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This book is dedicated to my mother and those who cannot tell their stories.
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Author’s Note


I have changed details of some names, places and incidents to respect the privacy and maintain the safety of those I have known. Despite these changes, this book is an authentic representation of my experiences as I remember them. In 2022, the UNHCR (United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees) announced that for the first time since records had begun, a hundred million people were displaced by war, violence, persecution and human rights abuses.





PROLOGUE



Dover


When the lorry stopped, I climbed down from where I was hidden and stumbled out onto the concrete. My hands hurt from holding on. The cold morning breeze blew my greasy hair over my face.


‘Hey!’


A few metres away, I saw a man in a glowing yellow jacket striding towards me. He was shouting something I didn’t understand. I sat, too exhausted to run, as white birds cried above us. He stood over me.


‘Do you speak English?’


I nodded.


‘A little.’


Behind him, the sun rose, bright, and I squinted up at him. My mouth was dry. I wondered if he would beat me.


‘Where are you from?’


He asked again, his voice gentler.


‘Where are you from?’





Part One
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Afghanistan


I was born in a house with bullet holes in the walls. Just before dawn, in the middle of a winter in the mountains of central Afghanistan. My mother, whose response to any news, however bad, was: ‘God is kind’, gave birth to me alone in the freezing darkness. I imagine first her, then my cries echoing through the empty valley, our animals lifting their heads with curiosity in the next room. Everyone left alive in the valley who was not fighting had fled but my mother had been too pregnant to leave. She would not have left even if she could have; she believed it was better to die in your home than on the run.


I have often thought of that.


It is more than twenty years since and I still wake with a start to the smell of snow, the echoes of gunfire across the valley. But these memories from my childhood are just out of reach and slippery somehow, like a bright fish flashing through my hands.


My world was small. It could be walked across in one morning. I remember it now in pieces. The bright sky snaked like a rope above us between the ice-topped mountains rising on every side. The sun would appear in the morning from behind the mountain peaks in the east and sweep over the valley, touching our house and then disappear behind another mountain peak west of the valley. A brief moment of brightness in the deep shadow.


I remember the sound of my mother praying as the light started across the valley. I would hear her whispering in the darkness, as the animals stirred and grumbled in the next room. Subhanallah, Alhamdolillah …


I remember the belligerent call of our long-legged rooster. I remember the smell of smoke as she started a fire for breakfast. The bright orange of the cornbread. The black tea. The pure white of the goat’s milk. I remember her hands. Her mouth. The lines around her eyes. My memories of her are never still. She is always moving. Showing my sister, Farrukh, how to do something. Stopping to touch the back of my head.


And I remember the feeling that there was never any problem that she could not solve. That she was the strongest and bravest. She refused to hide. ‘God is kind,’ she would whisper. ‘Everything will be all right.’


As she fed the animals, fetched water and swept the house, I would help her, asking questions: why was the sky blue, did the animals dream and what was beyond the mountains surrounding our house?


And I asked her why my father was not a real person with eyes, and arms, and a body, but just a photo in a rusting metal frame. A man with a thick black beard, wearing a grey hat, looking back at us so seriously. Sometimes someone would come to the house and ask where my father was, if he was there, and I would point at that photo on the wall. Sometimes their smiles would confuse me, but as time passed on, it didn’t bother me so much. Sometimes my mother would tell me how tall he was, how he would ride on a huge white horse, up and down the valley, giving instructions to his farmers and labourers, before the war. She would tell me stories about my older brothers, Amin and Asad, and dad’s second wife and her children who had fled the fighting one hot summer. She would tell me how they left in the dark. How she wished it had been light so she could have seen the faces of her sons one more time. I would often think about them.


I knew that out beyond our valley there was a whole land of mountains, valleys and plains. There were people who were not like us, people who for more than a hundred years had wanted to kill us and control the land, who would come from behind the mountain, up the valley every summer. They would kill men and women; the children would disappear forever.


But that felt far away in the winter. The whole valley would choke with snow and ice.


Sometimes our neighbour Jafar would come with his son Tariq to help clear snow, or help with a sick animal, but months could pass without seeing anyone – it was just me, my mother, my sisters Farrukh and Taj, our hens, our goats and sheep, the two red bulls with their curved horns, our white donkey and our noisy rooster.


In the spring, the white mountains would turn into a beautiful garden growing among the rocks: almond, apricot and mulberry trees flowering, the golden wheat in the fields either side of the river. These changes of seasons and scenery would bring a glimpse of both freedom and fear. Freedom from the harsh cold in the mountains and fear that fighting would break out again and the monsters with guns from behind the tall mountain would come and attack us again. As the plants grew green and the birds returned to the valley, so too did the sound of rocket-propelled grenades and machine-gun fire.


When it was warm enough, I would sit outside and play with rocks. I would graze the animals in the mountains. I would collect firewood. I would think about who made the trees, the rocks and the stars that shone down so brightly above the gorge. I would sit with my legs dangling down and listen to the sound of water running down the valley. I would wonder where the water had come from and where it was going. I wondered who made the monsters and their guns.


We would hear the sound of gunfire from down the valley, and we would run up the valley with the women and children crying. If the fire came from above us, we would run down the valley, wailing, praying and pleading. Sometimes we would stay for days or weeks and occasionally even months at a time in nearby villages, waiting for the fighting to quiet down or move somewhere else. Sometimes families from elsewhere in the valley would appear and stay in our valley.


At times, armed men appeared out of the mountains to slaughter our animals, holding their guns at my mother’s head, asking ‘Where is your husband, your sons?’ One time she was not quick enough with her answer and they put their guns to the back of her head. I would close my eyes and cover my ears with my hands and pray for God to save my mother.


I couldn’t look but I also needed to know if they would shoot her. At that moment there was gunfire across the valley and for a moment I thought they had fired the gun. It was as if all of the organs inside my body failed and I died a thousand times. But they hurried off across the valley. Later I learned that Farrukh and Taj had been hidden, watching too. When we were sure they had gone, we came running, crying to my mother. ‘Everything will be all right,’ she said. ‘God is kind.’


One winter, when the fighting stopped, my mother brought some of the women in the village together to find a teacher who could teach the young children how to read and write. Eventually, they found someone. I walked two miles down the icy valley to the Masjid for my first-ever lessons. I was excited to be doing something new but it was the most people together at once I would have ever seen and I was nervous. The Masjid was built from mud and stone, high over a clear stream.


The teacher was called an Akhund. He was a stooping, round old man with a grey beard down to his chest, and a neat white turban. He would open up his torn Qur’an and point at a page: ‘Read this line, you harami.’ When we struggled, he would just scream that we were ‘sons of devils’ louder. I remember one boy was so nervous, he peed himself, while the other boys laughed and pointed.


The Akhund dragged the boy down to the floor, slapping and kicking at him, then twisting his cold-reddened ears between his fat, wrinkled fingers. The terrified boy’s face turned first red, then pale, tears streaming down his face, crying in the silence of his own voice. Then the Akhund asked some of the boys who were laughing to take it in turns to slap his face.


He said we did not deserve his teaching. None of us. That there had been no one to teach him when he was our age. That we were lucky. It had been a crime to get an education when he was our age. He told us that the monsters had massacred our people, stolen our lands, kidnapped our women and children because we were different and that we belonged to Hazara people. He had looked at us and repeated. Little children. I remember the beard around his crooked, stained teeth made me think of a cat’s mouth.


I did not understand who he was talking about but I understood the look on his face, of anger and also of pain.


Why would someone stop children from going to school? Why would they take the children away from their homes?


That night, I tried to tell my mother but she only shushed me, and told me I must work hard and do what the Akhund told me and focus on my lessons. I fell asleep in the shadows to her stroking my hair.


A couple of months later, I got sick for the rest of the winter. I would suddenly faint without any obvious reasons. My Mother thought it was the Akhund’s evil eye that had made me sick because he had told her a couple of times that he just couldn’t believe how fast I was learning everything he taught. These random and basic literacy classes only happened a few winters before I no longer saw the Akhund. I do not know what happened to him. Although, the Akhund had gone, my curiosity about the world around me kept growing and growing. So, I would often follow my Mother around the house asking her endless questions. Sometimes she would answer me. Other times she wouldn’t. Either way, I was not satisfied. When I got a little older, maybe around seven or eight years old, I came across a pile of old books with torn and yellowed pages abandoned on the shelves covered in dust next to the barn. I was trying to teach myself how to read them. One winter when my Mother couldn’t find a teacher for us, the children in the village, I begged her to buy me a pen anyway. She bought me one pen after I really, really insisted. But there was no paper. Those things were in very short supply. So, after some hard thinking, I found an A-4 sized piece of cardboard and attached a piece of clean plastic over it. It served as a whiteboard for the entire winter. I would copy the words from the torn yellow pages onto my new plastic whiteboard again and again until I learned how to read and write some basic words.


Grandma lived a few miles down the valley with her other grandchildren. We would see her only occasionally when she would climb up the rocky valley with her walking stick to visit. And sometimes, only sometimes when we really, really insisted, she would tell us stories. She would tuck us under the goat wool blanket and, her wrinkled face lit almost purple by firelight, she would whisper stories. The ones we liked best were the stories about monsters …


The one-eyed witch attacked young mothers while they were giving birth and removed their hearts to feast upon. People claimed that they had seen her drinking blood from a young mother who had died giving birth. Or the huge monster with massive eyes, a long nose and sharp claws, who attacked villages, snatching little children from the arms of their parents and disappearing forever. No one would ever hear anything from them ever again. To ask after them was to risk more attacks. So, everyone would remain silent, bury their pain inside their bellies and carry on. Later, I found out that while the first story was probably fiction, the second had actually happened.


She told us stories of the castles, the great feasts there had been. How the men butchered goats, sheep and chickens and the women cooked rice, lamb, goat and chicken. Then they would all sing and dance together. There were stories of people and families getting together singing and celebrating but I had never witnessed one myself to believe it. I could not imagine where this would be allowed. It all seemed strange, like a story from another world.


‘Good things never last long,’ whispered Grandma through her missing front teeth, taking another long slow sip of her tea. As she told her stories, I felt the hairs on my arms rise up.


She told us one particular story of a girl called Shereen Begum, who tried to raise an army against a monstrous king called King Abdulrahman Khan, who attacked and massacred our people, the Hazara. He killed the men and kidnapped the women and children, up and down the villages, valleys and mountains all over the country. How Shereen rode her white horse up and down the valleys, calling on all girls to come out and defend their homes. At first, everyone ignored her, but she would not give up. She continued galloping on her horse across the valleys, calling out to all girls to join her and fight with dignity against the blood-sucking monsters, attacking them. Her voice was nearly drowned out by the sound of the approaching armies.


But finally, one of her best friends came out to join her. Then another, and another, and another – until their numbers reached hundreds. She took them to the castle, armed them and trained them as best she could. Then they rode out, through the ravaged land, which had become slick with blood, the field and gardens full of bodies. Finally, they realised that tens of thousands of highly trained armies of monsters were rapidly closing in on them from all directions. The girls fought like lionesses, killing scores of armed soldiers up and down the valley. But after many hours of intense battle, they were left with no choice but to retreat into the nearby mountains. They continued battling with thousands of heavily armed soldiers across the valleys, villages and mountains to their last bullets. When they ran out of ammunition, they threw stones, until there were only forty girls left, surrounded by the enemy with their backs to a steep cliff face. And as the monsters closed in, they jumped, and as they fell, their colourful long skirts and scarves hung like beautiful butterflies.


‘Did they die, Grandma?’ Farrukh asked as she jumped up and sat next to Grandma, her eyes wide.


‘Nooo, no, my dear child, they did not die,’ Grandma muttered as she ran her fingers through my sister’s hair. ‘No, they did not die. They all flew to heaven like flying angels. That’s what they did – flew to heaven like flying angels.’ I did not understand what she meant by flying angel but for a moment, I imagined a group of young village girls in their beautiful and colourful dresses, like butterflies rising into the sky and over the mountains above our valley.


‘Be like those girls, my dear. And never let monsters take you away. Always be brave, fight back, and never, ever let monsters take you away.’ It was already past bedtime; Grandma pulled the blanket over the three of us near the cooling-down tandoor, before blowing out the candle next to her. That was my understanding of the world as a child. There was the valley and there were armed monsters who would always come.


For a brief period, it seemed as if the fighting had slowed down, at least in and around our valley. The constant thunder of machine guns and rocket-propelled grenades breaking the deep silence of a dark night far enough away to allow the villagers to go about their lives with a little more ease and comfort. Some people who had fled their homes began coming back in the hope of living peacefully with their families in the village. My father too turned up from several years of exile in neighbouring countries. However, what no one would’ve ever imagined was that such a moment of relative peace was just a rare moment of calm before a terrifying storm.


And one day, new monsters came. Much more frightening and brutal than the existing ones.


There had been rumours for some time about the birth of a new type of monster. Some would report them as an army of zombies, covered in white kafan and large turbans while heavily armed with blood-dripping machetes and machine guns, attacking people in the mountain villages. Others would describe them as monsters covered in black from head to toe, faces concealed beyond unusually long hair, beards and turbans, their bloodied huge eyes staring from behind thick, black fabric with Kalashnikovs in their hawked claws. Some of them had bombs strapped to their chests and sometimes the male monsters would wear burqas to better deliver death.


These new monsters, which some said were called the Talib or Taliban, moved quickly, killing everyone – the old, the women, the children. People in the village whispered that they would destroy everything – musical instruments and televisions, statues and buildings. Some thought they were the end of the world – God’s punishment for the sins of our years of fighting, but some said they were here to finally bring peace.


Rumours and speculation circulated in silent whispers up and down the valley. There were stories of their great victories, of warlords who had defeated the great invaders now suddenly falling overnight to these new enemies. There were many different types of monsters. They were all divided into groups. Each one had a different name and fiercely fought one another over power and territory. But they all, called themselves Mujahideen and shouted Allahu Akbar before killing innocent men, women and children.


The villagers gathered around their worn-out radios to learn of the news, as the new monsters spread like a virus and rapidly captured more and more territories, as the cities fell to them. And soon no one said they were angels sent to create peace and justice. Now there were just the stories of massacres, of them killing people like those in our valley. Because we looked different, and we worshipped a different god. We said the wrong sort of prayers, we had the wrong sort of mullahs. We were now the infidels who must be wiped out. Again.


One dry summer night, when clusters of stars were bright in the sky over the darkness of the valley, a loud voice burst out from the radio. It told of the death of infidels in a city not far from us. With God’s help they had killed them all, then a large crowd of violent voices exploded in celebration: ‘ALLAHU AKBAR, ALLAHU AKBAR …’ God is great, God is great. The man announced that all minority ethnic groups must leave Afghanistan and go to other countries, but the voice said that the Hazaras had nowhere to run to. ‘You are surrounded. Even if you fly up to the sky, we will pull you by the foot and if you hide in the ground, we will pull you by the hair. You have nowhere to go but to the grave.’


In the coming months, there would be more stories of them bursting into cities across the country, shooting to the left and right, killing anything that moved – shopkeepers, cart pullers, mothers and their babies. They did not spare the goats and donkeys. They massacred thousands of innocent women and children, as well as men, then searched house to house for the remaining infidel families. It was said that they needed to kill enough of us to enter paradise. The adults whispered and moaned. The monsters shot anything that moved, sometimes even each other in their eagerness to kill us. Some men, including my father, once again disappeared from the village. My Mother said they had gone to defend us against the invading monsters. Others, fled the village altogether, searching for shelter elsewhere, leaving behind women and children. But my Mother’s motto was still the same: its more dignified to die at home than on the run.


Out of that dusty silver box came voices telling of more death. Across the country, city after city fell. I thought back to my grandmother’s stories, of the monsters coming closer. The few remaining men disappeared from the village. We would sit and try to eat as we listened, but we had no appetite with so much death.


‘Try and have something to eat,’ my mother would whisper, stroking my head. ‘God is kind. I wonder how God can be kind and let such evil happen.’


I would look across to the high northern mountains still covered in snow, bright against the belly of the sky. If the monsters came with their guns from those mountains, what would I do? Would I have the strength to fight like Shereen?


There were rumours that they were starving us out of the mountains, stopping anything from getting to us but that year, Mother had collected vegetables from our farms and nearby mountains to go with the little corn and wheat the fields had produced. We were in the middle of a drought and there was not enough food. Struggling families began abandoning their children and babies on the streets or in bushes, hoping other families from the neighbouring villages who had food might pick them up and feed them. There were whispered conversations about the smugglers, men who could get you away to safety. The last men and older boys left the valley.


One hot summer’s day, my mother brought home a severely malnourished, starving little girl. She said her name was Ruqiya, and that she was nine years old, but her arms and legs looked more like she was four. Mother found her half unconscious left in a dried-out riverbed under a drying mulberry tree. At first, Mother fed her drops of goat’s milk into her dry mouth, and she gradually recovered and became a healthy young girl.


There was no medicine and that, plus the lack of food, meant that everyone was getting sick. Mother had a couple of packs of small, yellow-looking painkillers called konaine. They were wrapped in many folds and secretly kept deep inside a locked box for a bad day, she would say, but whenever desperate women and children from neighbouring valleys and villages came, asking for just one painkiller, she would give it to them in the hope it would help their dying patients.


We were the richest family in the valley and my mother felt it was our responsibility to help the poorest families up and down the village. High in the valley, many families survived only on foraged plants and their legs stopped working. They pulled themselves down the valley by their hands, their legs dragging behind them.


One night, the radio brought the news that the last resistance stronghold had fallen. There was nothing stopping the monsters flooding into our valley.


As the sun set, I began to feel an unbearable weight on my chest, so that I could hardly breathe. My dry tongue would run into silent prayers in my bitter-tasting mouth, reciting one verse from Qur’an after another, in the hope that these verses would have the power to keep the monsters away during the night. It was as if the clear mountain air had been tainted with fear and despair, rising up from below us.


Though we knew there was nowhere we could go where we would be safe, many families left everything behind and ran for their lives, including our neighbours. They criss-crossed into other valleys, hoping they might escape to there.


One night, when I was thirteen years old, my mother woke me and told me to put on warm clothes. She handed me a bag. She said I needed to go with the men outside, to the next valley, where it would be safe. I would be with our neighbours, just for a little while. I was still half asleep. She touched the back of my head. ‘Justice will return. God is kind.’


It was not until a couple of hours later, as we trudged under the stars, that I realised my mother was not walking with us.
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Afghanistan


Every time the truck jolted, silent whispers and prayers would burst out: Biiiiismillah! Ya Allah, help us. It was the only sound you could hear above the sound of the battered truck’s engine, as it dragged itself up and down the steep mountain roads in the darkness.


Opposite me, our former neighbour Jafar, his son Tariq, and his son-in-law Karim sat, staring straight ahead of them. I recognised a few people from the valley but there were many people I didn’t recognise. We waited in the next valley for a few days but it was not safe. I asked about my mother, but Jafar told me I was to go with them. Farrukh and Taj were to stay with my mother. It had been arranged. So, we got in the truck again.


Inside, children, men and women were packed tightly in with each other. There was no chatting. Sometimes a parent would shush a grumbling child. In the moonlight, I watched a child asleep in his father’s lap, and tried to ignore the ghost of my mother’s hand on the back of my head. As the truck moved slowly away from my valley, it became harder and harder. All I could think about was that the further this truck took me from home, the harder it would be for my Mother to find me and for me to find my way back to her. As quickly as these thoughts would appear, I’d find myself trying to deny their existence. Every now and then we would stop for people to rush behind rocks to relieve themselves.


After a couple of days, the truck stopped in the semi-darkness at the end of a long day. The sky was streaked dusty pink and purple. Around us were hills and a handful of lopsided huts. There were fields with half-dead stalks, abandoned to die.


I was clinging onto a thin line of rope, wrapped around some bags of dried fruit, with my legs dangling over the rusted back of the vehicle. I could see a few men on the driver’s side of the truck muttering to one another, the shadows of their heads moving in the light from the rising moon. I could hear whispering from some women closer by; one of them said that the truck driver was refusing to go any further, that it was too dangerous because we were too close to Kandi Posht. Kandi Posht was in the Shah-Joy district, the only crossing point into the outside world. It was famous as a place where fleeing Hazaras were dragged out of their vehicles, killed and dumped at the roadside. One of the others saw me listening and motioned for the woman to be quiet.


My entire body shivered; my skin felt like it was being poked with needles.


I had heard countless stories about this place. Kandi Posht, where the monsters had been blockading our region for years, starving us of food and medicine, as they competed to get into heaven by killing us. This was the most notorious of the slaughter districts, where many thousands of us had been killed and left in the desert. ‘Grave is the only place where the Hazaras must go,’ they had announced on the radio but they didn’t even bother burying the dead bodies. They would just dump them on the side of the road for the dogs to eat.


After a few minutes, the passenger side door opened and then there was a voice.


‘We cannot continue any further. It is too dangerous. We will keep you updated. But for now, get off the truck, everyone.’


The whispering got louder as the people on the truck realised what was happening. Some were whispering under their breaths: ‘They are not good, rah-Balad.’ Smugglers. The door shut and people stayed where they were, agitated.


After a few moments the door opened again, this time the door banging loudly with the force.


‘I told you all to get the fuck off the truck now. Why are you still here? GET OFF NOW!’ People began to grab their belongings – clothes, old blankets, bags of dried fruit, and hurry down from the truck. As soon as everyone was off, the truck roared into the darkness.


No one spoke. Everyone just sat at the edge of the dusty road for the night. I had my thickest winter coat on and tried to sleep, arms wrapped around my knees and curled up on the hard ground. Babies cried throughout the night, cold and hungry, but their exhausted mothers were too tired to comfort them.


‘Wake up, o bacha’ boy.’ I recognised Jafar’s voice and opened my eyes. The sky was just lightening with dawn. He was murmuring to Tariq and Karim.


‘We need to find shelter nearby for when the smugglers come to find us.’


I heard Karim’s voice. ‘Will they come?’


‘They must do.’


Tariq and Karim were gone for hours and came back late in the afternoon, reporting back that they went from hut to hut but could not find any place to stay – everywhere was shut or abandoned. ‘Not even a mosque or something?’ Jafar demanded, his voice containing a hint of both anger and disapproval.


‘No,’ the young men responded, looking down at their feet in fear and respect.


Jafar stood up suddenly and walked away, his back stooped, his head leaning forward deep in thought. Minutes later, he reappeared and told everyone to pack up and follow him. We followed him along a narrow dirt pathway, then dry riverbeds under yellow-leaved trees, before arriving at an abandoned mosque surrounded by rotting trees.


There was an odd smell that made me feel on edge.


The thick mud-walls of the mosque were torn up by bullets, leaving sand that was stained red. The door hung rotten from the doorframe. Wild grass had grown in front of the door and the tiny broken window was choked with thick spiderwebs. I felt the hairs on my arm rise.


Jafar pushed the door and there was the sound of something breaking but the door hardly moved. He pushed again, harder and harder, until it finally gave in and collapsed back into the mosque, releasing a cloud of dust. There was grass growing from the walls and dirty rugs scattered on the floor. There was a rush of movement as whatever was living there scampered into the dark corners of the room.


Jafar instructed the women to sweep the floor and put the few scruffy mattresses on top of the scattered carpets on the wet floor. It was just before dusk when Jafar told the boys to go around the village and knock on the doors to see if anyone was still alive. We needed warm milk and bread for the little ones.


We divided ourselves into groups of two and walked in different directions through the uneasy silence of the houses. I followed Tariq, watching his broad shoulders as I walked behind him. We walked from one abandoned house to another, quietly knocking on doors, but there was no response. By the time we reached the last of the huts, it was already dark but then there was a small hut just visible in the distance, further up into the hills. After crashing through bushes, tripping over tree branches and the rocks in the dried-out riverbed, we made it to the hut, which sat on a small hill rising between two riverbeds. The mountain rose dark above us. Tariq knocked on the door. I wanted to get back to the others – we’d been away longer than we’d expected and it was getting dark.


‘Tariq, I don’t think there’s anyone inside. Let’s go back, it’s too late,’ I whispered. I wasn’t sure if he had heard me. He mumbled something under his breath, which I couldn’t hear, then knocked harder, making the door squeak. I sensed movement behind the door, then the sound of a gun clicking


‘Don’t move,’ said a hoarse voice from somewhere behind the door.


We both froze. My mind went blank, standing in the darkness, my hands held up high over my head.


‘What do you want? Do not lie to me and do not move!’ barked the man. In the silence I thought I could hear the sound of his finger tightening on the trigger. My whole body was tense and I had a pain in my stomach, as if I might vomit. I wanted my mother here to tell me what to do.


‘Please don’t shoot us,’ Tariq begged. ‘We are only looking for some milk or bread for the sick children.’


After a few more moments of deafening silence, the man cleared his throat. ‘Listen bachem, it’s too dangerous to be out at this time of night. You should go back immediately to wherever you’re staying and stay there,’ the man’s voice trembled.


Tariq and I rushed back, hurdling the bushes and branches and rocks. With every noise, I imagined the sound of a gun firing, echoing through the dead village. We stopped when we were far enough away and leant our hands on our knees, panting. Tariq laughed in relief and for a moment he looked young again.


By the time we made it back to the abandoned mosque, the women and children had fallen asleep where they sat. A fire had died down, leaving behind a tiny red glow among the ashes.


‘Boys, what took you so long? Did you bring anything?’ Jafar demanded. His voice shook with barely suppressed anger.


Tariq looked at me for a moment then briefly explained: ‘We went everywhere, door to door, but no one answered.’ He did not mention the man in the hut. Jafar, who was leaning on his right elbow, near the dying fire, pointed to the furthest corner of the mosque. ‘There, find a place to sleep,’ he told me. I found a spot, right at the edge, on the side of the door, wrapped myself inside my jacket, curled up and slept on the wet floor. I was asleep in minutes.
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