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Prologue



ALYCE WANTED ME TO SHARE THE STORY OF MY LIFE. I told her that I wasn’t ready, that it was too soon. I’m not even nineteen years old, and I haven’t achieved anything yet. But Alyce said that with a life like mine, surviving itself is an achievement—just surviving.

I don’t know if she’s right. When I look back at my childhood in Afghanistan, it seems so far away and long ago. Back then I thought I would grow up and grow old in the city of Kabul, surrounded by my big, complicated, loving family. Little did I know I would lose most of them before I turned fourteen.

As a child, gazing at the high walls around our home compound, I longed to see what lay on the other side of my city. I never dreamed that I would see our home reduced to rubble and would end up living on the other side of the world, in the suburbs of a city called Chicago.

But in the end, I have decided to tell this story because it is not mine alone. It is the story of many people. Probably, you have read the numbers. So many people have stepped on land mines, so many have gotten hurt by war, have lost their families, fled their homes. Each of us has a story. What happened to me—both the bad and the good—really does happen to people.

I say “the bad and the good” because out of my losses have come tremendous gifts as well. Looking back, I see that my life could have ended so many times, except for unexpected strangers who reached out to me in loving kindness. After I lost my leg, I thought I could never know happiness again, and yet that very loss opened the world to me in strange ways and showed me wonders that I had never imagined.

I have seen my dreams crushed, but new ones have sprouted in their place, and some of those dreams have even come true. I have lost loved ones but not love itself. That’s what my story is about, I think. That’s the story I want to share with you now, the story of my life, so far.







The Gondola



EVEN THOUGH TEN YEARS HAVE PASSED, I STILL FIND it difficult to talk about the land mine. I don’t like to think about it either, but on that score I don’t always get to choose. One time last summer my new American friends, Alyce and John, took me to a carnival here in the suburbs of Chicago, where I live now with my mother. What a dazzling sight it was for a seventeen-year-old girl who had lived most of her life in Afghanistan and in the refugee camps of Pakistan. I had never seen anything like it—the colors, lights, noise, and spectacle. I ate cotton candy and tried my luck at a few sideshow games, and then we went to look at the rides.

We came to one called the Gondola. It was shaped like a large boat suspended from two long poles. It had many rows of seats, all facing the center. The boat was swinging back and forth when we arrived. Each time it swung in one direction, the seats on that side lifted way up, maybe a hundred feet into the air. Then it swung the other way, and the seats on the other side lifted up. It was kind of like a massive swing that went from side to side instead of forward and backward.

As the ride got going faster, people started screaming, but Alyce told me they were having fun. She said the ride scared them, but they wanted to be scared. That was what they enjoyed about the ride.

I told Alyce I wanted to try it. Alyce wasn’t so sure about that, but I insisted I could handle it. So she bought some tickets, and we both climbed aboard. We went to the very end of the boat, to the seats that rose the very highest, because we wanted the full effect, the biggest scare—the most fun. The man came through and locked down a bar in front of us. That bar keeps you from falling out when the ride is going. Of course, you can still get out by climbing over the bar, but when the Gondola is swinging back and forth at full speed, who would want to?

At first the ship swung slowly. It didn’t go very far in either direction. But gradually, the boat went faster and swung farther. Each swing took our seats higher, and when the boat reached the top of its swing, it seemed to pause. For an instant I felt weightless. Then, when it swung the other way, I felt as if I was falling fast. My heart came into my throat, and my throat dropped down into my stomach. It was scary but exhilarating, and I was loving that feeling of speed and of the wind in my hair.

But then at the peak of the ride, just as the boat reversed direction and our seats began to fall, the machinery sent off some kind of spark. And when that spark flashed in my eyes, it triggered something. I dropped through a trapdoor into some other reality. Suddenly, I wasn’t in America on a carnival ride. I was on the ground, looking up into the sky and the sun. I had fallen out of that day and into a moment ten years in the past. Above me what I saw was that ring of faces, the people who had gathered around to gawk at me after the land mine went off—it was as real to me as the clouds overhead.

So I started screaming, right there on the Gondola ride, just like I did on that terrible day. “Why don’t you help me? Why are you all just looking at me like that? Help me, someone help me!”

It was that scene, exactly. I tried to get up, as I had that day. I wanted to be whole again. I scrambled to get away from the horror of what had happened—except that I was not really on the ground in Afghanistan. I was at a carnival in Wheaton, Illinois, on the Gondola, struggling to get out of my seat on a ride that was going a hundred miles an hour, back and forth, up and down. Thank God Alyce was there by my side, as she has been by my side so often in these last few years. Thank God she knew at once what I was about to do, and she flung her arms around me and kept me in my place and shook me and called into my ear, “Wake up, Farah! Wake up!”

I came back to consciousness. The ride was still going, and I knew vaguely where I was, but only through the fog of a terror that I couldn’t blink away. I yelled, “Stop the ride, stop the ride!”

But of course they didn’t stop the ride. They never stop the ride.

I screamed, but my screams attracted no attention. Everyone was screaming. They expect people to scream on carnival rides. I was doing nothing newsworthy. If I had managed to get out of my seat and over the restraining bar, yes, then someone would have noticed. If I had managed to jump from the Gondola ride at the peak of its motion, yes, I would have made the news: ONE-LEGGED AFGHAN GIRL JUMPS FROM CARNIVAL RIDE. But it didn’t happen because Alyce was there to save my life—but then, Alyce has done that in a lot of ways, big and small, since we met two years ago.

The ride finally slowed down, and the world around me changed from a blur of motion to a field of happy crowds enjoying a summer day. I said, “Oh my goodness, what happened?” I looked around and said, “Oh my goodness! I’m not in Afghanistan. It’s not that day. I’m in America.” Nothing was broken, I was told. The machine was supposed to make sparks.

Even now, I wonder what triggered my flashback at that carnival. Was it the heart-swelling sensation of falling? Was it the light that flashed in my eyes and then morphed into the sunlight of that awful day, the sunlight that shone through that ring of horrified faces? I wish I knew so I could get ready for the next time or avoid tripping another switch that turns some ordinary moment into a horrible waking dream.

Nowadays I don’t dream about my leg very much. It’s not like those first few weeks or even months after it was amputated, when I used to dream that I was riding a bicycle or running around in our yard in Kabul or just walking.

In those dreams I would say, Oh my gosh, look at this! I can ride a bicycle. I’m running. What was I worrying about? My leg is just fine! I don’t have those kinds of dreams anymore. Now when I take off my prosthetic leg at night, I feel like I have always been this way. Although my mind remembers another time. They say that amputees can feel their missing limbs, but I never have. I don’t feel pain, absence, presence, or any other sensation where my leg used to be. My body knows it’s gone. It’s just my mind that sometimes forgets. The other night I woke up thirsty and wanted a glass of water, so I automatically started to get out of bed. I almost fell, and then I remembered that I had to put on my prosthesis.

*   *   *

My mother and I are safe now, living in Carol Stream, Illinois. We have good food and decent shelter, and I have a dear friend. I should be contented now. I should be happy every day, every minute, every instant. It troubles me that I’m discontent and sad so much of the time.

In that last hour of school each day I’m so tired that my body hurts, and I say to myself, As soon as I get home, I’ll go to sleep, first thing. But when I get home, I feel restless. Then I have to finish my homework. After that I eat dinner and watch TV. By ten o’clock I’m so sleepy that I hate TV, even if a good show is on. I turn it off and think, Now, finally, I’ll go to sleep. As soon as my head touches the pillow, however, sleep scatters to the winds. The anxieties begin to churn. If I was lonely that day, I’ll feel it more intensely now. If I did poorly on a test, I’ll begin to worry about it now, with the lights out and the darkness all around me.

And then some little thing that happened during the day will trigger a memory from my past. I’ll get to ruminating about where I was then and where I am now. I’ll start to mull over how it would be if my father were alive today, if Afghanistan had not plunged into war, if I were living in Kabul now, if I still had my whole family. Maybe I would be married or at least have prospects. Probably, my life would be calm. I would not have to struggle so hard each day. My mother would have grandchildren from her sons. My father would be happy, and his business would be growing.

I think of all that could have been.

And yet our life here is good. We have everything we could ask for, God be praised. I don’t have to worry about money. We get disability from the government. I just have to go to school. I come home to a nice apartment. I see my mom and know she is feeling much better. Then Alyce calls, and we tell jokes and trade stories about our day. I feel loved.

How can I possibly feel unhappy sometimes? I have no right to sorrow. And yet at times I find I can’t enjoy what I have. I come home through empty streets to our quiet little apartment, to my mother, who sits in her chair, rocking relentlessly hour after hour, lost in her thoughts, and I start to feel so lonely. I eat something, and the food seems to have no flavor. I worry that I’ve lost the capacity for excitement that I used to have in such abundance as a little girl, living in Afghanistan with my family.

I remember the mealtimes of my childhood—I don’t mean the great festival days, just the ordinary, everyday meals. My parents served all five of us children off of a single platter. When they said, “Dinner is ready,” we rushed the tablecloth, hands unwashed. They sent us back. “Wash your hands, children!” And then we’d all be scrambling and jostling around the water pot, splashing one another and giggling. I remember the excitement of dinnertime. Five of us siblings clustered around one platter, banging elbows, chattering and gobbling. My father would tell us sternly, “It’s time to eat, not talk!” And then if we were hungry, we’d worry that the others would eat up all the food before we got our portion, because we were sharing from a single platter. So we’d all settle down to win the competition, each of us cramming the food away by the fistful as fast as we could. Crowding and gobbling—it was so much fun to be one of five children eating together from a single platter. How we laughed! The taste of the food that I ate eleven or twelve years ago remains in my mouth more vividly than the food I eat today, because that’s actually the memory of a kind of fun I can never have again: I’m remembering the flavor of being with my family, part of one big, loving group. We aren’t that big group anymore. It’s down to just the two of us now—my mother and me.

That’s probably why I have so much trouble falling asleep at night. I turn out the lights, and my head fills with thoughts that begin to circle madly through my mind. Then I imagine a big eraser inside me where my thoughts are. I rub that eraser across the bustle and buzz, rubbing out one memory after another, until only silence remains. Only then can I sink into the luxury of sleep.

But sleep never lasts. Sooner or later a nightmare always wakes me. In the middle of the night I can’t find my eraser. My heart is pounding in my chest. I have to find another strategy for calming down. If I was dreaming about my mother dying, I listen for her breath. The sound of her coughing calms me down. Or I hear her pacing restlessly in our small apartment in the dark, as she used to do so often in our early days in America, and even that sound reassures me. I think, She is still alive. And then I can go back to sleep.

I have nightmares every night. I can’t get away from them.

Sometimes I dream that we’ve gone back to Pakistan for a visit and I have lost my passport. I’m searching desperately through our baggage, strewing our clothes about, crying out loud, What am I doing here? Why did I come back?

Or I dream that we’re in Pakistan and staying too long. Our tickets have been stamped for a certain flight. They’ll expire if we don’t get to the airport in time. But everyone keeps trying to delay us. My mother doesn’t understand my sense of urgency. I’m crying out, Let’s go, let’s go, before something happens, before they shut the doors! But she’s saying, Wait, I can’t find my scarf. Wait, we have to say good-bye to your aunt. Wait, we can’t leave without visiting your grandparents….

Sometimes I dream that Alyce won’t talk to me. I’ve made her angry. I plead with her. I say, This isn’t right, why are you angry with me? I didn’t do anything wrong, don’t be mad!

Or I see that Alyce has made a new friend. She’s striking up a conversation with my cousin. I fly into a rage at that cousin. Why is she talking to my Alyce? Get away from her, she’s my friend! And in real life my poor cousin isn’t even in America. She’s stuck back there in dire straits, and yet in my dreams I curse her.

Sometimes I dream that a stranger is hitting me. I want to hit back, but I can’t. And then suddenly I find my mother waking me up. She tells me I was sitting up in bed, making slapping and punching motions with my arms. Oh, we laugh about it! She paints such a comical image of me, punching away at nothing and growling, “I’m going to slap you so hard!”

I dream that I have fallen into a river. A woman up on the riverbank is dangling a handkerchief down to me. I try to grab it, but it’s too short. I try to grab it, but it’s too flimsy—it tears in my grasp. I try to grab it, and I get it in my clutches; I start climbing up it, hand over hand, but the handkerchief keeps stretching out. No matter how hard I climb, my feet never leave the water. In fact, I sink deeper with that tattered handkerchief still in my grip. I feel the water in my mouth…in my nose….

Every time my mother gets sick during the day, I dream that night that she is dying. I scream, Take her to the hospital! Someone help us! People have gathered around to watch us. Their eyes bulge out strangely. They find us interesting. Their eyes bulge because we fascinate them, but none of them reaches out. They seem to think we are figures in a glass case or a movie. They don’t seem to realize we are right there, close enough to touch. They could take our hands. I shout at them, We exist!

Then I realize no one is going to help us. It’s all up to me. I lift my mother in my arms. I will have to carry her to the hospital by myself. But as I struggle through the door, she begins to grow. My mother gets bigger and heavier in my arms. I can’t carry her! I don’t have the strength! She gets longer. Her feet drag on the ground, her head drags, I can’t hold up her middle. I’m just too small and getting smaller. I wake up screaming.

Some of my dreams are so vivid, so full of color, so real that I can’t believe I’m dreaming. When I wake up, my eyes are wet with tears. My heart is banging against my ribs. I tell myself, It was only a dream, Farah, only a dream…. And it might or might not comfort me. It depends, because I do dream about dead people so much. I stroll with them. I talk with them. I hold them in my arms. They are all alive inside me, still. My father and grandmother appear to me, and they are reaching out and beckoning to me, murmuring softly, Come, Farah. Come be with us now! During the dream these images do not frighten me. I love my father, and I’m so glad to see him. His voice comforts me. But when I wake up in the morning, I remember what people say about the dead beckoning to you in your dreams: that it means you are going to die soon yourself. That’s when I tremble.

But it’s all in my head. That’s what I have to keep telling myself. I’m safe in America now…and besides, they’re not all terrible, the dreams I have. Lately, I dream that I’ve grown wings sometimes. I have feathers. I can fly. I love those dreams! I’m soaring overhead, and people are all pointing to me and exclaiming, Look! It’s Farah! She can fly! Farah can fly!

I wake up with a glad heart then and feel that I am flying in some sense: flying into my future—and yet—the past won’t let me go. Not completely. Not yet.







Where We Came From



MY FAMILY ROOTS GO BACK TO A VILLAGE NEAR THE city of Ghazni, some ninety-two miles southwest of Kabul. A thousand years ago Ghazni was the capital of an empire that stretched from the Indus River to the Caspian Sea. It was a city brimming with artists and poets and scholars. It had paved streets and magnificent buildings—mosques and palaces and towers, covered with mosaic tiles in shimmering designs that looked like lace.

Today Ghazni is a small walled city of about forty thousand. The ruins of two tall towers and a few fragments of ancient walls are all that remain of Ghazni’s glorious past. On those towers you can still see some of the tile work, but today’s Ghazni is mainly a market town that serves as a gateway to Hazarajat, the valley in central Afghanistan where the Hazara people—my people—mostly live.

Like most rural Afghans, the people of our village made their living as farmers. They raised animals, too—cows, buffalo, goats, sheep, and chickens. We lived in fortresslike compounds called qalas, scattered up and down the valley. My father’s father was a mullah, a learned man who read the Koran and knew the commandments of our faith. A mullah takes care of the mosque and leads prayers on Fridays and religious holidays. He teaches youngsters to read and write and administers the rituals that mark the important stages of ordinary life.

When a baby was born, for example, my grandfather was called in to whisper the ceremonial words into the infant’s ear, words that invited the child into our Islamic faith. At weddings it was my grandfather who performed the matrimonial ceremony. And each morning, just before dawn, it was my grandfather who climbed up into the tower of the mosque and sounded the aazan, the call to prayer.

My grandfather achieved his respected position when he was still a young man. As I mentioned, his duties included teaching children, teenagers, and even some adults (if they wanted) to read and write. He taught both girls and boys, but he taught them separately.

As a young man, my grandfather was engaged to be married to his cousin. A mullah is allowed to marry, just like any other man. He also may own land, grow crops, conduct business, and do anything else that ordinary people do. There is nothing special about him except for his learning. My grandfather’s parents had arranged the match with his cousin long before either party was of age. This was very common in Afghanistan, for most marriages are arranged by families there.

One girl who studied with my grandfather wore a particularly large and tightly wrapped head scarf. A proper, modest Muslim woman is supposed to keep her hair covered, but this girl’s scarf covered more than her hair. It covered her whole forehead right down over her eyebrows, which is not considered necessary. My grandfather somehow got it into his head that this girl wore such a head scarf because she was bald. He began to think about this possibility day and night: Was she bald or wasn’t she? It became his obsession. One day he finally couldn’t take it any longer. He had to know.

That day, when the girl got up from her lesson to leave the room, the end of her long head scarf was trailing on the ground. My grandfather (accidentally-on-purpose) stepped on that bit of scarf. As the girl stood up, therefore, the scarf was pulled off her head, and my grandfather saw that not only did she have a full head of hair, but she was beautiful. He fell in love with her on the spot.

He went to his parents and said, “Forget about that match with my cousin. I want to marry someone else.” And he told them about his beautiful student.

Well, of course this was a scandal in the village. What was the world coming to when a boy told his parents whom he was going to marry instead of his parents telling him? Eventually, the arguments died down, however, and my grandfather won his parents over. The ancient engagement was broken off, and the elders did the necessary negotiating with the parents of my grandfather’s beautiful student. This is how my grandparents on my father’s side got together.

They had a big family, three girls and four boys. My grandfather owned some land, but he could not farm it properly because his duties as a mullah kept him too busy. As a result, in spite of all the respect he gained for his religious position, his material circumstances declined. He was forced to borrow large sums of money on several occasions.

In Islam it is illegal to charge interest for a loan. So, when people borrow money, they give the lender some form of valuable moneymaking collateral. The lender holds that property and makes use of it as if it were his own until he gets his money back. Essentially, you might say that in order to borrow money, you have to pawn something of value. My grandfather was forced to pawn his lands. Without land, he had no way to make money, so he could not get his lands out of hock. For all intents and purposes, once he borrowed money, my grandfather became a landless peasant.

His son Ghulam Hussein—my father—decided to do something about this. When my father came of age, he went to Kabul. I say “came of age,” but he was actually still a teenager. In Kabul he apprenticed himself to a master tailor, learned the trade, and worked hard. In fact, he barely stopped to eat or sleep. One time, so the family story goes, when he stood up, one of his trouser legs fell right off: It had worn away at the knees because my father had been sitting on the ground for so many hours and days on end, cutting and sewing.

The hard work paid off, however. After several years my father was able to return to our village with cash in his pocket. He paid off his father’s debts, got the family lands back, and restored my family to landowner status. This feat made quite a loud noise in our valley: a son saving his father from penury. And he was scarcely more than a boy! The news spread to other villages, and people came to regard my father as a sort of hero. His name began to sound from many lips.

Well, once my father had squared away the family fortunes, he returned to Kabul and went back to work. He graduated out of apprentice status and became a tailor in his own right, but he went on working just as hard or harder than before.

When he next returned to the village and turned his savings over to his parents, his mother kissed him on the head and said, “What a good son you are! You have certainly earned a reward. This time we will find you a wife.”

So my grandmother began to ask around. She asked all the women in her village if they knew of a girl worthy to marry the famous hero Ghulam Hussein. One of her neighbors said yes, she did indeed know of just such a girl for my father. She was the daughter of the malik, or chieftain, of a village a few miles up the valley.

A malik’s daughter sounded good to my grandmother. She said, “Take me there.”

Well, her neighbor was on visiting terms with the malik’s family, so she took my grandmother there for an overnight visit. Their arrival caused a great hubbub in the malik’s household. “The mother of Ghulam Hussein has come to see us,” people said. “The mother of that famous hero has come. What can she want?”

During the visit my grandmother looked about at all the girls of the household and spotted the one her neighbor must have meant, a beautiful girl but a shy one. This girl kept her distance. In fact, she stayed out of sight in the back rooms as much as she could, having assumed that the visitors had come to discuss some sort of solemn business, possibly related to land. She never thought their visit had anything to do with her. That’s my mother’s modesty.

But when she came into the room to serve some food to the guests, my grandmother said to her, “Fatima-jan! Come over here and help me out. I seem to have a splinter in my finger.” She said this just to draw the girl close so she could get a good look at her and see if she was really as beautiful as she seemed from a distance. My mother came over and dutifully began to look for the splinter in her future mother-in-law’s finger. Suddenly, she felt the intensity of my grandmother’s gaze. Looking up, she realized in a flash that this woman had come looking for a bride. Embarrassment and panic swept over her, and she ran away—but my grandmother had seen all that she needed to see. This girl would do.

Returning home, she discussed the matter with her husband and her son and soon went back to the malik with a delegation from her qala to formally seek Fatima’s hand for her son. My mother’s parents didn’t play hard to get, as is common in such wedding negotiations. They didn’t say, Oh, we can’t, she’s too young, this is so unexpected, come back another day, we have to get over the tizzy you have put us in. They were all too happy to say yes to a match between their daughter and the famous hero Ghulam Hussein, the boy who had saved his father’s land. Besides, the son of a mullah marrying the daughter of a malik—this looked like a fitting match to both families and to all the relatives on either side. The agreement was quickly made, therefore, and my parents got engaged.

At the shirnee-khuree, the “candy-eating”—the party that celebrates an engagement—my parents saw each other for the first time. My father was sitting near my mother, gazing upon her, gladdened by what he saw. My mother was too shy to look up. She kept her gaze fixed modestly on the floor in front of her. But inside, of course, she was dying of curiosity. Finally, she did turn her head stealthily to steal just a peep, if she could, of her husband-to-be. Unfortunately, my father was sitting a little too far back for her to see him. A lamp behind him cast his shadow on the floor. Because the light was so close to him, his shadow looked huge. That shadow was my mother’s first impression of my father. She thought her parents had betrothed her to an enormous fat man, and she panicked. Later, when she found that he was of normal size and such a pleasant fellow, and so good-looking to boot, she was relieved and delighted.

My parents were engaged for two years. When they finally got married, the wedding lasted seven days. Of course, that wasn’t unusual for a village wedding, but my grandmother said they staged a truly extraordinary wedding for my parents, a wedding that resounded in the folklore of the village for years to come. For example, instead of using kerosene lanterns at that party, they used expensive hurricane lamps, which shed a brilliant and steady light. (The village had no electricity at the time.)

Eight men carried my mother several miles from her village to ours in a portable covered throne with handles extending in front and in back for men to bear on their shoulders. A great festive crowd surrounded and accompanied the procession, singing and beating drums. When they arrived at the groom’s village, they took my mother into the wedding chamber, and there the women swarmed around and fussed over her. They fixed her hair and put the beauty dots on her cheeks, and then they wrapped her in a big scarf, because she certainly wasn’t going to show her face to just anyone. Not only did she wear that scarf over her head, but she kept a big white handkerchief in front of her face throughout the wedding. Technically, my father was supposed to see her for the first time at the wedding, but actually, they had gotten to know each other quite well during their two-year engagement period. Still, they went through the ritual in which a blanket is thrown over the couple so they can look at each other’s faces in a mirror, supposedly for the first time. This is how things were done in an Afghan village just thirty or forty years ago, when my parents got married; it’s how things are still done in much of Afghanistan today.

Well, my parents started living together, but over that next year quarrels broke out between my father and the head of his village. Everywhere else in the valley, people were still talking about my father’s achievements in Kabul and marveling over the money he had made and how he had gotten his own father out of debt. The head of our village got jealous of our family. He said my father was putting on airs and behaving as if he thought he was better than other people.

Finally, my father couldn’t stand it anymore. He said to his parents, “Come on, let’s move to the city.” So in 1976 my father and his parents and siblings all moved to Kabul. They rented a small compound in the southwestern section of the city, and my father began supporting the family as a tailor.

Afghanistan was going through great changes at the time. Kabul was becoming a modern city. My mother used to tell me how it was in the capital when she first moved there, and later, too, when the Russians occupied the city. In those days, she said, city women went to work outside the home. They wore stockings instead of the traditional baggy pantaloons. They didn’t wear veils or even head scarves. They appeared on TV, where they read the news, sang songs, and even performed dances.

All these changes were spurring arguments and tensions between city folks and country folks. In villages like the one my parents came from, people said the city folks had abandoned our Afghan customs, our traditions, and our religion. They said the city people were becoming corrupt. Even in the city, people had different attitudes about the changes. I guess some people can handle drastic change and embrace it, and others can’t. Some people want change; some don’t.

In those days my father made a Western-style outfit for my mother. He told her, “Don’t wear a head scarf anymore. Cut your hair, be modern.” But my mother was a traditional woman, and on this point she refused to go along with her husband’s wishes. “I won’t do it,” she said. “I don’t want to be a ‘modern’ woman.”

Meanwhile, politics were heating up in our country. Three years before my parents moved to Kabul, the last king of Afghanistan had been overthrown by his own cousin, Sardar Daoud, who quickly began ruling the country as a military dictator. Daoud called himself a “president,” but he was a member of the same royal dynasty that had ruled Afghanistan for almost two hundred years.

Two years after my parents moved to Kabul, an Afghan Communist party overthrew that so-called president and ended the dynasty. These Afghan Communists had nothing to do with royalty or Afghan aristocracy. For the first time in my country’s history a political party, rather than a family, held power, and the leaders of this party were people without prestigious connections or famous family names.

At first these changes at the top did not affect our family much. My family members had nothing to do with politics, as they were actually practiced, and none of them held any government positions. Violence broke out sporadically in the city among competing factions of Communists, but when gun battles or political murders took place in some other neighborhood, my parents usually did not even hear about it until later, and then just as stories. Ordinary people did not really feel threatened in everyday life, especially not in their own neighborhoods.

My father was gaining a reputation as a tailor, and his business was growing—this was the big news for the family. My father was making good money, and my mother was working side by side with him, managing that money. Each week my father gave her a certain amount of cash to cover family expenses, and she allocated the money to various uses, hunting up the best bargains and tracking every coin spent. She was so good at money management that she saved about half of what he gave her each week.

Eventually, she used those savings to buy a gold necklace and other gold jewelry. This was not ostentation. In Afghanistan traditional women don’t keep their money in a bank; they keep it on their own persons, in the form of jewelry. You might say that women wear their life savings. My mother told everyone that her husband had bought all that gold for her. She didn’t mention the part she played with her money-management skills. In short, she gave all the credit to my father, in order to elevate his reputation. He appreciated what she did for him. My parents had a good marriage.

Then, at the end of 1979, the Soviets invaded Afghanistan. At first even this made no real difference to ordinary people like my father. He went on plying his trade. The Soviet troops secured Kabul against looters and thugs, murderers and rebels. On an everyday level, in what was soon to be my neighborhood, life went on more or less peacefully. My brother told me that during the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan, they would often see Russian soldiers on the street and would boldly ask them for candy. They were not particularly afraid of the Russians.

Very soon, however, the Soviets did start to make war on the rest of the country. Their planes took off from air bases near Kabul and bombed various villages. They were out to defeat rebels called mujahideen, who were rallying the rural people against Soviet rule. These rebels were emerging all over the country, in all the villages. When the government dropped bombs to get rid of the rebels, it also drove many villagers from their homes. Hundreds of thousands of families streamed south or west, trying to get out of the country, hoping to find safety in Pakistan or Iran.

For most Afghans, however, the nearest border lay far away, across a dangerous landscape, a journey of many days, and those who fled the country forfeited everything they owned. Leaving the country was therefore a big decision that not everyone was willing to embrace. Millions fled, but millions more stayed. Many of the latter still had to leave their bombed-out villages, though. They made their way to the nearest place where bombs were not falling. And the single safest place from Soviet bombardment was Kabul, because that is where the Soviets themselves lived. In just a few years, therefore, that pleasant city filled up with refugees from the villages and swelled into a bloated metropolis full of sprawling slums.

Yet, while all these momentous events were going on in the country at large, my family remained absorbed in its own private dramas. Our relatives were moving to the city in bunches, and each time a new family arrived, they came right to my father; because he was doing well and had sunk some roots in the city, they assumed he could find them jobs and places to live.

He did what he could, but there was only so much he could do. My father was supporting his siblings as well as his parents. He paid for his brothers’ weddings, which is no small thing, because in Afghanistan the groom is responsible for all wedding costs and he must pay a dowry as well. The cost of marriage keeps many poor men single their whole lives. Thanks to my father, however, my uncles escaped this fate. With my grandmother’s help, my father also found husbands for his sisters.

The family compound in southwest Kabul was not a tiny place, but it could not compare to those fortress-compounds in the villages. With my married uncles living there, along with sporadic newcomers from the village, it grew too crowded.

At last my father told his brothers, “Look, fellows, you’re all grown up now. If you want to work with me, that’s fine. I’ll take you on as apprentices, and I’ll pay you wages, as I would any other apprentice. But you must move out and start your own households. The time has come, and that’s the way it has to be.”

All the old quarrels flared up again, the old charges of arrogance and pride and grandiosity. My uncles accused my father of treating his own family as if they were strangers. It was all part of the conflict between an old way of life and a new way of life. My father leaned toward modern ways. He wanted to be part of a new, socially modern Afghanistan, and this included the idea of nuclear families living in separate households. He and his brothers fell out over these issues. Finally, his brothers moved out in a huff. The truth is, their wives were pressing them as well. Quite understandably, my uncles’ wives wanted households of their own.

In any case, fault lines sprang up within my larger clan, endless small feuds that got patched up on holidays and flared up again soon after. Once they left, my uncles never did work with my father again. They tried different trades. One went into the army. Another tried to open his own tailor shop. When that failed, he worked as a plasterer. My uncles never quite found their footing. They never caught up with my ever-more-successful father, and as a result, they could never quite forgive him for quarrels they had forgotten the sources of.

Meanwhile, my mother had her own torment. Four years after getting married, she had still not gotten pregnant. She consulted doctors. The doctors said there was nothing wrong with her, and they could therefore do nothing to help her. She consulted mullahs; they told her to pray. She prayed and wept and prayed some more. She visited the shrines of saints and bought amulets. Nothing worked. During the course of all this my mother developed a little cough—the first sign of a problem that would virtually cripple her in later life. Our relatives were beginning to mutter. “The woman is sickly and barren,” they whispered to my father. “You should start looking for a second wife, someone who can give you children.” Chatter of this sort wounded my mother deeply.

And then, at last, it happened: Just after the Soviet army poured into Kabul, my mother got pregnant. A moment of tremendous terror for the country coincided with a moment of tremendous celebration and relief in my mother’s life and in the life of her little family.

That next year, as the Soviets were beginning to destroy the villages of Afghanistan, my brother Mahmoud was born. Not only had my mother given birth, but she had produced a boy. In terms of Afghan society, her triumph was complete. The relatives had nothing more to say. A couple of years later she gave birth to my older sister, Niloufar; and then, in 1987, at the height of the war between the mujahideen and the Soviets, I was born.
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