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‘There is something in the human spirit that will survive and prevail, there is a tiny and brilliant light burning in the heart of man that will not go out no matter how dark the world becomes.’


 


Leo Tolstoy
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Part One


There are some journeys we never wish to take. And yet we go. We go because we have to, because it is the only way to survive. This is my journey, the one I never wanted to make. But I have made it. Something has survived. Some things cannot, will not, be forgotten.


They travel with us to the end.










Chapter 1


Omar, my eldest brother, was born on a snowy cliffside off the Kabul–Jalalabad highway, one of the most dangerous roads in the world, on a cold February night. My mother stood with the snow – a heavy snowfall which had caught them unawares – in drifts up round her thighs as she doubled in agony, her screams echoing out across the valley and bouncing off the sides of the Kabul Gorge. The only person there to help her was my father, who had never before seen a child come into this world – much less his own – and he was paralysed with fear watching his beautiful wife, her face contorted with pain, her breathing heavy, her cries guttural and wild.


Of course, you are right to ask what they were doing, outside in the freezing night at such a time, alone in treacherous mountain terrain. Well, they were running. Which was all they had done since the first time they had met, as their union – a love match from the start – was so improbable, so ridiculous, so reckless that my mother had been immediately cut off from her family. She was thrown out of my grandfather’s home in disgrace. Disowned by her father, his last words to her were simply, ‘Azita, you are no longer my daughter.’


Her mother said nothing.


My father did not have much greater luck. His parents, though gentle mountain folk, nonetheless felt the shame of his temerity and, fearful of retribution, distanced themselves too from the mismatched couple. And so Azita and Dil (Madar and Baba as they are to us) had begun life together as outsiders, and outsiders they remained. When they married, only cousin Aatif and Baba’s best friend Arsalan came to the ceremony and for anyone who knows . . . well, this is not how things are ordinarily done.


Not long after the wedding, when my mother fell pregnant with her first child, the threats began. At first it was small things. Being jostled in the marketplace. Returning home to find the door swinging open, the food taken from the larder. One day she found a nightdress that had been hung out to dry ripped in half and smeared with blood. It was then that they decided to run. They would become nomads. They would live off the money my mother’s sister had given to her. They would live off the kindness of strangers if their own family had rejected them.


My mother’s sister Amira had brought them all that she could. She also handed over a family heirloom of gold jewellery, thinking it would be of some future use to them (this altruistic theft would later cost Madar’s sister her place in the family when the truth was finally discovered, and would send her to Russia far from home – but we will come to that by and by). So now the sisters wept and embraced. It would be, though they did not know it then, the last time they would ever see each other. Such were the hard choices love imposed upon my mother and my father – offerings as proof of their determination and resolve.


On the night that my eldest brother Omar made his way into this uncertain world they had been running from a group of mountain bandits who had tried to rob them and take my father’s car – a 1972 rust-coloured Lada, a wedding gift from Arsalan and my father’s pride and joy. It was the love of his life after my mother and his soon-to-be-born son. On a journey to Kabul, where they hoped to see Arsalan once more and to seek his help, their car was shot at as they nudged their way through sudden falling drifts of hard snow along the hazardous mountain pass.


One shot pierced the side door and the bullet lodged in the carpeted floor of the Lada next to my mother’s ankle. It was at this point in proceedings that Omar decided he was ready to see the world, even though, by all calculations, he should have stayed put until the frosts had lifted. And my mother, a woman of strong unperturbed will, decided that the car was no sort of safe place for the birth of her child, and if they were to be shot on the hillside by Mujahideen bandits then so be it, but she would place her trust in Allah. My father knew there was no point in arguing with her, an instinctive wisdom that led them to have six children and an eventually happy marriage despite the challenges faced – and there were many.


He gathered up his patu as a warm woollen blanket from the back seat and they both trudged uphill in the deep snow, taking shelter behind boulders.


‘Let their bullets pierce that,’ my mother spat indignantly in the direction of the for-now silent sharp(ish)shooters who were probably making their way across the looping valley roads to plunder both vehicle and what they may have assumed were the dead or dying passengers – killed either by shots or by the bitter cold winter night. There was a full heavy moon and the air was still so that her screams, for all she tried to muffle them, echoed out wide into the frosted air. Omar had decided to make his way into the world and it was not long before he slipped out into the waiting patu held by my father’s shaking hands. Immediately he was swaddled, rolled in layer after layer. My mother, having brought her baby into the world, straightened herself up and leaned on my father, all the while staring into the eyes of her adored son. Delirious and triumphant they stumbled back down the cliffside towards the car, leaving a trail of blood seeping dark into the white drifts of snow.


By now two of the sharpshooters had made their way to the car and were waiting patiently for my father to return with the keys. One was smoking hashish. The other stood, rifle tucked under one arm, keeping watch.


My father was shaking from head to foot. He was not a coward nor was he a fool and he could see the danger they as known Communist sympathisers faced. My mother, however, having just created life, was even more commanding than usual, and she walked straight up to the men saying, ‘Brothers . . . come see, look, this child, a miracle. All thanks and praise be to Allah. But we must get him to warmth and safety. You brothers must help us.’


And whether bewitched by her beauty, caught off guard by the strange turn of events, high on hashish or cowed by her defiant tone, to the amazement and immense relief of my father the two men fell swiftly into line with her plans, all thoughts of robbery erased when presented with the greater responsibility of ensuring this night was not the infant’s last on this earth. And though they were blackguards, and rough and somewhat high, they too were sons and had once been children – and were now barely adult – and they were glad of the warmth of the car and of not having to kill this couple and their newborn son and all was good in the world that night.


This is how my mother tells it, breathless, and each time she tells the story the mountain ruffians become more and more noble. The stars shine brightly in the cold night sky and we can hear Mermon Mehwish singing on the radio in the car and my father, mother and the two Mujahideen singing along as they travel down to the lights of Kabul.


But of course that is not how it happened. My mother has a gift for storytelling – she can reimagine the worst of nightmares into the best of dreams. It is a gift that has kept her and all of us alive over the years. When my mother tells the story my father weeps and grows quiet and we know that however it was that Omar came into this world, it was not through the kindness of strangers.


But why have I started with this story of Omar’s birth? I have started here because sometimes you have to go back to go forward. This is what Madar tells us each time that the train reaches its end points on this perpetual Trans-Siberian journey back and forth between Moscow and Vladivostok. The moment in which all six children plead, beg, cry, jump from the train. Of the six of us, I am the fourth child, Samar – before me are Omar, Ara, Javad, and after me Little Arsalan and baby Sitara. It is that heady time on the platform when all we want to do is stop, to be done with this never-ending travelling from Asia to Europe to Asia. One day, when my parents have either figured out what to do next, or have run out of money (and surely that day must come soon), then we will be able to leave this train and begin a new life. Somewhere safe. Somewhere where we do not have to run.










Chapter 2


The train’s wheels grind unexpectedly to a halt. We are all jolted forward.


Omar and Javad hang their heads far out of the open window to see what is happening. We are halfway across the Circum-Baikal railway bridge. The drop below is ominous as the train sways gently on the line, then waits. Passengers from the other compartments pop out into the corridor, a few cautiously looking out.


‘Maybe it is a problem with the gauge,’ Omar and Javad confer.


My brothers are experts on trains now. And bridges. And engineering. Omar says he will become an engineer one day. He has been studying engineering by correspondence course for the last year. He picks up and sends assignments from all along the line, sending the provodnik Napoleon, ticket collector and keeper of the samovar, to run into the stations along the way to collect his latest parcel of study notes. The compartment is filled with Omar’s sketches and calculations. He thinks the men who built these bridges, who blasted through the granite and crystal all along this rocky shore, the men who dug and excavated and dynamited long tracts of inhospitable Siberian land, building magnificent bridges and tunnels, fending off the threats of floods and landslides, these remarkable men were true adventurers bending the land to their will. To create a world in the image one designs – that is what Omar wants.


‘Leave that be, Samar.’ I have taken down one of Omar’s sketches to look at, the steels criss-crossing back and forth in an intricate pattern.


‘You won’t understand it,’ Omar sighs, smiling at me.


‘So explain it,’ I say, sitting next to my eldest brother, becoming a part of his new world of beauty and ingenuity.


‘For a start you have it upside down.’ He laughs, bemused by my interest. I right the sketch.


‘That’s better. See, look . . .’ His fingers trace the outline of the drawing. Omar’s eyes shine bright as he explains his workings to me, surprised and pleased to have such an eager audience.


‘But how do you know it will work?’ I ask him, wondering at the degrees, the angles, the twisting metal structures he is conjuring up with mere pencil and paper.


‘You don’t,’ he says. ‘You don’t always know if it will work. You just have to try.’


I admire his self-belief, the way he is so certain. Next to Omar I feel safe – like the world is a series of solvable calculations yet tangible and solid underfoot.


‘Shush,’ calls out Ara. She is studying French in the next compartment – taught by Madar – and we are disturbing her conjugations.


What, you are surprised? Just because we are itinerant does not mean that my parents have overlooked our schooling. Sadly it is quite the opposite. We learn mathematics, geography, science, history (my favourite), philosophy, politics, Russian, English and French. We read (me, I read Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina and treasure an old battered edition of an encyclopaedia that in truth we all share). My mother wants us to be equipped for life. In the evenings we have music. Baba has a transistor radio and tunes it in to whichever station is local. We listen to classical, folk, rock; even jazz, Russian, Mongolian, Chinese – whatever we can find depending on where we are on the journey.


One evening we gather round to listen to Stravinsky’s The Firebird, all of us squeezed into compartment no.4, a candle flickering on the reading table. Sitara is on my father’s lap, Little Arsalan and I are on the floor; Ara, Javad and Madar are on the bed opposite and Omar is standing in the doorway. The train has stopped to take on more supplies and change over the restaurant car but none of us move, we are so wrapped up in the music and listening to our mother tell us the story of Prince Ivan and the beautiful Firebird.


‘Prince Ivan,’ Azita says, her voice low and melodious, ‘enters the magical kingdom of Koschei the Immortal and in the garden he sees this beautiful Firebird, which he catches. It begs to be set free and promises to help the prince.’


‘Then what?’ Sitara asks, looking over at Madar. Sitara, who is the baby of the family, is still at the age where she listens to stories each night. We all pretend this story is for her when really we are all drawn into the warmth and the candlelight and the gentle rocking of my mother’s voice.


‘The prince discovers thirteen princesses, beautiful princesses,’ Madar says, ‘and he falls deeply in love with one of them so he decides to ask Koschei for her hand in marriage.’


My mother smiles at my father as she tells this part but Baba is far away, looking out of the window.


‘Koschei says no and sends his magical creatures to attack the prince, but the Firebird flies in and bewitches them, and puts a spell on Koschei.’


Javad, using the light of the candle, begins to make shadows of the bird behind Baba’s head. Sitara shrinks in closer to Baba, frightened by the music and the shadow play.


‘Then the Firebird shares the secret of Koschei’s immortality with the prince.’


‘What is im . . . immor . . . tality, Madar jan?’ Sitara asks.


‘The ability to live forever,’ says Baba.


‘The dream of fools,’ snorts Omar in derision.


‘The Firebird tells Prince Ivan that the wicked magician’s soul is contained in a gigantic, magic egg,’ continues Madar with a straight face. ‘So the prince destroys the egg, the spell is broken and Koschei’s palace disappears along with Koschei. The princesses and Ivan remain. They are now awake at last.’


The music spirals on and on towards its triumphant end and we listen to the audience clapping with wild applause. I picture the concert hall full of men and women dressed in finery, the dancers on the stage, the orchestra in the pit – all scenes I have learnt from my beloved Tolstoy.


‘Baba jan, will we ever see such a thing?’ Sitara asks.


‘One day, one day we will all see such a thing,’ he answers, wrapping her up in a warm bear hug.


My sister Ara has a beautiful singing voice and sometimes as dusk falls when we all gather in the restaurant car for supper, she will sing, mainly old Afghan songs or the songs of Farida Mahwash – like us another exile, another nomad. Ara will sing music that melds together Arabic, Persian, Indian influences like the melting pot that is our country. Madar will cry. Sometimes even Baba’s eyes will be wet with both joy and sadness. For in the years before we fled our home in Kabul, music was banned. Can you imagine? To not be able to listen to music, to sing, to play an instrument, to even hum a tune. What harm? What harm can it do to sing? So when Ara, trembling, stands in the corner of the restaurant car and forgets her own beauty to share these songs we all feel alive and free. All the passengers in the car applaud. These are some of my favourite moments, when we are all together, when life is beautiful.


Anyway, we are stuck halfway along the Circum-Baikal Bridge, looking out at larch, pines and birch trees on the cliffside and to the other side the vast expanse of the lake. As the train has stopped and we have the windows open, I sit listening to the calls back and forth of the bush warblers that flutter round the lakeside. We know all the birds and most of the animals along the journey now. Javad and I can sit for hours matching sounds and feather colours and markings to images and descriptions in the encyclopaedia, or we ask Napoleon, who is a font of knowledge for all things journey-related. We have little else to do and it helps us pass the time.


‘What is the matter? Why have we stopped?’ my mother asks Napoleon, who is passing by at that very moment.


‘There is a deer, stuck on the bridge; we are waiting for it to move.’


‘A deer?’


‘Yes. Either it will jump or it will manage to turn itself round and travel back into the forest. If it doesn’t move soon, the driver will have to . . . well . . .’


Napoleon casts a furtive glance round at us children. Sitara’s eyes nearly pop at the thought of the deer tottering on the line high above the lake (the world’s deepest lake, in fact).


‘Perhaps I could help,’ says Javad. He is the kindest of my brothers, the one least inclined to hair-pulling and name-calling, the one who worries most about everything. Javad dreams of being a vet or a zoologist and living in London or America, or perhaps in a safari park in Africa. We met some South Africans on the train once who told us all about somewhere called the Kruger National Park and now Javad dreams of such places.


‘Thanks, but I don’t think . . .’ Napoleon shakes his head. He is a genial, kind man, given at night time to quiet melancholia, who has grown fond of us all, this strange itinerant family with a seeming passion for constant train travel.


‘Let me. Please,’ Javad begs.


‘Javad . . .’ Madar calls after him but he is already ahead of Napoleon and snaking his way up the carriage into the next and onwards to the front car and beyond to where the driver sits in the locomotive.


My mother sighs but she has learnt by now that you cannot live your children’s lives for them, no matter how appealing that may seem, so she shrugs and waits. Five minutes later, Omar, who still has his head stuck out of the window, cries, ‘Hey, it’s Javad. He’s on the bridge, he’s with the deer.’


‘What is he doing?’ asks Baba.


‘He’s . . . he’s talking to it.’


‘Watch him try and charm the deer! Precious . . .’ mocks Ara, trying not to care, tensely peering over Omar’s shoulder.


We all hold our breath, conscious of the stupidity of our brother’s actions; a collective intake accompanied by assorted silent prayers, and then, after what feels like an eternity, a cheer goes up from the carriage nearest the front.


‘What’s happening?’ asks Baba.


‘He’s done it. The deer is . . . he’s managed to get it to go back. Hurrah!’ cries Omar.


After a few minutes the train starts up again. There is a toot from the driver and everyone is laughing and cheering. Javad bursts back into the carriage, his eyes shining. He is the hero of the hour. But it is not that, I think, that makes him look so happy, nor is it the feeling of having stroked and cajoled the frightened deer as it tottered on the steels of the track. No, he is giddy with fresh air and the touch of his feet on metal and cheating death. I feel a pang of jealousy at how alive he looks at that moment. He is no longer a passenger. Baba breaks out a bag of sugar. Omar races up to the samovar with the teapot and then we all sip warm sugary tea to toast Javad’s safe return.


‘To Javad,’ says Omar, thumping his younger brother on the back.


‘To Javad.’ A smile flickers on Ara’s lips as she lifts her glass to cheer Javad’s success.


It is good to see Omar and Javad laughing together. Lately they have often taken to arguing – we all have. Omar, Little Arsalan and I tend to side with each other in these battles; Ara and Javad join forces more often than not, though allegiances can change overnight depending on the topic and the stakes involved. Ara and Javad are by nature fiercer, given over more easily to emotion, confrontation and affront. Omar and I try to cajole, to play peacemakers – him as the eldest, me as the middle child.


‘What did it feel like?’ Little Arsalan asks, watching Javad with renewed interest and respect. Javad shrugs his shoulders.


‘Did you touch the deer?’ asks Sitara, wide-eyed and amazed. ‘Did it talk to you?’ Javad nods. She leans in closer. He gestures to her as if sharing a secret.


‘It said . . .’ He whispers in her ear and we cannot hear. Sitara’s mouth opens wide.


‘Don’t tease her,’ says Omar, quick to come to Sitara’s help.


‘I’m not,’ says Javad, cooler now, turning to Baba, who looks at him so proudly as he tells him all over again the story of how he coaxed the deer back along the bridge and off the track to safety.


I take my old copy of Anna Karenina – I am reading it slowly in Russian – and I move down to the restaurant car where I can sit undisturbed by the window and read and just for a short while escape, escape into another world, another skin than my own. I hide behind my hair and turn my body towards the window. I am so small, slight – a shadow girl – that I imagine other passengers do not even notice me there.


I have taken to reading on the train. Firstly, it passes the time. Secondly, it partly mollifies my mother, who sees it as a sign that I am gaining an education and an awareness of the world about me (though if she realised the content of my beloved Anna Karenina I venture she would greatly disapprove). Thirdly, and most important of all, it shields me from the prying voices of strangers and their incessant questioning. Worst of all is the question: ‘Where are you going?’ Some days I lie and pick out a stop along the route – Irkutsk, or Ulan-Ude; sometimes even Moscow – and say, ‘That is where we are going.’ And if they ask, ‘And what will you do there?’ I say, ‘Live, just live.’ Have a bed in a room that does not move at night; have a space of my own, a space in which to be still and think and write. A garden to play in. A place to grow things. I want no more than that. Except for happiness. Why do we crave to be happy?


I take solace from Tolstoy’s Anna, from her misery and sadness, and recognise the same clawing need for peace in myself; and so I bury deep into this fictional world, oblivious to the taiga, the wilderness of the forest that we hurtle past. Further along the carriage, American and English tourists take dozens of pictures of blurred landscapes. The Americans are loud in their appreciation. Others are quieter, soaking in the rolling views.


For me the world is that of Anna and Vronsky, at least for an hour or so – I imagine myself ice skating in St Petersburg, dancing at balls, falling in love with someone unsuitable and handsome and witty.


There are two Russias in my mind – this, the swirling, romantic, epic Russia of Tolstoy; and the other Russia, the Russia that invaded then abandoned my homeland. That Russia I cannot love, without really knowing why.










Chapter 3


I was five years old when we left Kabul for good. It is a terrible thing to run from your home in the middle of the night, to see the fear in your parents’ eyes and to know that you are never coming back. It is a terrible thing to no longer belong. But when you can no longer read, learn, sing, even walk alone in the sun, you cannot live. You cannot remain. So the memories I can cling to, good and bad, I tend like a garden, for they are what hold me to the Afghan soil.


My earliest memories were of the house we were living in in Kabul at the time – the only home I had known then. It was a large, modern, imposing two-storey building painted pale yellow with a flat roof, far grander than the low mud-coloured homes that clustered in the shadow of the mountains making up most of the city. Instead, protected from the incessant dust, set back in its own walled gardens behind Shahr-e-Naw sitting up from the park, the front of the house was flanked with tall conifers, while pine and larch clustered round the sides. Rhododendrons spilled around the front door next to rose bushes and honeysuckle so that when you walked into the house the scent would waft in with you.


The courtyard in the middle of the kala, or compound, was where I spent most of my time. It was full of flowers and fruit trees – walnut, wild peach, juniper – and in the middle was a beautiful almond tree where I would sit in the shade of the green leaves, or in springtime under the blossom, playing with Javad and Ara when they returned from school or with the neighbours’ children who were closer in age to me.


The house was on what had been a tree-lined street only a couple of years earlier. This was before the Soviets started cutting down the trees (to better see the Mujahideen snipers, they would say). Outside the courtyard and compound walls the city was being destroyed, though I did not realise that then as Madar and Baba sought to shield us from the chaos that was heading our way.


From the roof of the house you could see out across the city ringed by the white-capped mountains of the Hindu Kush. I remember once sneaking up with Javad to sit and watch hundreds of brightly coloured paper kites flutter, sweep and climb in the evening sky. You will not see those kites in Kabul now – like all things of beauty the Taliban have banned them. They are afraid of beauty, afraid of what is in the people’s hearts.


Sometimes in the restaurant car in the evenings Madar and Baba tell us about how the city used to be.


‘The Paris of Asia,’ Madar sighs. ‘There were shops, cinemas, restaurants . . .’


‘And record stores,’ adds Baba. ‘You could go and hear music from all around the world. Duke Ellington – Duke Ellington came to Kabul, you know. Jazz came to Kabul. 1963. Ghazi Stadium. Five thousand people. Imagine that.’


It was hard to try to place this city of colours and music and freedom in the one we had left behind but we would all nod, lost in imagination, soaking up their nostalgia for a city long disappeared.


‘Faiz Khairzada did that,’ Madar says, thoughtful. ‘And the ballet – the Joffrey Ballet came too, and Eisenhower – when I was a child. It was a different time.’ She looks sad.


It is almost impossible for me to imagine Baba and Madar like this – young, hopeful, in a world full of possibility that then just disappeared. It seems too cruel.


The yellow house belonged to Arsalan, who had taken us in. Though he was my father’s best friend, he was my mother’s friend too. They had all studied together at the Kabul University, Baba introducing Madar to Arsalan not long after they met at that first fateful Communist meeting, long before the Soviets came and things began to change. Madar and Baba often speak of this night when they met – up in the caves behind the city, in amongst a group of students curious to hear about new ideas, new ways of living; all feeling reckless and revolutionary, the candlelight flattering, the stolen glances between Madar and Baba the start of a true romance that blossomed at the university. It is a story of adventure and intrigue we all love to hear told over and over.


Madar was training to be a doctor – she has always had a gift for healing people, making things better even when the pain is unbearable. My father was to become a lawyer, then move into politics. That was what he wanted to happen, at least, and what his father wanted for him too, once the opportunity arose – a life far different to his own: one full of possibility.


‘In those days you could do anything, be anything, imagine anything,’ Madar tells us, smiling and nodding.


I, for one, find this hard to believe. But I listen to her. Her voice draws me in.


As a young boy, while up on the mountains of Baghlan tending the sheep and goats with my grandfather, Baba had one day seen a mudslide coursing down the valley towards the opposite gully and he had shouted to some walkers below, alerting them, giving them time to run in the other direction and thereby saving their lives. It turned out that those walkers were Arsalan, then a young boy like my father, and his father, visitors to the Hindu Kush that spring. And so Baba and Arsalan played together in my grandparents’ mountain village and became firm friends, with Arsalan forever indebted to my father. Arsalan’s family were wealthy and political like my mother’s family and it was they who looked after my father from then on, who helped with his education, who later gave him somewhere to live in Kabul, who encouraged him to become a lawyer because that was what Arsalan wanted, because Baba had saved his life. At least that is how Baba tells the story.


And now what Arsalan wanted was to continue to look after my father and my father’s growing family.


Arsalan was unmarried and he treated my father as his brother, my mother as his sister and us as kindly as if we were his own. Those earliest of years in the yellow house were happy. But one day, when I was five, things changed as if overnight and the happiness, the lightness, suddenly evaporated and the air became sullen and dark. I never really knew what caused it but when anything bad happened from then on we would blame it on the Soviets, on the fighting, later on the Taliban, on the anger of men – anything but look to our own hearts.


If I think back hard enough I remember images, sounds, sensations. I was so small then it is a wonder I remember anything at all. But now, as we drift from country to country, never settling, I find these memories become all the more important to me. I remember flashes – my mother and Arsalan arguing in the doorway to the courtyard at the yellow house, her holding me in her arms, her heart pounding, him calling her Zita. I remember his smell as he leant in towards us, his hand raised over my mother’s shoulder against the doorframe and his eyes intent, locked on her. He was talking about my older sister Ara and about Omar. Madar was crying. I remember trying to wipe away her salty tears with my chubby little fingers.


The image stayed with me because she did not often cry and so it shocked me. Madar took me by the hand to the almond tree in the courtyard and, kneeling down so that she could look into my eyes, she told me to play quietly and that she would not be long. I remember watching her walk away as she retreated indoors with Arsalan. Soon I was so busy playing happily in the dirt of the yard that I was slow to realise the arguing had stopped. After a while he came out into the courtyard again and swung me up in the air, round and round, before leaving. My mother’s eyes were red from crying and I could tell something was different.


After that time Madar was pregnant and she spent most of the days in bed in the dark, sobbing and staring at the walls. She no longer fussed over us. She didn’t even bother to scold us when we tried to provoke her. It was as if the light that usually danced in her eyes had dimmed and all of her fierceness had ebbed away. Baba said we should not disturb her and that she was depressed. How I hated that word; without understanding it, I knew it was responsible for taking Madar away from me. From that time I was no longer at the centre of her world as I had been before but left to play on my own in the shade of the almond tree while my brothers and sister were at school.


Arsalan would return to the house more and more often during the mornings after Baba had left and my mother would grow paler and quieter each time. She no longer looked happy to see him arrive.


On the day that my younger brother was born there was a terrible argument in the house between Baba, Arsalan and Madar. Arsalan had come the night before, bringing a doctor with him. He seemed nervous. Usually he was so big and loud, raucous, someone who filled up the space and air around him. He slept on a chair by the foot of my mother’s bed and my father too paced up and down all night in the room, then passed to the courtyard, then back to the room again. It was a drawn-out and painful labour with my mother screaming long into the night.


My sister Ara came down, dragging me from bed. She told me to stop up my ears and we all sat in a row, glum and uncertain, wrapped in blankets on the flat roof looking at the night sky over Kabul, listening to the shelling in the distance, blocking out as best we could the shouting downstairs, banished until the affairs of adults were resolved.


Little Arsalan (as the baby was then named by my parents in honour of their friend) was born with the dawn and was a loud, raucous baby from the first seconds. Strong lungs and tiny fists balled up tight. Shortly after he came into the world, his namesake, having held him and wished him good fortune, left. It was the last time we saw my father’s friend alive.


The next time we saw Arsalan was a week later. Omar found him hanging from the almond tree in the courtyard, all the life and laughter gone out of his strong body, his eyes glazed, his limbs limp.


On seeing him there, my mother almost dropped the baby, and her screams pierced the Kabul air. She became hysterical. Baba in comparison remained calm and, taking Arsalan’s knife from its ledge above the kitchen door, went over to the tree and cut down his friend, whose corpse dropped with a thud into the dust. Baba did not cry or scream or pull at his hair. He did not seem in the least surprised that Arsalan, his lifelong friend, should have met such a sorry death. Instead he turned and, gesturing to all of us to be quiet, said, ‘This is what happens when the winds change. They will come for us too soon enough. We need to leave. This is no longer our home.’


Madar did not hear him, however, for she had collapsed on the ground, still cradling in her arms the baby, who was screaming at the top of his one-week-old lungs.


On that same cold February day the last of the Soviet troops left the country. At the time of course I knew nothing about this, nothing of the politics that surrounded us. I had no idea what this change would mean.


Much as we did when he used the word ‘depressed’, when Baba talked of Soviets or Russians or Communism we would all nod politely and look knowledgeable but of course we did not know, did not understand beyond the fact that the Soviets had been the enduring disappointment of my father’s life. He who had taken up with Marxism and Leninism, with ideals of common, shared brotherhood and equality, he who had listened so earnestly at those earlier clandestine hillside meetings, had found it all in the end a betrayal.


Things grew strange in the household. Madar and Baba, who before had always been the best of friends, so warm and kind with each other, seemed cold and stiff in each other’s presence. They would talk quietly late into the night in muffled tones. Ara and Omar would hover by the door trying to make out what they were saying and relaying back down to each of us to pass on to the next. In the dust bowl of Kabul this passed as both entertainment and as essential information gathering.


‘I think they will take us to the mountains,’ Omar said.


‘Why?’ asked Javad.


‘Because Baba is disgusted by Gorbachev, says he’s a weak fool . . . that the Mujahideen have it right after all.’


‘Not likely.’ Javad shook his head.


‘Perhaps we will go to Madar’s parents,’ said Ara. She yearned to finally get to meet our maternal grandparents, who seemed so remote, so like royalty from the grand, awestruck presentation of her familial upbringing that my mother was wont to share by the fireside late in the evenings.


We did not know what would happen, but one thing that had become dishearteningly clear to us all was that Madar and Baba, who had always been a team against adversity, were splitting in opposite directions.


I know now, having read Tolstoy, that romantic relationships face these challenges from time to time and that such problems can be overcome. But then I just remembered the sense of doom and panic we all shared, the sense of being on the edge of a world we did not understand.


One thing that they argued about before we left the yellow house for good was money: Madar’s money, Baba’s lack of money. Baba wanted them to take Arsalan’s money as well as that which Amira had given Madar. Arsalan had, it turned out, been a very wealthy man. Late at night we could hear our parents talking.


‘Take it, Azita . . . he would have wanted you to.’ Baba was almost shouting at her.


‘No, it’s blood money.’ Madar was crying. ‘We’d never be able to wash our hands clean of it. It would poison everything, bring bad luck,’ she sobbed.


‘Azita, be practical. Think of the children – their future.’


We heard Madar run outside to the garden, slamming the kitchen door behind her.


We did not know where Arsalan’s money had come from; we did not know what he did, how he’d filled his days or nights.


‘Business,’ was all he would say when asked. ‘Business is good,’ or sometimes, with a furrowed brow, ‘Ach, business is slow.’ This was before they killed him.


It is probably Arsalan and his dirty money we have to thank now for keeping us in transit east to west, west to east. It is probably Arsalan’s money that saved our lives and got us out of Afghanistan. And it is Arsalan’s money my mother seems intent on spending by taking this journey over and over, she and Baba arguing all the while over where will be safe to call home. We can only guess at this, from snatches of angry conversation between our parents. We have escaped. We are alive. Should we be unhappy about this too?


Sometimes the conversations in the restaurant car turn political, but the meaning of these is not clear to us either – Baba seems to both love and loathe the Soviets. Madar is quieter; she does not say what she thinks, what she believes to be right, to be best for our country. Here, too, something between them is broken and buried.


‘This is what happens,’ my mother says, ‘when men fight over ideas.’ Countries are destroyed, lives are damaged, and you realise that nothing is forever. This is one of Madar’s favourite sayings: ‘Nothing is forever.’ I hope she is right, for as much as I enjoy Napoleon’s stories and the beauty of some of the journey and the curiosities of our fellow travellers, and as much as I cherish the all-too-brief stops along the way, I am ready to find a new home. I am ready for this not to be forever.


‘Look at cousin Aatif,’ Madar cries.


We all shrink round the table, fearful of the long shadow of beloved cousin Aatif.


 ‘He could have been anything, anything at all,’ she says, shaking her head in sorrow and confusion.


He was ready to find a new home too.


I remember him visiting us at the yellow house. He was gentle and kind and interested in talking to me, enjoying my constant stream of questions, my five-year-old curiosity about the world around me. His laughter was warm and deep and Madar was always happy to have him visit – to hear news of home from him.


At first when he went to Iran and no one heard from him we all blamed the post, the telephone systems, the distance, the being in a strange land. But when the silence continued we all began to fear that something terrible had happened to Aatif. He was not the kind of person to go off and cut all ties with his family. He was not proud like my grandfather. Madar and Baba spoke to everyone they knew to try to find out what had happened. We could not bear not knowing. We could not bear the silence. Months passed, then years, and it became another sadness we would carry with us; a wound that would never quite heal.


Stories came back, from others who had travelled there; stories that frightened us. And when, fearful for our own lives, we finally fled, we did not go towards Iran. We did not wish to disappear as he had.


Ara has shifted away from us; when my mother weeps, Ara becomes uncomfortable. Ara was older when Aatif disappeared. She was always his favourite. Starved of a large extended family, we were all greedy for this cousin who dared to befriend us, who came to the house to eat with us, to play in the courtyard, to sit and talk politics with my father, to talk about family with my mother, relaying news she would otherwise have had no way of knowing.
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