in quiet moments I’d stop and let my gaze linger far across the long, populated valley toward the treacherous and fabled foothills of the Kush. I paid little attention to the fact that, materially, we had less—less food, fewer clothes—and we were all crammed into a small concrete house inside the college colony.

         When my father gave me money to run to the market for food, I had no idea that that small handful of soiled rupees was so hard to come by. “Poor” was a word I never learned until we left home for good. To get to the local market—or anywhere in town—I had to scale a concrete wall and navigate alleyways, the coins jingling like tiny bells in the frayed pockets of my shirt and pants. It was the ninth month of the lunar Islamic calendar, and a crescent moon showed like a thin fingernail through the cloudless wash of late morning sky, signaling the holy month of Ramadan. I had a satchel full of pine nuts gathered from the forest, to trade for cups of white rice or a bag of fruit. My mother surely sent me with a warning not to linger. I left my family at home, fasting as they would from sunrise to sunset for the entire month, and walked out the front door. I recall the silence at that time. You could feel our part of the world folded into itself in heavy prayer. I sprinted to the cement wall, swung myself over and down into the narrow, shadowed alleyway. Along its full length, I saw no one. I always walked with my body slightly bent, feeling my size—so tall for a girl, so big—hands jammed into my pockets. I looked like a young boy, determined and fast, who knew where he was going. I’d taken that walk, been sent on that same errand, many times. When I got to the end of the alley, I heard the revving of an engine rise and fall, then cut out. The air carried the hot stench of gasoline. I saw a man dressed in a bright, clean shalwar kameez step toward the open door of the market store and slip into the interior darkness. The open window on the far side of the small wooden market framed a picture of another empty street behind it. A short counter stood at one end, where an old man sat, half-asleep, against the wall.

         I walked to the other end along a table holding baskets of produce.

         Two more men entered the market behind me. The sourness of male sweat overpowered the scent of coriander and cardamom that always hovered in the air of the shop. I went to the fruit baskets tucked into a shadowed corner, eyed a ripe pomegranate, tapped it with my finger, and picked it up.

         The men stood around the store. I heard whispering and the shuffling of feet.

         Outside, in the street behind the shop, a car engine started up again. I saw the car approach, the side windows slowly opening. Datsun. Even then, I knew cars. My father had taken a new job teaching a class in auto mechanics and machinery at the local college. His classroom—where I’d spend whole afternoons playing around—was a huge garage crammed with half-gutted vehicles; greasy engine parts always sat on tables, like mechanical specimens, waiting for the next lesson.

         Behind me, the men in the shop went silent. The old man at the counter stood up and looked over, just as the car came to a stop right below the window. The car doors flung open. Several figures spilled out. Then, as though in one long, sweeping motion, they climbed through the shop window and stood inside. The air in the room pulsed. No one moved for several seconds. I could hear my own breath, feel my own heartbeat, as they quickened. Then one of the intruders drew a pistol. I would learn later that it was a Tokarev, Russian-made, a relic of the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan and the weapon of choice in that part of the world. In the coming years, I’d see the same gun, iconic to our region, many times over. He loaded the chamber, lunged forward, and fired three fast rounds into the head of the man who’d entered the shop before me. I could not move a muscle. I had no instinct for what to do. Confusion and terror swallowed me whole. I heard a gasp and something heavy hit the floor. My eyes searched for anything else but what I knew lay before me—the peeling paint on the ceiling, a broken strap on my sandal, the quick shadow of a bird cutting past the open window. But I had to look over at the wounded man. I remember feeling bad about his shirt for some reason and I focused on it hard―such a clean garment had been soiled beyond redemption.

         A second man fired right into the neck of another. Now two figures were on the floor, bleeding. The one shot in the neck had his fingers at the bullet hole, trying to plug it, I think; but he could not. The wound let out strange wet sounds, like an infant suckling. For an instant, I thought of my twin brothers, Sangeen and Babrak, at home, napping in their shared crib. I wanted to cry out. It’s not real, I told myself again and again. It’s not real. Then something left the man, some invisible weight, and he stopped moving, hands dropping in dull thumps to the floor. His eyes shifted quickly in their sockets and went still.

         The third man was harder to kill, though he’d already been shot several times in the back. He was flailing on the ground, legs kicking. He grabbed at things—the dead man’s shoe, table legs, a length of electrical cord; then he just reached up and grasped with wide-open hands at the hot gunpowdered air. His blood smeared the floor in a wing pattern as he arched across it, half crawling on his side. Then, he slowed. He was bleeding from the mouth and lay there jerking, as though the cord had sent a current through his body. The shooters all watched without saying a word, standing over him, following his slow journey across the floorboards and looking down until he stopped and there was no doubt he was dead. Two men squatted and grabbed at the spent body and hoisted it up and carried it to the window and tossed it out. Then they all climbed out, one after the other.

         No one so much as looked in my direction as I remained frozen between the long tables of ripe fruit. The car revved as they dumped the body, lifeless and dripping, into the trunk. I stood with the old man, both of us staring. Then the car sped off. As the sound of the engine died away, my entire body began to shake. The smell in the place was sweet and metallic, like wet coins. There was a loud ringing in my ears and nothing else. In that moment, a strange splitting of my childhood took place, like a canvas torn in half, and I knew that a part of me was gone. A long silent scream rose from my throat. I stood there awhile, mouth open, the pomegranate still in my hand, fresh blood at my feet.

         I didn’t say a word to anyone about it when I got home. I don’t know why. No one asked me about the stains on my shoes. Life had changed. We were living in a different world—it was as simple and as terrifying as that. If I could ask Allah to erase a single memory, it would be those brief minutes of carnage in which I leaned that men could kill other men without mercy, and with a child standing as witness. I told my father the pomegranate was all I could get, handed it to him, and knelt down to pray.

      

   


   
      
         
            Two

            The Mullah

         

         I WAS BORN with three names. Most Pashtun girls receive only one. One week after my birth, my father shot up from sleep. Years later, he told me that he often woke that way, startled and lost, sure that a sudden voice calling out had summoned him. He reached for my mother, felt heartbeats knock between the rising and falling wings of her shoulder blades, and then he gently pulled his hand from the comfort of her skin. All quiet, still he could not sleep again. His infant daughter slumbered in a hammock near their bed, no bigger than a loaf of bread, swaddled in tight reams of white cloth—Pashtun babies always slept bound neck to feet to prevent their limbs from flailing. Getting up, my father did not dare touch me, but lowered his cheek to mine and let my newborn breath warm his face. Feeling his way along the rough mortared walls in the darkness, he found clothes on hooks, his boots on a polished stone shelf by the door. Before slipping out, he would have attended to his prayers, kissed the jeweled silks of his sacred mat, and bowed east, where the still-unseen sun was slowly making its way from the other side of the world.

         My father told me that outside, on the cracked dirt road, his feet found the right path through the dark, as though an invisible string tied around his body had pulled him. The first faint threads of dawn spread over the ground that led him higher into rocky hills over which the last shadows of night receded like deep bruises fading from the earth. He made his way past hibernating mango groves and the two dead acacias positioned as skeletal guards by the stream at the far end of our village. Walking through that acacia gateway, Shams tapped a weak trunk, as everyone did as they passed by there, to hear the soft, hollow sounds echo. Then he jumped stone by stone across the flickering stream and went out into the valley.

         All his life, my father could walk for miles and miles over terrain and end up nowhere in particular but come home with whole worlds full of wisdom. He taught me that earth itself was but one place, and if you left from one end and walked for eternity, you’d end up right where you started. It was November, and the thin air was laced with ice, eagles were circling, the lazy sun still hiding. The elements, however cruel, could not deter my father from his walks, or from his thoughts, which always had a definite purpose. Circumstances and discomfort have never deterred me either; I received all of my resilience from him. Even now, while apart from my father, I often walk the foreign land I live in, thinking of him, out there wandering, half a world away.

         He told me he hiked for hours that morning to clear his head, tracing the basin edge like the rim of a great bowl. I was his second daughter, but one week old, born helpless into a pinprick on the surface of a boundless earth, where I could be sentenced to death for pursuing any ambition beyond the roles of dutiful wife and daughter, for nothing more than daring to dream. All the physical beauty surrounding my father, every miracle laid out before him from soil to sky, could not alter that hard truth. From the sound of my first howling cry, purdah awaited his sinless infant girl.

         Not a soul had come to see his new daughter when she was born. No one left coins. Rifles remained silent, propped against walls like forgotten walking sticks. No feast. Only foreboding—his own and my mother’s. My father stared along the tumbling wall of hills and ridges, the just-visible sun like a jewel on the serrated peaks. On that morning, I reached my seventh day, a holy event to our people, and my father thought out loud: “If she has breathed one week in Waziristan, she might as well go on doing so forever.”

         “Maria!” he suddenly shouted, with all the air in his lungs. His voice catapulted across the wide-open basin. Seconds later, the echo of my first name came back to him again and again, boomeranging off the blue vault and swooping down shadowed ridges along which Alexander and Solomon had marched whole armies. Every living thing heard the reverberations of my name and the next two that followed. The very air of Waziristan knew who I was before I did. Maria. Gulgatai. Toorpakai. Then my father took up his wool cloak and wrapped his shoulders against the pounding wind. He squinted into the sunshine, and he made his way back down to earth.

         My mother could hear her husband approaching when he passed through the dead-acacia gate. His voice came forth, singing in wild Pashto couplets and calling out. Despite the hours spent hiking the frostbitten passes, he ran to her. The tips of his black mustache were white with snow, as though he’d dipped his face into a sugar bowl, and Yasrab told him that, laughing as she warmed his grinning face between her palms.

         Opening her drowsy eyes to the first whispers of dawn, my mother had felt the empty space beside her, and she knew. She knew my father, still halfway in a dream, was out searching the surface of the sky for those three names, precious gifts to bestow upon their newborn daughter. He’d done the very same thing for my sister, Ayesha.

         Panting, my father slipped off his wet boots and found me staring up in a basket by the kitchen. I lay as still as when he’d left me within my soft cocoon of cloths. The kitchen overflowed with perfumed heat—the scent of scattered cumin, pounded coriander seed—and he was happy to find his infant so contented. My father leaned down close to my face. Then he smiled, winter frost still on him and his brown eyes somehow blue, as if within those clear domes he’d trapped bits of sky. A hand on my heart, he whispered his gifts to me.

         First into my right ear he breathed the azan, our Muslim call to prayers, as was the custom in our part of the world. Then he moved to my other ear.

         “Your given name is Maria, for purity, because the cruelty of our world has yet to alter you. Inshallah, it will never succeed. Second, I give you Gulgatai, as your pink face even now is pinched tight and betrays only the innocent promise of a rosebud. We have yet to know the great beauty that lies hidden within you. Lastly, you’ll be known as Toorpakai, a girl with black hair that is the envy of the darkest night. Maria, you have three names, but one life. Live well and with meaning. Never be afraid, because you are my daughter. Above all else, in your blood, you are a Wazir.”

         At that moment, I became who I am. Shams slipped a single gold coin into a fold of my blanket. To this day, I keep that very coin with me, often concealing it in the well of my palm until the metal grows hot. I’ve never shown the coin to a soul, and never will. When I hold it up to even the faintest light, it shines like the winter sun that greeted my father. I know that if I were to find that place on the rim of our valley, even decades from now, I would hear the still-living echo of his voice dancing along the tumbling Sulaiman Mountains.

         Years later when I would ask Shams a simple question about life, he’d always weave me a whole tapestry of words.

         “Where did I come from, Baba?”

         “Well now, Maria, I caught you with a fishing net from a bend in the mighty Indus.”

         I never doubted that myth for a moment.

         Then my father told me God sent a great lion to Tibet and made its ferocious mouth the guardian source of the mighty, life-giving river Indus. From then on, every tribal child came to be, dropped like shooting stars into the moving folds of the estuary and floated as carelessly as fallen leaves toward home.

         “But you, Maria, were not like the others, simply born without a care into a moving current. Somehow you came into this world straight from the legendary lion’s ferocious mouth. This is why you are so strong. When I caught you, your flailing fists tore through my net, and it took ten men to haul you in.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Our land, too far from the nourishing Indus, was arid, rainfall a rarity. Monsoons and oceans were but beautiful rumors, biblical tales told by old men, patches of blue on a map. Shams’ river myth suited me. Perhaps I was born with a fire in my soul that needed putting out, because I would have given half my life to jump just once into the ocean—to know the beauty of curling waves and feel their pounding thunder eclipse the beating of my heart. I imagined whole days of rain, big drops like a deluge of diamonds falling from the sky; how strange and beautiful it would be to see the world glazed and polished with wet—everything clean.

         My father kept buckets full of water lined up in a row along one side of the house. When he found them drained, he’d send a boy from the village out to the stream to fill them again. The water remained cold a long while in the wall shade, bits of leaves or insects landing on the clear surface. I could dip my whole arm in, and watched mesmerized as goose bumps stippled my skin right up to the elbow. Sometimes I simply put my lips to the cool surface and took a long drink. Even in summer, the water always tasted of ice.

         Every June, cold water became precious, but we had a plentiful supply from the river running near our house. In the summer, South Waziristan raged with a heat that slapped the air around, making it shimmer. Gathering clouds of dust blew on the midafternoon winds like hard spit cursing across the valley bowl. Grains infiltrated everything—hair and eyes, nostrils and lungs. I found grit in the tiny wells of my ears, coating my skin like sandpaper. It encrusted lashes, roughened my tongue; it turned the sun bloodred.

         During those hot spells, I poured buckets of water hauled from the river over myself, sometimes four times each day. Sometimes more. The weight of the full buckets overwhelmed my arms, and so I would drag them by the thin wire handle, water spilling over the lip and leaving a wet trail that vanished instantly to steam or seeped into the hard, pounded clay of our courtyard. I never once needed an excuse to bathe; it was an obsession my father encouraged.

         “Cleanliness, Maria, is half of faith.”

         “Then I have more faith than any Pashtun.”

         Sometimes Shams called me Tahara, which, like Maria, is the Arabic word for purity. Before prayers, custom demanded that a supplicant bow before God, a state of taharah, free from all forms of filth, both of the mind and of the flesh. Because I was always playing outside in our courtyard with those buckets full of river water, no one ever called me in before prayer for wudu, the ritual washing. I lived in a state of perpetual wudu. Every week, Shams brought me bars of white soap from the market, wrapped like small gifts in wax paper and smelling of sandalwood and fragrant oils I could not identify. I would squat on the ground outside, slippery bar in my hands, and my father would lift the metal bucket high, pouring clean water over me, rinsing away the film of dust from my body.

         When no one was looking, I often ate bits of soap the way other children sneaked spoonfuls of raw honey or handfuls of sugar cubes. The white soap from the market stall was always sweetest, and I’d take small bites of it like bird pecks, careful to smooth out my teeth marks using a wet thumb. I’d never consume so much at a time that anyone would notice, as it was a private pleasure that I knew full well was peculiar to me. Once, my mother caught me nibbling, crouched low by the big metal laundry basin, and I heard her gasp as I licked my lips. Looking up, I swallowed very slowly and dropped the bitten-up brick. In parts of the world like America, she told me, mothers rinsed their children’s mouths out with soap and water as a punishment when they used bad language. It occurred to me that I didn’t know what she meant by “bad language,” as I’d never heard a mean thing spoken in my home. I couldn’t imagine such a strange practice as forcing a child to eat as a penance what I thought of as a secret delicacy. Sucking on my fingertips, I laughed and said the soap there must not be as good as ours.

         “I don’t think there is an angel in heaven, Maria, who is as pure as you are. God willing, the world never sullies you.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         When I was just four and too young to venture out alone, as soon as the heat had abated and the world came alive again—mostly with living sounds: birdsong, chattering schoolboys, a holy man calling the pious to pray—I would spend most of the day on our roof, feet dangling over the edge. After weeks of hauling full, clanking buckets of water from the compound wall and across the courtyard, my arms swelled with new strength till I could no longer slip them easily into my dresses, which to me was a blessing. I liked to sit, sleeves rolled way up to the shoulder, and curl my fists, watching in fascination the rise and fall of hard ridges of stretched skin where there had been nothing before. Sometimes I thought I could feel myself growing, though I was still very small.

         I’d woken up that morning, bathed in the courtyard, and sat on a stool in the kitchen as my mother oiled and plaited my long, straight toorpakai hair, reciting dates and historical events like mantras that had no meaning to me whatsoever. She’d been up half the night studying for midterm exams in Middle Eastern history and religion, cramming facts into her brain that would vanish in a day, replaced by another series, for another test. I could feel her fingers dancing along my scalp, pulling apart tangles, my long tresses a torment to us both; but for some reason, to shear it was out of the question. I never understood why. Sometimes I thought it was because of my name—if I cut off my black hair, I’d have to give up Toorpakai and one-third of myself.

         Later that morning, the house was empty. I checked the front-facing windows and tore off my red-and-orange dress, leaving it in a pile like a bit of sunset left melting to a puddle on the floor. With no other comfortable garments to wear—everything in my cupboard was adorned with heavy beads and ribbons—I left on my thin white slip. Walking out to the side of the house, I climbed an old rusted drainpipe, the hem of my slip catching several times on nails, to our roof. At the top, I hoisted myself up and I tiptoed the perimeter ledge like an acrobat, considering how to fill the empty free hours ahead. In those days, with everyone at school, time was my own canvas to paint. Every now and then, a neighbor would stop in to check on me, but most of the time I was left alone in the house. Sunlight so soft, after a while I dozed faceup on an old straw mat positioned on the floor like a raft. A steady stream of lazy daydreams colored in a full hour. I was lost at sea. The sole survivor of a shipwreck. An explorer in search of new land. A lonely cloud drifting. An eagle. Anything at all.

         Later, I took my lunch on the roof—a cup of yogurt, bowls of lentils and nuts. I went back down to wash in the buckets and climbed back up again; that’s when I heard the gleeful voices of the men, eruptions of clapping like rain. I had no idea why they shouted so, but I was drawn to the sound, the way it rose in unison and fell again like music, knowing that the very rhythm had a special purpose I could not name.

         I closed my eyes, tuned in again to the high-pitched chattering beyond. I squinted into the distance, saw nothing. Canopies of leaves grew a richer green as the light dipped deeper into gold that I could barely see past. Then a small white ball suddenly emerged from the treetops and rose high. It seemed to hover, spinning a moment as though suspended in the air; then it dropped down again. Someone let out a booming shout and the ball was back, rising even higher as though pushed by the force of the erupting cheers below. This time, before it vanished again to earth I was on my feet.

         I ran fast without shoes. It was not hard to find my way. The only road outside our home curved in one direction and led me past several clusters of village dwellings, along the stream and out into open space. I continued on, moving off the road to a rut cutting between trees toward a park of soft meadowland, a few blue pines here and there, which I’d only ever seen from a great distance. Now I could hear the men as clear as day, and I walked toward them, finding myself on a hill looking down to a long, flat field. A tall willow stood nearby, full branches over the slope, and I stepped within its green umbrella, resting my hands on the twisted trunk. I leaned forward and looked through the curtain of branches into the field below. Down there, some fifty feet away, a large group of men stood dressed all in white against the vivid emerald green of the freshly cut lawn. I thought that, in all their pristine brightness, they must be holy men. I saw one holding the clean white ball between his hands. Many other men sat on benches or stood along the perimeter, watching the activity in the field.

         A long net with holes far too big for catching fish cut the field into a perfect half, and on either side stood a formation of men in two rows three across, one extra player positioned at the back. The player with the ball stretched and took his position on the rear line. Face set with concentration, he tossed the ball way up into the air. No one made a sound. I held my breath. Within a beat, his other arm went up and he slapped the ball open-palmed and hard so that it shot straight over the net. A man on the other side pounded it back before it hit the ground, and a breathtaking back-and-forth volley ensued. Mesmerized, I didn’t dare blink. When at last it hit the grass on one side, half the men in the crowd shouted out with jubilant approval, while the other half jeered. The sounds rose high and fell away again, and I suddenly understood that I was watching a game in which only one side could win.

         From my hideaway under the willow, I followed the quick movements of the ball and felt each powerful hit with a strange all-consuming excitement that stole my breath. Later, I would learn the game the men played down in the village field was called shooting volleyball. It was one of the most popular games in the country, second only to squash. At barely four years old, crouching under the willow tree and spying on the game, I knew that every dream I’d ever had was eclipsed—I was hooked.

         After a little study, I understood the basics of the game and mimicked the players from my hiding spot, jumping and slapping an invisible white ball down over an imaginary net with my small open hand. The day was fading slowly into a long twilight, and I felt my skin growing hot from the wild exertions of my play. Then I heard a hard slap, and as if by some miracle, the round white ball flew in my direction. Arching in a shallow curve, it hit the ground barely two feet from the willow and rolled to a sudden stop. For a moment I didn’t move. I’d never held a ball of any kind. Never played a sport in my life. Without thinking, I crawled out from the curtain of branches, my skin hot, my heart racing. I could feel my braids coming apart as I ran and bent down to retrieve the ball. Sweat dripped down my heavy hair to my hot back, where the fabric of the white dress slip stuck to my skin like a sheet of paper. I held the ball; it was smooth and made of soft leather. The men below all stared up the slope and called loudly in my direction. Still cradling the ball, I peered back at them down the hill to the playing field, where they stood watching me. Two men from the crowd were already approaching. They called out. Propelled by their shouting, I took a breath and tossed the ball high to the heavens and watched it spin. In tandem, my other arm and hand rose, and I jumped in my bare feet, slapping the ball open-palmed with everything in me. The moment my small hand made contact, the volleyball soared. Barely arching, it landed in the green field full of men. Voices exploded at once, and some of the white figures came running up the slope after me, their mouths hanging open in shock. I could feel my hand burn and stared down at my palm, seeing the red mark like a branding. My fate had suddenly changed—I could feel it. So I stood there grinning and waited for the men to come to me.

         The first man from the approaching group crossed into a pool of tree shade. His bleached shalwar kameez suddenly darkened as he stopped before me, staring, saying nothing. I recognized him as the cousin of a mullah from one village over. Not more than a week before, he’d celebrated marriage to a girl who’d gone to school briefly with my sister, Ayesha. I looked away from him. I realized just then that he’d also been the player who’d served the ball toward me.

         The men who followed were all tall and clad in unblemished whites. They were not holy men. I recognized a few as my father’s colleagues from the neighboring college, where he sometimes gave guest lectures on varying subjects, from modern poetry to physics. My father had spent a lifetime reading textbooks, memorizing facts and formulas, theories and verses, as though they were all on a conveyor belt feeding straight into his brain. More than one of those men had been regular visitors to our home, where they sat on rugs in the living room, eating slices of fruit from white plates, always engaged in discourses that sounded to me like a foreign language. World affairs. Politics. Sometimes they prayed together on silk mats in a special room near the front door of our house. Then I noticed the mullah from our mosque; he approached twisting the coils of his thick graying beard in his fingers. He stared down at me and pulled a red ribbon from my hair like a vein from my head.

         “I would like to play,” I said, half smiling, no idea at all how wrong I was about that.

         “Is that what you think is going to happen?” he said. In the cool shade, his face showed barely a feature, like the dark side of the moon.

         “No, not yet. I am asking.” I felt a rivulet of sweat run down my spine.

         “Asking who—Allah? Me?”

         “I’ll beat everyone. You saw me hit the ball.” I dug my bare heels into the raw ground.

         Something sinister entered the mullah’s eyes. I didn’t know enough yet about the state of things outside our compound to know that I had said the wrong thing.

         After considering me for a moment, the small tears along the hem of my dress, my bare feet and arms, the mullah placed his hands on either side of my head. He seemed to study my shape, squeezing my skull. I could feel his pulse tap at my temples. A man behind him laughed.

         “Inshallah,” I whispered, minding my manners.

         The mullah kept one hand on my cheek, holding it hard. Then I saw his right arm rise straight up, open-handed, and the setting sunlight flickered faintly between his fingertips.

         The slap to my face came so hard and fast that it sounded like a gunshot. The air in my lungs rushed out and I stumbled backward in my slip dress. The skin along my jaw pulsed with a pain that I’d never known. My mind raced with a fear that was new to me. It threatened to stop my heart—part of me wished it would. Instantly, the inside of my mouth was warm and slippery with blood.

         If I thought he was done, I was wrong. He hit me two more times, all the while keeping a hand hooked to my shoulder to keep me from falling back.

         When he let go of me at last, I fell to my knees in the dirt. I wanted to call out to my father, to the mighty Indus to come carry me to the Arabian Sea; but I said nothing, blinking eyes fixed dead to the ground before me. I could not breathe; it felt as though all the air had left the world.

         The mullah leaned down at the waist, wiped a trail of blood from my face, and then smeared it like the juice from a crushed berry on a strip of white cloth pulled from his pocket. When I saw his casual cruelty in that single act, I thought that in his cool anger the man might kill me. I could not feel my own skin. I floated, and yet I was still there on my knees, afraid to move.

         Instead, he cupped my chin in his hand and forced me to meet his gaze.

         “A girl like you is dirty,” the mullah said, and he spat into my wide-open eyes. “Go back home to your father, dirty girl.”

         Every man in the group after him walked past me and spat before going back down the hill to resume their game.

         As soon as I heard the jubilant shouting again, I ran.

         When I got home, no one was there, and I stepped out of my thin, ruined garment, which had sour spit and my blood spattered all over it. I went to the side of the house and found the buckets all full and wished hard for my Baba to come home, as though if I concentrated hard enough, that urgency might take flight and find him. Kneeling before the water, I saw on the surface the reflected ugliness of my pummeled cheek. The pain astonished me. As I stared down into the full bucket, my sufferings coupled into a great sorrow that I knew would have no end. I had a new knowledge that, however I tried, I could never erase.

         Bending over the water, I dunked my entire head into the bucket, the sudden rush of cold taming my bruises. While under the surface, in that pure dark silence, I released a single long wail.

         An hour later, when my parents found me, I was lying on my side next to the upended buckets, all the river water gone. My father carried me into the house and wrapped my body in white sheets. Then he placed me shivering and whimpering into the warmth between himself and my mother. Bringing his face close to my right ear, he whispered my three names over and over again until I fell asleep. “Maria. Gulgatai. Toorpakai.” But all I heard was “Dirty Girl.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Three

            An Unlikely Bride

         

         IF MY MOTHER hadn’t married my father, she’d be dead. It was my father who would save her, but when my mother first met him—on their wedding day—she feared him. Waking the last time in her father’s large house, she opened her tear-swollen eyelids to the caramel-colored walls of her bedroom, limbs stretched across the bed on which she was born, and she slowly let her lungs fill and held her breath. At barely twenty, and the daughter of an affluent elder, she was already an old maid. But she couldn’t outwit a thousand years of tribal code any longer. From the moment of her swaddling, when women gathered around her hammock and tore up bits of white cloth in which to bind her small limbs, destiny stalked her.

         Turning in her hot sheets to see the morning star through thin curtains, Aami cursed the star and the earth. The scent of lamb’s blood still sweetened the air after three days of feasting in preparation for the wedding, and my mother often said that she thought, then, it might as well have been her own throat they’d slit and drained over the hot stones in the yard. There were stories of girls who doused themselves in kerosene and lit a match. The ones who ran away didn’t get very far and, once caught, wouldn’t live very long. Aami murmured the name of her betrothed—a young man whose bloodlines could be traced back to ancient kings—rolling the sound around in her mouth like a stone. Shams. Sight unseen, she told me, she hated him.

         In a corner of her room, Aami’s bridal slippers sat side by side; clusters of beads adorned the tips like frozen flowers sewn onto cream satin. Sometimes, to show me, my mother pulled out those shoes, wrapped in reams of tissue, from a battered leather trunk in her room where she tucked her precious things. How useless I found her pretty mementos, until I crossed oceans and needed my own: my gold birth coin, a lock of my sister’s hair, my baby brother’s handprint captured in faded blue ink, a smooth pebble plucked from the village stream minutes before we left our tribal home. Every now and then, my mother liked to spread her touchable memories out over the floor: photographs, gold bangles, a silk bag embroidered with orchids, tarnished silver coins, a sack full of rings, smooth river stones collected from her father’s house, an old jean jacket patched at the elbows, and the bridal slippers. How tiny those slippers were; I could barely fit a hand inside.

         On her wedding day, after the morning meal, my mother’s blue-blooded future in-laws would arrive with her jora, the traditional bridal dress—a beautiful thing, heavy with pink pearls, bright swirls of embroidery, and a Milky Way of crystals embedded into thick layers of ironed silks. Even bodiless, the dress could almost stand up like another woman. Covered head to toe, my mother would hide all day within the garment’s chamber as though she wasn’t there at all, as though none of it was actually happening. From her bed, she could see the row of metal hooks where they planned to hang the dress. She’d held the tools and watched her father hammer in each hook.

         She hadn’t slept long, and when she did fall asleep, she slipped out of consciousness as though falling through floors to the center of the earth; when she woke, breathless, she set to memorizing every blemish on the walls that had greeted her for her entire childhood and would be a memory by next sundown. Alone with her thoughts, a quiet state that within hours would be a lost luxury, my mother calculated any number of ways to escape what she already knew she could not.

         I have asked my mother many times why she never ran.

         “Maria, I had no one to catch me at the bottom of that cliff. Besides, it wasn’t written that way. Allah had other plans. One of them was you.”

         From the open window, Aami could hear rifle shots signal from a neighboring village miles away. His village, she was certain. Naksha wishtal—the ritual target shooting that set every tribal wedding day in motion—was about to take place. She knew that her father would start out with the bow and arrow handed down to the firstborn son of each generation; his great-great-grandfather had used it to kill, one by one, whole ranks of British invaders from the caves of Tora Bora.

         The night before, my grandfather had prepared his ceremonial weapon while my mother watched silently from the kitchen threshold. Sitting on a silk mat, he pulled an imaginary arrow from his quiver, held it tight between his fingers, and steadied himself. My mother stepped in closer as he drew back the cord, closed her eyes. It could all be over in a millisecond. No pain. How she wished he had a quiver full of sharpened arrows at the ready, though she knew he’d require but one. Catching sight of his daughter, her father set aside his weapon, leaned an elbow against his knee, and they exchanged a long, peculiar glance. The moment contained a whole continent of unspoken things, as though they were passing a sealed letter between them. Theirs was a bottomless sadness that neither dared speak of—in a day, according to their own laws, he wouldn’t be her father any longer.

         Jirga meetings held between elders from both clans had set out the parameters of my parents’ blind betrothal: how much the groom’s family would have to pay in walwar as compensation for the provision of household goods she’d bring to her new home, to repay the bride’s father for the misfortune of having to clothe and feed a female from her birth to her marriage. In Waziristan, the greater the wealth and status of the girl’s family, the higher the walwar, or “bride price” she garners. The more money the groom’s family pays for the acquisition of a bride, the higher their esteem for her, and the better she is likely to be treated. Once the walwar is given and the marriage takes place, the girl becomes the full possession of her husband and his family. However they treat her, she forfeits the right to complain or to seek protection from her father ever again. Local jirgas took place outdoors in a flat-terraced field behind the village, where the men assembled in a semicircle under the canopy of a white tent. My mother had watched from her father’s window as a group of young men erected the tent, spreading the tarpaulin over a huge skeleton of poles. Aami saw dozens of men, as quiet and sober as pallbearers, enter single file through a slit in the side. Then a young boy discharged a single round from his rifle and scrambled down the hill toward his home.

         The first day, many hours passed without a break. Sometimes the women would hear shouting and make out a few words here and there like flares, and then the cacophony died down again. A gunshot signaled the opening, closing, and recesses of each meeting, and several times each day, the men would all come down the hill to eat and pray. “It will be over soon, Yasrab, you will see,” they told her—but it wasn’t. One week passed, then another, and still the men shouted back and forth like barking dogs.

         Intermarriages between tribes were uncommon, and my mother was not a common bride of South Waziristan. Most Pashtun girls married cousins—first, second, or third—or at least a known man from the village, if there were any suitable grooms to be had. Most Pashtun brides were also younger than twenty. Barely one in ten thousand women had earned what she had—an official high school diploma—walking miles through mud tracts and maize fields to school, and taking classes by mail. Her gold-crested certificate, with its swirls of black calligraphy, sat in a frame for all to see as they entered the house. My mother knew from her studies that she’d lived as few Wazir girls had: in the top 10 percent of her gender simply by virtue of being born into a household that encouraged her to attend school at all; the top 3 percent the moment she learned to spell her name; one in a million the day her father said, “Keep going, see what you learn next.” What happened next was Shams, my father.

         When at last the jirga came to an end, the elders rose and the gathering poured from the tent opening in an avalanche of excitement, arms entwined like brothers, rifles booming, drumbeats shaking the earth beneath my mother’s feet. Ten days—that’s what it took to bind two foreign fates together for eternity. Already my mother heard their two names uttered together as though they were one, and she knew she’d lost part of herself.

         Her betrothed was from a powerful family, and my mother believed that their union was part of a complicated agreement that would settle a long-running blood feud. For this alone, she supposed the elders expected her to show gratitude. The peace brokered using my mother and father as its instruments was not drawn in ink but with blood, her father explained to her. There might have been horrific violence of some kind; perhaps some brothers had killed the brothers of others, as sometimes happened. Such savagery, once provoked, she knew, could unleash endless waves of vengeance, until every stream ran red. Aami was never told the finer details, but those details mattered little. For all intents and purposes, she had been sold.

         As far as my mother knew from history books, treaties were flimsy things that fluttered away as paper to the winds. It was a treaty that ended the First World War and simultaneously sowed the seeds of the Second. In 1893, by agreement with Abdur Rahman Khan, the “Iron Emir” of Afghanistan, the British drew the Durand Line along the Hindu Kush, spanning the mountains that tumbled between Afghanistan and Waziristan, as a way to establish their dominion, only to find themselves facing the wrath of Pashtun warlords and the poison-tipped arrowheads of Aami’s great-great-grandfather. In spite of that agreement, for more than a century the local tribes had swung freely back and forth over the boundary like a pendulum—Taliban leader Mullah Omar tiptoed right across it when the British returned to Afghanistan with their American allies after 9/11.

         My mother had no idea why they’d chosen her of all the village maidens. They say that one afternoon a local mullah spotted her veiled form stepping off a local bus and walking the long, rutted mile the rest of the way to her school. Even though the traditional Pashtun covering obscured her face, he knew exactly who she was—the only girl from her village going to school. As he stood back watching, she crossed a cornfield with a satchel hoisted over one shoulder while reading out loud in a soft clear voice from the Quran; and he saw in her intelligent grace the perfect pawn. He also saw a threat. Before she knew it, my mother became a sacrificial lamb offered to the rival clan, in a peace offering called swara, when girls, some of them very young, are given to right a wrong.

         And the opposing clan chose Shams, my father, a scion of an influential tribe, as an offering in kind. In marrying the two, the tribal leaders stitched a tight seam between the clans, one that would span generations. Pashtun elders always planned the future as though it was a slow game of chess started long before and continuing well past their own life spans, seeing themselves as extensions of the ancients, carving a path of dominion over their kin. All this meant but one thing to my mother―a sudden end to her education, all her university applications shredded into scrap to light the cooking pit out back, her plan to study for a degree in Lahore disintegrating in the curls of black smoke. Once the marital agreement was secure, it could not be undone.

         But neither clan knew that each faction chose the bride and groom with great care and in secret, not as an offering of peace but as a curse and a sentence. My father, though a scion from the bloodline of Pashtun kings, had twice found himself locked up in an insane asylum for wildly disrupting jirgas with speeches about the rights of women to seek an education, receive medical care, inherit or buy property, or to simply own and drive a car. When the elders banned him from the meetings, he simply took to the streets, spray-painting Pashto couplets demanding freedom in big, bleeding letters across mud walls, spattering them over huge valley stones.

         For her part, my mother had gone too far with her schooling. She simply knew more than was prudent, her quiet intelligence growing like an abscess on the face of the tribe. Ignorance secured a woman to the home, but my flighty Aami was rarely even indoors; several men had seen her hiding between rows of trees in the mango groves,  a book open between her hands—not always the Quran. Many thought it wouldn’t be long before she ran off with her romantic ideals and sealed a fate worse than death. So rather than sentence the two heretics to stoning or crazy houses, they simply sentenced them to each other.

         The morning of the wedding, neither my mother’s father nor his future son-in-law would allow the other to lose at their target competition, and so the game took many more turns than was customary. In that cool blue morning hour, the men found in their quiet, jovial game a genuine and unexpected kinship. Later, the bride and groom would agree that it was a sign from Allah, and that the wise mullahs, who stood nearby watching, should have taken heed.

         Only when a shooter struck the bull’s-eye could the message go back to Aami’s tribe that the wedlock ceremonies should begin. Women were already assembled in my mother’s sitting room, surrounding her. Her cousins had adorned her hands and arms with henna, patterns of flowering vines and soaring birds. They placed gemstone rings on her slender, trembling fingers. Already she had slipped into the cocoon of her jora, her face and the full length of her body obscured right down to her slippers. Through the milkiness of her veil she would see only what she chose to see, which was nothing at all. Forms moved about like specters in the cloudy light. Entombed in so many satiny layers, she could feel her own trapped breath, the perfume from the oils on her skin and in her plaited hair overcoming her like a drug.

         The woman from her village with the most sons—seven in all—had braided her hair, threading ribbon through the thick strands. It seemed to my mother that as the morning hours passed, the women did not cease arriving to adorn her. She thought: How they try to disguise with beauty such an ugly thing. When my mother saw her unadorned self again, it would no longer be her own. Every inch of her, including her mind, would belong to her husband. In Aami’s foreboding, she had to resist the urge to simply rip the dress away and run.

         When word came that my father and my maternal grandfather had both hit the target dead center in an unprecedented tie, the gathered women looked from one to the other in astonishment. Someone said it was an auspicious sign—but of what, no one said. Then Aami heard a deep roll of drumbeats, the crackle of gunfire pulsing from the heavens, and she knew the men—in the grand procession known as janj—were coming like a storm of music to gather her up in her silks and take her. She felt the ground beneath her dainty slippers fall away, and they placed her on a cot garlanded with flowers.

         At the mosque, my mother saw his face at last. Standing before him, with the pesh imam murmuring holy passages, my mother peered at my father through the slit in her veil. Somehow reading her smallest movements, her groom looked over, and for a second their eyes held one another. His eyes seemed bottomless to her and so clear. He grinned―but she feared him. She looked past his face to the big square hands hanging at his sides, and she listened to his voice repeating the mullah’s prayers. His hard jawline might as well have been cut with a hunting knife. Then her turn came to speak. Breathless, Aami recited the name of her bridegroom’s father three times as her wedlock father. In turn, he promised to care for her as an equal to the other females in his household. With those pronouncements they fulfilled their marriage contract, called nikah, and a change took place in the very air my mother breathed. She was married. It was done.
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