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A MIGHTY HEART




Prologue



I WRITE this book for you, Danny, because you had the courage of this most solitary act: to die with your hands in chains but your heart undefeated.

I write this book to do justice to you, and to tell the truth.

I write this book to show that you were right: The task of changing a hate-filled world belongs to each one of us.

I write this book because, in suppressing your life, the terrorists tried to kill me, too, and to kill our son, Adam. They sought to kill all those who identified with you.

I write this book to defy them, and in the knowledge that your courage and spirit can inspire others.

I write this book to pay tribute to all the people who helped and supported our family through terrible times, creating an emotional bridge for us to stand on.



I write this book for you, Adam, so you know that your father was not a hero but an ordinary man. An ordinary hero with a mighty heart.

I write this book for you so you can be free.







Chapter One



JANUARY 23, 2002. FOUR A.M.

Dawn will rise soon over Karachi. Curled in Danny’s warm embrace, I feel safe. I like that this position is called “spooning” in English. We are like spoons in a drawer, pressed to each another, each fitted to the other’s shape. I love these sweet moments of oblivion and the peace they bring me. No matter where we are—Croatia, Beirut, Bombay—this is my shelter. This is our way of meeting the challenge, of confronting the chaos of the world.

As I awaken, I struggle for the right words to describe this place. It is the curse of all journalists, I suppose, to be writing a story even as you are living it. I am not sure I’ll ever get to know Karachi. I have distrusted this city from the start, though we are partly here to find out if its bad reputation is deserved. Once relatively stable, even sleepy, Karachi became a nexus for drug and arms trafficking in the 1980s. Now the city is an intricate puzzle, decadent and beastly at the same time, metastasizing into a capital of blind hatred and violent militancy.

The Pakistani people are equally fractured. Those born in their own land hate the Muslim immigrants who arrived from India after the two countries were partitioned in 1947. The Sunni Muslims loathe the Shiite Muslims. Since 1998 more than seventy doctors have been assassinated in Karachi; most were Shiites mowed down by Sunni zealots. And the pro-Taliban fundamentalists, who have been sinking deep roots here, detest the rest of the world.

There are so many people in this city, but no one seems to know how to count them all. Are there ten million? Twelve? Fourteen? Most of Pakistan is landlocked, pressed between India and Afghanistan, with parts of its borders touching southwestern Iran and the farthermost reaches of China. But Karachi, on the brown coast of the Arabian Sea, is the country’s major port and, as such, is a magnet for migrants who drift in from the Pakistani countryside and across the border from even poorer places—Afghan villages, Bangladesh, the rural outposts of India. By day you see the poor burn under the scorching sun, selling vegetables and newspapers at dusty crossroads. At night they disappear in the labyrinthine streets, lending the city an air of foreboding. To us, this third-world city may glow with a feeble light, but Karachi draws the desperately poor like a torch draws fireflies.

Very rarely am I awake when Danny is still asleep, especially since I became pregnant. A ray of soft light enters our room, and falling back into sweet torpor, I gradually give up on the mysteries of Karachi and rejoin my husband in this privileged warm space of ours. Together, we can hold on to this night a little longer.



Seven A.M. Danny is pushing back the bedroom door with his foot. He brings coffee and dry—if not stale—biscuits to stave off the fits of nausea I still fight in the morning. Sometimes I have to rush to the bathroom to retch as soon as I wake. The noise alone can turn Danny pale. He seems so unhappy to witness my suffering that I try to muffle the sound track. Danny pretends the pregnancy is making me moody. A few days ago I chanced on a less than discreet email he sent his childhood friend Danny Gill in California:

Hey!…Mariane’s belly is getting very pronounced. It’s quite a thing to see. Due date is May, ground zero is Paris. She’s sick often, moody occasionally, hungry earlier than usual, impatient but only with Pakistanis, horny when other symptoms don’t get in the way….


To my mind, Danny’s moods have become unpredictable, too. I can’t tell if it is because he is about to become a father, or because the world has gone amok in the four months since the World Trade Center was brought down, taking with it more than a few certainties. Danny is the South Asia bureau chief for The Wall Street Journal. Militant Islamic terrorism may hit anywhere on the globe, but the heart (if you can call it that) of its network is here, in this region, and the work at hand is daunting.

Danny and I have always reported alongside each other. I accompany him on most of his interviews; he comes along for most of mine. Yet I do not kid myself. He is the more experienced journalist, and he works for one of the most powerful news organizations in the world, whereas I work primarily for French public radio and television, which has barely enough money to pay for my métro tickets back home in Paris. But our differences in background and in culture make us well matched. We know naturally when to hold back and let the other speak.

I make Danny laugh to help him forget his worries; I make sure there is silence when he concentrates. And we engage each other in endless philosophical debates—about truth and courage, about how to fight preconceived ideas, about how to learn from and respect other cultures. Still, to try to shed light on the nature of terrorist activities is to plunge into a kingdom of darkness.



Already it is getting hot. To make me feel better, Danny reminds me that today is the last day of this assignment in Pakistan. Tomorrow we will check in to a five-star hotel in Dubai and stretch out on the beaches of the Arabian Gulf. It’s a roundabout way back to our home in Bombay, but Pakistan and India are now at loggerheads, and there is no longer a direct connection between the neighboring countries. Battling over the disputed Himalayan territory of Kashmir, the two nations have escalated their historical animosity to the point that the world is braced for either side to unleash an attack against the other. Both Pakistan and India have used Kashmir as an excuse to justify recent military buildups; both possess arms of mass destruction; both strike poses as if they’ll use the weapons. I think of the cops of Karachi, patrolling the streets in their pitiful uniforms, batons their only weapons.

The tension is palpable. We hear it in the voices of our Pakistani friends. On December 24, 2001—the rare occasion that Christmas, Hanukkah, and Eid-ul-Fitr, the end of Ramadan, coincided—Danny received a note from an anxious friend in Peshawar, a relatively unstable city on the Pakistani-Afghan border:


Happy Eid and happy Crismiss to you. Please also tell us about your wife. Are Indian armies ready to fight with us but they do not know that the Muslims will sacrifice their lives for Islam. In the case of war, India will be divided in lot of pieces and Muslim will take away his [clothes].

My prayer is that OH GOD Save my country from his enemies.

Business conditions in Pakistan especially in Peshawar are not so good…. So at the end I say that God may live long for us and whole of yours family.

With best wishes,

Wasim



Wasim is the director of a noodle factory. Danny met him two years ago in the Tehran airport. A very conservative Muslim, Wasim distrusts Westerners in general, but we went to visit him last December, and he treated us as his special guests, plying us with local delights, grilled meats and pastries, and inviting us to visit the marketplaces during Ramadan. Strolling through one store, he randomly picked up a pair of high-heeled shoes, shoes no proper Muslim wife would ever wear, and he insisted on buying them for me. On another night we had the honor of being invited to dinner at his house, a two-story mansion in an overcrowded area of the city. After we arrived, Danny disappeared in a cloud of several men, while seven women swooped in to take charge of me. Sitting cross-legged on carpets and removing their veils, they studied me with intense and unapologetic curiosity as they made me eat three plates of meatballs and rice.

Danny wrote back to Wasim:

Wishing you a happy Christmas, Hanukkah, and Eid. Mariane and I are taking my colleague and our local Kashmiri carpet dealers out for Christmas dinner. So we’ll have three Muslims, two Jews and a Buddhist, which sounds like the beginning of an airplane joke, but may be a good way to wish peace on earth—or at least in Kashmir. Danny.


We are staying with Danny’s dear friend and colleague from The Wall Street Journal, Asra Q. Nomani, a most unconventional woman. An Indian-born Muslim, Asra was raised in West Virginia, and she is in Karachi to complete research on a book she’s writing about Tantra. Tantra is generally associated with the sexual practices taught in The Kama Sutra; Asra insists she is focusing on its spiritual side. She is short and feminine but athletic, and striking-looking. Hers is an assertive beauty: Her shoulder-length black hair glistens with the oil that Indians use for daily head massages, and her face is dominated by sharp, broad cheekbones and eyes so dark and large that in repose, she can look like an ancient statue of Saraswati, the goddess who possesses all the learnings of the Vedas, from wisdom to devotion. But in this world she is also outrageously avant-garde. Unmarried women do not, as a rule, live alone in Karachi, but that hasn’t stopped Asra, and she has rented a huge house in a district that is, oddly, named Defense Phase 5. Not only that, she has recently fallen in love with one of the sons of Pakistan’s elite, nine years her junior. He is an attractive young man whom I immediately find somewhat empty.

To welcome us, Asra has planted flowers at the entrance to the house, which is in a gated community, one of the most luxurious in Karachi. Here, the houses are guarded by a handful of skinny men, who take turns stationing themselves in a guardhouse, the main purpose of which is to protect them from the relentless heat. The neighbors hold good positions in the army and the government, or perhaps organized crime. The terrible gangster Dawood Ibrahim, by reputation a bloody barbarian, is supposed to have property around here. Danny has toyed with the idea of profiling him for the paper.

Inside, Asra has prepared a true honeymooners’ bedroom for us. There are flowers and pine-scented candles, a bottle of massage oil, another of bubble bath. To the left of our bed, a small window covered with wire looks out onto a room off the courtyard where a foldout cot occupies the place of honor next to a clothesline draped with children’s clothes. This is the property of the house servants, Shabir and Nasrin, who could themselves be called the property of the house, because Asra hired them when she rented the place. I visited their room. They have nothing. They sleep on the floor, and their tiny daughter, Kashva, a doll-like girl with short hair, sleeps tucked between her parents. Nasrin is pregnant. I dare not say “like me,” so different will our two children’s destinies be.

Danny draws the curtain on the scene, his gesture a perfect metaphor for how one tends to deal with poverty everywhere. Our honeymoon room already looks like a whirlwind swept through it. This is Danny’s way of moving in, his trademark. He opens his suitcases and scatters everything within them. Socks. The French comic books he uses to learn my native language (and which he thoroughly enjoys). Shaving equipment. His Flatiron mandolin, handmade in Bozeman, Montana, and more portable than his violin. Upstairs, his tools of the trade have already devoured Asra’s office—a laptop, a Palm Pilot with the special keyboard Danny uses when he’s traveling, a variety of wired devices, a digital camera, stacks of expense receipts, and Super Conquérant notebooks, which he buys in bulk in papeteries in Paris.

Danny emerges from the bathroom in his shorts, cell phone in hand. He is one of those rare men whose eyes, those chestnut green eyes, always betray him; he cannot hide anything, especially when he’s in a playful mood. I smile because I find him beautiful, and because my love for him is absolute. Without dropping the phone, he slips under the sheet. He crawls carefully over my body and reaches my rounded belly, where he starts a private conversation with our child in a tongue known only by the two of them. All I can gather is that he makes many promises for the moment the baby comes out. I weave my fingers through his thick brown hair.

Danny goes to the most unexpected hairstylists. Funny phrase, that. The more picturesque the barbershop, the happier Danny is. Most of the time the barbers don’t speak English, but this way one is always assured of a surprising result. This is Danny’s way of facing the world: with trust. When we moved to Bombay in October 2000, the first thing he did was go to the barber on our small street. The fellow might have been cutting a white boy’s hair for the first time in his entire life, but he had a great ancient barber chair with a dirty white leather seat and red armrests. I sat on the bench just behind Danny, following the action in the mirror. Everything was silent except for the drone of the flies and the snipping of the scissors. Suddenly I realized women were not supposed to be here. Well, blame it on the cultural gap, I thought; I’m staying. The barber began massaging Danny’s head so vigorously that it whipped back and forth. Danny looked stricken with shyness, and he fought hard to avoid me in the mirror. I nervously laughed so hard that tears came to my eyes. But they turned into real tears when I was startled by the awareness that we were actually going to live right here, on this very street, which was filled with rats, and where women weren’t welcome, and where everyone seemed stern and stiff and cold. Where I was going to be a foreigner. An outsider.



Danny is still talking to “Embryo,” as we call him—I think he is telling Embryo that he will be a boy. We found out the day before coming to Karachi, at a sophisticated clinic in Islamabad, Pakistan’s capital, where they not only perform prenatal sonograms but claim to be able to influence the gender of the baby.

“BOY! IT’S A BOY! WHOO HOO!! Rock n Roll!! F-in A, man! We BAD, dude, We F-ing BAD!!!” Danny emailed Danny Gill. “Don’t get me wrong, a girl would be great too. But IT’S A BOY! HOWOOOO! HOWOOOOO! BOYS RULE!!!”

I actually feel a little strange about carrying the male sex inside of me. When I tell Danny this, his eyes light up, as they always do when he’s about to crack a joke. “You know, honey,” he says, “that’s how it all started…”

This morning Danny is more solemn. “It’s incredible how much you can love somebody you haven’t even met yet,” he marvels. He says he wants to study the whole Encyclopaedia Britannica to be able to answers those questions kids never stop asking, like “How can you keep the sky from falling?”

Danny gets up and finishes dressing. His glasses give him a serious look, and when he works, he always dresses with understated elegance. He might have a little weakness for beautiful ties, but he doesn’t look anything like a baroudeur, one of those swashbuckling journalists in their ready-for-action safari jackets.

I have a cold. It is already 95 degrees, but I have a cold and a headache, and there will be a dinner party here tonight, and I don’t feel up to doing much of anything. It will take all my energy to prepare for the interview I have to tape for French radio with the director of an organization that tries to protect women from domestic violence. As in India, where the horrifying problem has received more attention, domestic abuse is rife here, with shocking numbers of wives being beaten by their husbands, or worse—attacked with acid, even burned alive.

Danny’s schedule today is especially hectic, with meetings stacked up like planes over a crowded airport. It is always this way on the final day of an assignment; there are so many more interviews to conduct, so many more leads to pursue. Among other appointments, he’s meeting with a cyber-crime expert, someone at the U.S. consulate, and a representative of the Pakistani Federal Investigation Agency (FIA). He has meetings with the Civil Aviation Authority director to talk about border surveillance as Pakistan tries to prevent terrorists from turning Karachi into their safe haven. Most pressing of all, he is investigating links between Richard C. Reid, the pitifully ugly “shoe bomber,” and a radical Muslim cleric in Karachi.

Since Reid was thwarted in his attempt to blow up a Paris-to-Miami flight on December 22, several facts have been established, in particular this: Reid was acting on orders from someone within the Al Qaeda network in Pakistan, and very possibly in this city. Originally, Reid was to fly on December 21, but he was questioned so extensively at the Paris airport, his plane left without him. He then emailed someone in Pakistan and asked, “I missed my plane, what should I do?”

The anonymous reply: “Try to take another one as soon as possible.”

Who was the man in Pakistan? The Boston Globe reported that Reid had visited the Karachi home of Sheikh Mubarak Ali Shah Gilani, an apparently respected spiritual leader. But was Gilani more than a spiritual adviser to Reid? Was it he who ordered Reid onto the Paris-to-Miami flight? After weeks of trying to track down Gilani through intermediaries, Danny finally seems to have secured an interview with him. They are to meet early this evening.

Danny will be accompanied on his morning round of appointments by a new “fixer,” a man named Saeed. The fixer is the lifeblood of the correspondent. In regions where everything from government speeches to body language must be deciphered, they serve as multidimensional translators. Navigators, too. Saeed is not getting off to a good start. He’s just called to say that he’s lost. This worries Asra. “What kind of fixer is that, who doesn’t even know his way around Karachi?” Saeed is a reporter at Jang, the major Urdu newspaper. The paper claims about two million readers, which, as Danny notes, is about as many copies as The Wall Street Journal sells; comparisons stop there, though. Saeed finally arrives an hour or so late. What is most impressive about him, besides his Western-style checked shirt and pleated trousers, is how jittery he is.



Once Danny leaves, our big house falls into silence. Across the street, parrots of a startling green color talk away, offering a welcome change from the cynical chuckling of the hooded black crows that provide unavoidable company in southern Asia. In the main room, Nasrin crouches on the floor, gathering dust with a handmade broom of twigs tied up with rope. Her daughter, Kashva, follows her like a little shadow. I scare the girl in spite of my attempts to befriend her, but she is fascinated by Danny, who is always more attractive to children than I am.

My headache is frightening. I think with nostalgia about the days when aspirin was permissible. I return to our room to rest a bit, and to daydream about Danny, who is out reporting in the city. I love the way the shirt he so carefully irons in the morning invariably winds up rumpled and falling out of his trousers by early afternoon. Danny erupts into people’s offices, his hands always too full, juggling Palm Pilot and pads and pens and documents spilling out of manila envelopes. He wins people over so naturally. I think it is a subtle combination of his boyishness and good manners. Or is it because Danny never lies?

In his early days at the Journal, Danny became known for his delightful A-heds, the quirky articles the paper runs in the middle of the front page. He wrote about the world’s biggest carpet being woven in Iran (“This is a small town in search of a really big floor”). In Astrakhan he wrote about caviar merchants who are increasing the caviar supply by injecting sturgeons with hormones to make them produce more eggs, which can then be scooped out during a sort of fish cesarean section (“Thus was stitch-free sturgeon surgery born”). Danny can spin unexpected tales straight out of the ordinary.

But I really admire the way Danny has begun to go deeper, further, with his reporting in recent years. The territory he now explores is less certain. He weaves his way through a world filled with narrow, conflicting views. He peers down alleyways, connects the dots, explains the butterfly effect—how the slightest movement in one place can have massive consequences somewhere else. I see Danny growing and taking responsibility as a writer and as a man. He is becoming more genuinely concerned about a world he embraces ambitiously. He makes me believe in the power of journalism.

A year ago in Bombay, influenced by the spiritual heft of India, I rolled my office chair next to Danny’s desk and asked him which value he considered most essential—in other words, what did he see as his personal religion? I didn’t mean a religion inherited from a tradition, but the values he placed above all else. Danny, who was then working on an article about pharmaceutical products, told me he understood and promised he would think it over. A few minutes later, he rolled his matching chair next to mine. “Ethics,” he declared with a triumphant air. “Ethics and truth.”

In a few days, that conviction was put to the test when we arrived in the state of Gujarat in northern India. The region had suffered a massive earthquake, and casualties were considerable. Neither of us had ever reported a natural disaster, and as we came closer to the epicenter, the horror almost overwhelmed us. The earth’s crust seemed to have crumbled under the force; it was easy to see that hundreds of victims were buried in the rubble. We watched mutely as a corpse was extracted. The smell of death was everywhere.

I was working as part of a reporting team for a French publication. When I kicked in my file, one of the staff writers didn’t find my descriptions “colorful enough” and proceeded to invent a series of scintillating details. Back in Bombay, Danny and I had dinner with him. The man was a senior reporter, but all he could talk about was the contempt with which he viewed journalism. He talked about illusions and lies, about news as spectacle. He seemed totally indifferent to any sense of responsibility, to any regard for truth. He seemed half dead.

After the meal, Danny slipped away to his desk, where, depressed, he sat for a long time with his head in his hands. He had already written an article about the economic consequences of the earthquake, but he hadn’t been able to shake either the stench of decomposing bodies or the feeling that he’d failed to adequately, truthfully describe what he’d witnessed. So he wrote a follow-up:

What is India’s earthquake zone really like? It smells. It reeks. You can’t imagine the odor of several hundred bodies, decaying for five days as search teams pick away at slabs of crumbled buildings in this town…. Numbers of dead are thrown about—25,000, 100,000—but nobody really knows. And it isn’t just the number that explains why the world media are here. AIDS will kill more Indians this year but get less coverage here. In India’s Orissa state, reports are emerging of starvation from drought. In Afghanistan, refugees are freezing to death in camps. But an earthquake is sudden death, a much more compelling story….


Lying on our bed in Asra’s unlikely house, waiting for my headache to subside, I flip desultorily through a notebook I started writing three weeks ago, when we were last here. We celebrated New Year’s Eve with Asra and her young lover, who took us to countless parties of very little interest, where everyone was dressed in black, as in New York or Bombay. In the car, between destinations, I took notes (the irregularity of my handwriting evidence of The Lover’s increasingly high spirits):


Karachi, December 31st, 2001, 22:45. Three journalists about to spend New Years in Karachi. All three in love. Happy…. Tense about what’s about to happen in 2002? Not a single word spoken indicating worries. If bin Laden’s name is mentioned, it is for jokes only.

I arrived from Paris this morning. I went half way across the globe to be together with my loving husband and my coming baby. I brought some cheese from my fine food store in Montmartre and some scotch for Danny in a little bottle.

This guy is driving like a nut….



Danny is back before four P.M. for a brief visit. As usual, I run into his arms and bury my face in his neck. I stay there, wanting to get drunk on his smell, wanting to feel some of his sweat. I do not like to be separated from him. Sometimes, after I’ve gone somewhere, I find him at the front door waiting for my return. He takes me in his arms and tells me how much he has missed me. He squeezes me tight with one hand, and with the other, he caresses my face, calling me “My wife, my life.”

Occasionally I like to be separated from him for a few days just to savor this feeling we have—painful but delicious—when the one we love is absent. Just for the pleasure of finding him again when he comes to pick me up at the airport. Of reading the emails he sends me from a stop in transit, for the mere pleasure of hearing him tell me, “I’m on my way.” Only when I am back with him do I feel whole.

Conventionally speaking, I am not a good spouse. I can’t sew or iron. I can cook only one dish, and I never remember to buy toilet paper. The good news is that Danny doesn’t seem to notice (except for the toilet paper). Our complicity grows richer every day, made out of trying moments, new challenges, true joys. Danny loves to be proud of me. Last October, at a film festival in Montreal, I won an award for a controversial documentary I made for French and German public television about Israel’s use of genetic screening. Under Israel’s Law of Return, almost any Jew has the right to return to the ancient homeland. But how do you make sure someone is actually Jewish? To determine who qualifies, Israeli authorities have used DNA testing to examine applicants’ genetic makeup. My film explored the political and sociological implications of this process, which are confusing and disturbing. The moment he heard the news, Danny, who was in Kuwait, shot me an email: “My Baby’s an award-winner! signed, Proud Husband.”



It is time for all of us to get moving. I’m running late for my interview with the domestic-violence expert; Asra has errands to run before the dinner party; Danny must get over to the headquarters of Cybernet, an internet service provider, to see what information he can gather on Richard C. Reid’s email exchange. Then he will move on to two more appointments before, at last, his rendezvous with the elusive Sheikh Gilani. We scurry through the house, tossing our tools into our bags—tape recorders, cell phones, special notepads, Palms. How is it that in a house this big you can still get in one another’s way?

Asra calls over to the Sheraton Hotel to line up a car for each of us. In Karachi you don’t fool around. Conventional protocol decrees that you hire a trustworthy car and driver to take you on your rounds and wait at each stop. Although he has traveled all over the world and reported from some of its more dangerous corners, Danny is a believer in playing it safe. He is by nature a cautious man. When we moved to Bombay, he drove our car dealer crazy by insisting that seat belts be installed in the backseat of our gray Hyundai Santro. In the backseat? They thought it was cute; he felt it was imperative.

The Sheraton has no car to send over. This has never happened before. Asra tries another local service that rents out cars and drivers, but there, too, the wait will be long—at least twenty minutes. If we wait that long, Danny will miss his first appointment, which will derail his second appointment and threaten the third. In desperation, we send Shabir, the house servant, out past the guardhouse to hail two cabs at the corner. As if it will make one come faster, Danny impatiently stands on his toes and hops up and down. He repeatedly checks the fancy silver watch I gave him for his last birthday, his thirty-eighth. At last Shabir reappears on his bicycle, leading two taxis. I signal to Danny to take the first, since he is in the greater hurry. After he tosses his bag in, he cups my neck with his free hand, pulls me to him, and kisses my cheek. Then he dives into the backseat of the cab.

In a matter of seconds, Danny is gone.







Chapter Two



I COOK at best twice a year, and always the same dish, the only one my Cuban mother, Marita, could convince me to learn. Her picadillo is a perfectly balanced chili, comforting and surprising, with briny bites of capers and sweet raisins hiding in the ground beef and tomatoes and onions. In this Muslim country, I’m unable to buy the pork I usually add, but tonight everything else will be there—red beans if there are no black-eyed peas, plantains, avocados, white rice. This is the right dish, I think, to bring a touch of Latin brio to the heaviness of Karachi, and to celebrate our impending departure. For months we’ve focused on terrorism, war, ethnic and religious hatred. We’ve been immersed in it, and we need to come up for air.

Tonight, at Asra’s house on Zamzama Street, we will be entertaining some of her new friends, most of whom she’s met through The Lover. These are young, handsome, moneyed Pakistanis—financial analysts for multinational corporations, brokers, players in the high-tech world. Asra is particularly pleased that one of her guests is a feudal lord, “a real one.” He is a young man born under an old star, the scion of one of the families that has controlled this territory since British colonialists carved it up over two hundred years ago. To be sure, the modern world has chipped away at the old feudal system, and it has evolved since the relatively recent formation of Pakistan. But it strikes me as barbaric that feudal lords continue to exercise a quasi-divine authority over tenants and sharecroppers, limiting access to education, a decent legal system, and, of course, land. Our guest’s family, we’ve heard, owns eighty thousand acres in this province—remarkable, since land reform supposedly limits ownership to 150 acres.

The young man is engaged but permitted only chaperoned visits with his fiancée between seven and nine P.M., so he will be coming alone. As for the others, I am skeptical about the lot of them, but Asra is lonely, and she is trying to make a life for herself in Karachi. Two days ago she was so miserable that she seemed on the verge of falling apart, ready to leave the country altogether. What made her decide to stay was the delivery boy who brought her the chicken biryani she ordered. He’d sworn he would deliver Asra’s order in a half hour, and she’d doubted him. “Oh, sure, insha’allah,” she said with a defeated shrug, God willing. But he’d made it with two minutes to spare.

“You are amazing!” Asra told him. “You saved me from leaving Pakistan.” The poor delivery boy didn’t have a clue what she was talking about, but her point was this: “I took it as a sign from God. He gave me hope that this society is actually capable of being functional.” Thus she decided to stay.

Asra, I have learned, obeys a logic all her own.

Perhaps it’s because of the fracture between her two identities. Born in India to Muslim parents and raised in Morgantown, West Virginia, she bears the psychic scars common to all who have pulled their roots out of one land only to discover that transplanting them in another is not easy. In Morgantown (voted “the best small city east of the Mississippi”), she helped her father open the sole mosque in town. Not easy. In 1992 she agreed to return to Pakistan and marry a Muslim. Also not easy, by any stretch of the imagination.

The father of the man she married sat Asra down during her honeymoon and outlined her new identity: “First, you are Muslim. Second, you are Pakistani. Third, you are Urdu-speaking.” Asra felt like a cat on a leash. She tried to be a good new bride. She made the rounds, saying little and trying to look pretty in gold Stuart Weitzman pumps.

The marriage lasted less than three months.

Asra was again living in West Virginia when, as she put it, “the region where I was born suddenly became the center of the world,” and she felt compelled to return and report the story. But she was on leave from The Wall Street Journal, so she lined up assignments from two publications—the on-line magazine Salon.com, and the Morgantown (W. Va.) Dominion Post.

The articles for her hometown paper are composed as letters to the classmates of Samir and Safiyyah, her beloved niece and nephew, and they star Merve and Blink. Merve is a small stuffed unicorn; Blink is…well, that’s hard to say. Maybe a donkey. These raggedy animals have traveled with Asra all over South Asia, into the Himalayas, over to Allahabad. They’ve even been to Afghanistan, though not for very long.

As soon as journalists were permitted to cross the Pakistan-Afghanistan border in late October and November, Asra decided that she, too, should report from the front, which meant, among other things, filing the Kabul-bound adventures of Merve and Blink for the Dominion Post. Asra’s dispatches are always illustrated by a photo of Merve and Blink on location, so one kilometer into Afghanistan, Asra paused to pull the critters from her bag for their photo op. When she looked up, menacing Afghans were aiming Kalishnikovs at her head. A short time later, her guides began acting surly and rough, contemptuous. What she saw in their eyes terrified her. She was a woman traveling alone, in a country that had not seen exposed female faces in over five years. She turned back and cried tears of frustration all the way to Pakistan.

Asra may be irresponsible sometimes, but I must admit I find her fantasy delightful. Who else would risk her life to take stuffies to Afghanistan?



Danny is still at his afternoon appointment, but I’ve finished interviewing the domestic-violence expert. When I emerge from my meeting, I find the massively built taxi driver who brought me here waiting out front. When Asra put me in the cab earlier, she demanded authoritatively, “Kheyal karoe”—take care of her—and he apparently has every intention of doing so. For the most part, Pakistanis belong to one of four ethnic groups: Punjabi, Baluchi, Sindhi, or Pathan. My driver is a bearded Pathan, with staggering shoulders and a broad smile. At regular intervals, he earnestly studies me in the rearview mirror and asks, “Teek hay?”

Yes, I’m okay. My head still aches, but I’ll live.

Asra and I need to shop for the dinner we’re throwing tonight, so the kindly driver and I swing by Asra’s to pick her up, then move on to Agha’s, a grocery store frequented by foreigners and the Karachi elite. Shopping is much easier here than in Bombay; we find all the ingredients we need. While filling up our basket, we discuss the virulent anti-American sentiment in the air. It’s getting on our nerves. It’s systematic, little constrained by fact or analysis. It pours out of people, and not just Islamic conservatives. It is a comfortable anger, an easy conversation piece for The Lover’s set, as they relax around a weekend campfire on French Beach along the Arabian Sea. Tonight at our party, in their Armani suits, AmEx corporate cards in their wallets, they will not miss an opportunity to vent, regardless of our feelings. It is turning Asra and me into the most unlikely pair of flag-wavers, even as we’re aware that Americans are doing an equally good job of reducing culture to a caricature.

As we shop, Danny phones. He’s finished his meeting at Cybernet. “I think I’ve found the shoe-bomber’s email address,” Danny reports excitedly. He’s en route to his seven P.M. meeting and will be a bit late to dinner but home by nine P.M., he figures. He loves me a lot. He calls me “baby.”

The conversation is clipped. At dusk in Karachi, everything grows rushed. The street vendors pack up, traffic congestion gets worse, believers quit the mosques, and the town, which is overwhelmingly masculine, gets even more crowded. I can picture Danny somewhere in this mass of human beings, eager to record just one more voice before his day is over. I smile at his boyish intensity.

Earlier, he met with Randall Bennett, regional security officer at the U.S. consulate in Karachi. The consulate is a cluster of buildings set off the road next to the Marriott Hotel, tucked behind concrete barriers. There, Danny solicited Bennett’s advice for his meeting with Sheikh Gilani.

“Will it be safe?” Danny asked.

“I stated that the only way he should go would be if it were held in an active public gathering place,” Randall will recall later. “He stated that they planned to meet at the Village Restaurant, and that he felt comfortable with that. I concurred.”

Danny then met with Jameel Yusuf, a highly successful Karachi businessman who heads up an unusual organization called the Citizen-Police Liaison Committee (CPLC). Yusuf formed the group in 1989 when he grew infuriated by the wave of kidnappings for ransom menacing the business community. The Karachi police were ineffectual in combating the threat, so Yusuf mobilized fellow businessmen, and they transformed themselves into a sophisticated band of crime fighters. The CPLC has tackled 275 kidnapping cases since its inception, and kidnappings have been reduced by 75 percent.

If anyone understands risks in Karachi, it’s Yusuf. “Is meeting Gilani safe?” Danny asked him.

“As long as you stay in a public place,” Yusuf answered.

Danny then called Asif, the fixer he used back in Islamabad. It was Asif who originally put Danny in touch with the contact who promised to lead him to the cleric. At six-thirty P.M., Danny asked Asif, “How dangerous is it to see Gilani?”

“It depends on where you meet,” Asif told him. “Is Mariane going?”

Danny directed his taxi driver to drop him off at the Village Restaurant by the Hotel Metropole. Back in the 1960s and ’70s, before former prime minister Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto tried to appease the fundamentalists by cracking down on alcohol and clubs, the Metropole was the place to drink and dance. Today it is a sad hotel for low-budget travelers. It is here that Danny is to meet the man who will lead him to the elusive Sheik Mubarak Ali Shah Gilani.



After weeks of walking Pakistan’s dust, I want to feel pretty tonight, like a woman. I pull from my luggage the one dress I can still fit into that is modest enough for Karachi. It is black, and over it falls a white crocheted chemise; I look not unlike a penguin. Asra slips into a pair of black nylon pants that have white Nike swooshes at the ankles. She owns ten pairs of these pants. They’re perfect for hanging with the Pakistani elite—loose without being too loose, sleek enough to feel festive, especially with her fancy high heels.

We put on Springsteen’s Live album, Asra lights candles, and I confront the mountain of ingredients waiting for me on the kitchen counter. Around eight P.M., I call Danny to check in. That’s how we always proceed: If one of us goes alone to an appointment, the other calls every ninety minutes or so to check in and ensure all is well. His phone is off. There might be dozens of reasons for Danny to turn off his cell phone, but he doesn’t usually. “Your correspondent cannot be reached at this moment. Please try again later,” says the cheerily robotic, feminine voice, which then repeats the message in Urdu. I will come to detest that voice.

The guests begin to arrive. They walk in waving lit cigarettes, the men clean-shaven and beautifully tailored, the women elegant in black outfits, with proper pumps and modest makeup. I greet them, but I am distracted. They gather in the living room, their rapid Urdu and English punctuated by laughter. Most are childhood friends and marvelously comfortable in one another’s company. As the guests settle back with bottles of Murree Brewery beer that we bought from a bootlegger, Asra busies herself in the dining room. I am in the kitchen seriously overcooking the picadillo. I have been calling Danny every fifteen minutes, and I keep getting the same damn message.

Asra leads the young feudal lord on a tour of the house. On the second floor she points to the sweet sitting room where she works. The room is bizarrely shaped, a parallelogram gone wrong. Her desk is one of the smallest rolltop desks I have ever seen, so small that Danny’s ThinkPad looks beefy on it.

“So, this is the CIA cell?” the feudal lord asks with a guffaw.

Asra doesn’t answer, but I don’t think she finds his witticism any more amusing than I do when she tells me about it later. Why is there always this suspicion that reporters are spies? The feudal lord may have said it as a joke, but in a country as tense and paranoid as Pakistan, such an aside is never funny.

It is now ten o’clock. An impatient Lover appears by the stove. “Hey, everybody’s got to work in the morning,” he says. I realize that the sooner we usher our guests to the table, the sooner they’ll be out the door. A few minutes later, I hardly hear the polite compliments of the diners gathered around the table. I play at eating and feel lucky—the guests expect little from me. Instinctually, I place my hands on my belly and, in my heart, unite the three of us—Danny, our child, and me. Tuning out the boisterous chatter, I pray, silently formulating Nam Myoho Renge Kyo, the Buddhist mantra I have chanted for more than eighteen years. To my intense relief, the guests eat quickly, and all but The Lover are gone by eleven P.M.

Ignoring the party’s debris, we head to Asra’s office to take stock. The Lover stretches out on one of the sofalike beds and pulls Asra down beside him. Holding her in his arms, he lights up some hash. In a pinched drawl, he says, “Maybe they’ve taken him to a madrassa where there are no phones. Or maybe he’s out of town. When you get out of Karachi, you get out of reach. Happens.”

He really irritates me. What he doesn’t understand is that this has never happened, not in Kosovo or Saudi Arabia or Iran. No matter where Danny has been, he has always found a way to get to a phone and call me.

Asra and I leave the young man to his smoke and huddle before Danny’s computer, searching for clues. We scan his calendar and emails. “Chaudrey Bashir Ahmad Shabbir,” I read out loud. Asra writes down the name and phone number.

Bashir. Of course. He’s the one who was to introduce Danny to Gilani.

We find several emails in Danny’s archives from Bashir, under the email address “nobadmashi@yahoo.com.” “That’s weird,” says Asra.

“Why?”

“Nobadmashi means ‘no wrongdoing’ in Urdu.”

The whole exchange is weird. We study the messages intently, not yet able to grasp their full significance. Bashir and Danny have obviously been in touch for a while. On January 16, when Danny and I were in Peshawar, Bashir wrote:


Thank you very much for your articles—I enjoyed reading them and I have passed on the print-out to Shah Saab [Gilani]. He has now gone to Karachi for a few days and I am sure that when he returns we can go and see him. I am sorry to have not replied to you earlier, I was preoccupied with looking after my wife who has been ill. Please pray for her health.

Looking forward to seeing you,

Adaab,

Chaudrey Bashir Ahmad Shabbir



Three days later, Danny received another email, an uncommonly chatty one:


Dear Mr Pearl,

I’m so sorry to have been out of touch with you earlier…I’ve managed to misplace your phone-number…I think I gave you my older brother’s number last time only to return home and find out he has sold it! We have applied for a home line and as soon as we pay the “relevant people” we will get it. Such is Pakistan! My wife is back home from hospital alhamdolillah and the whole experience was a real eye-opener. The poor people who fall ill here and have to go to the hospital have a really miserable and harassing time. It made me realize once again that our family has a lot to be grateful for. The Shaikh says that gratitude is the essence of faith.

I spoke to the Shaikh’s secretary yesterday and he told me that the Shaikh-Saab has read your articles and that you are welcome to meet him. However it will be a number of days before he returns from Karachi. If Karachi is in your program you are welcome to see him there….



Learning this, Danny changed our plans and made Karachi part of our “program,” even though we had been intending to leave the country very soon. Bashir responded to the news quickly:

It is sad you are leaving Pakistan so soon—I hope you have enjoyed your stay. I will arrange an appointment with the Shaikh in Karachi for you on Tuesday or Wednesday, depending on his time-table…. He will give me the number of one of his mureeds [disciples] whom you can call when you get there. The mureed will take you to see him. Please give the Sheikh my regards and respect and ask him to continue to remember me in his prayers.


Ah. So now we know Bashir was not the go-between Danny was meeting this afternoon. A mureed was. Who, then? Who, for that matter, is this sheikh?

We Google “Gilani.” For someone who has been described as the “secretive” leader of an “obscure Muslim sect,” there’s an awful lot on-line. Danny and I had, of course, discussed Gilani to a certain degree, but I didn’t know that a 1998 U.S. State Department report defined his organization, Jamaat al-Fuqra, as “a terrorist group committed to waging jihad, or holy war, against the United States.” Or that the FBI holds its members responsible for at least seventeen bombings and twelve murders in the States. Gilani founded the group in Brooklyn, New York, twenty-odd years ago, and since then, cells of radical Muslims, mostly African-Americans, have spread across the U.S. from rural corners of Virginia to the Colorado Rockies to the foothills of the Sierras in California. He has brought more than a hundred American disciples to Pakistan for religious and military training, and other supporters can be found in the Caribbean and Europe.

Did Danny know all this? Did he know that “terrorism specialists suspect that Fuqra is supported—or at least condoned—by influential Pakistani governmental officials”? Or that Gilani has been suspected of having ties to the terrorists who bombed the World Trade Center in 1993?

“Just because it’s on the Internet doesn’t mean it’s true,” Asra says, sensing my alarm.

I am frightened all the same. Gilani’s hands are stained, directly or indirectly, with the blood of several victims. And our most plausible assumption is that Danny has been forcibly retained in a madrassa by this man or his subordinates.

The Lover’s voice floats from the couch again. “They probably made him stay for the night. Those people are very hospitable.”

I want to push him off his perch.

Asra tries to calm me. “Oh yes, I bet in the morning they’ll feed him a Pakistani omelette with green peppers and onions, and give him some roti, and then send him home. He’ll come home through the gate all pissed off that he wasn’t allowed to call.”

“I have to go to work in the morning,” whines the thick-voiced Lover from his chaise.

“Go to bed,” Asra says gently. “We’ll get you up in time.”

Danny has downloaded the January 6 Boston Globe article that prompted his pursuit of Gilani. In it, reporter Farah Stockman established the connection between Reid and the cleric. Nothing Stockman reported makes me any more sanguine.

“Over the years,” Stockman wrote, “Gilani has sent young men to wage jihad against Indian rule in Kashmir, against Russians in Chechnya, Serbs in Bosnia, and to fight Israelis. He set up training camps in Abbotabad, Pakistan, about a three-hour drive from the capital, and other parts of the country.” One of the places where Gilani’s followers study and train is in Lahore, “on the eastern-most edge of Pakistan that has been home to a number of spiritual leaders, Kashmiri militants, and madrassas, schools that have groomed Taliban leaders.”

“‘[Reid] was there,’ said [an] official, referring to Gilani’s walled compound in Lahore…. A member of Gilani’s large extended family also said that Reid had visited the home.”

In the article, Stockman quoted Khalid Khawaja, a close friend of Gilani, who denied any connection between the two. “‘He is not a follower, and he is not known to any of the people within our system,’” Khawaja said of Reid.

The denial is pro forma, but the mention of the “close friend” chills us. Khawaja is a fascinating but dubious character, one of those people who seems to know everybody, at least in militant Islamist circles. A former Pakistani intelligence agent and air force officer, Khawaja loves nothing more than to entertain journalists, especially Americans. He loves to watch their faces when he tells them he is a friend of Osama bin Laden. Danny and I have interviewed Khawaja several times, as has Asra, and found him to be, in Danny’s blunt terms, “Nice guy, but a bit of a psycho.”

Danny and I met with him in Islamabad shortly after the 9/11 attacks, and more recently in early January, in an office he uses in a relatively empty house in a gated district apparently reserved for military. Asra visited him at his real home in September, when she was staying at her paternal aunt’s house. “You might want to interview our neighbor,” her aunt had said helpfully. “He’s a religious man, a friend of bin Laden’s and the Taliban. He fought with the Afghan resistance.” And so, escorted by her aunt and uncle, Asra paid a call to Khalid Khawaja, and the three of them sat and listened politely as he ranted and raved about the righteousness of the Muslim jihad against America.

Asra would watch him every morning as, after prayers, he headed down the street, hands clasped behind his back, for a daily stroll around the little local park. One day she joined him, and as they walked, he described how he, along with the influential Pakistani-American businessman Mansur Ejaz and former CIA chief James Woolsey, had tried to hammer out an agreement that would have averted war between the United States and the Taliban. The effort failed.

Khawaja spun a similar story to Danny and me, and while we were never able to nail down all the facts, we were inclined to believe a part. But much of what Khawaja told us was total and ugly fabrication: “You know who was behind the attack on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon?” Khawaja asked us in September. “The Jews did it, the Mossad, it can only be them.”

That was not the first time we’d been exposed to “the Jew theory.” We’d heard it the day before from Hamid Gul. The director of Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI), Pakistani intelligence, from 1987 to 1989, Gul is considered the architect of the Afghan jihad, the man who masterminded the war financed by the U.S. Central Intelligence Agency and waged by the mujahideens against the Soviet occupiers. A decade ago, Gul was the most powerful man in the region; some called him the “godfather of the Taliban.” But power, like an unfaithful mistress, had left him without turning back. New alliances had been formed, and Hamid Gul wasn’t part of them.

I could feel the bitterness behind his assured diatribe. Gul manifested the same fanatical exaltation we saw in Khawaja, and in so many others we met in the days after September 11. It was a craving for revenge that had been unsatisfied for too long. It was a dominating and burning desire.

After an hour-long monologue during which Gul insisted that Osama bin Laden couldn’t have had anything to do with the attacks, he had leaned in toward us conspiratorially. “Do you know,” he said, “that the four thousand Jews who normally worked at the World Trade Center were all absent on that day?”

To the day I die, I will love the cool with which Danny responded. “Really?” he said, without any perceptible trace of irony.

The “theory” was that the perpetrators had secretly notified all the Jewish workers in the Twin Towers so they would fail to show up for work and thereby be spared the terrible fate. The allegations apparently originated on Al Manar, the TV channel of Hezbollah, the Lebanese Islamist party, not long after 9/11. Once the ugly rumor hit the Internet, it found dedicated converts throughout the fundamentalist world.

In an article Danny filed just ten days after the attacks, he wrote, “A theory that Jews or Israelis engineered the September 11 attacks on the United States is gaining credibility among Muslim intellectuals, in a disturbing sign of how little globalization has bridged gaps in perception.”

In Pakistan, Danny reported, pilots, scientists, and experts had gathered for analysis, and they had all concluded that the attacks could not have succeeded without the help of American intelligence services or the Israelis. “Pakistani air force officers casually opine that ‘Mossad is the only one that could do it.’ Respected newspapers in Saudi Arabia, Pakistan and the United Arab Emirates run news items suggesting authorities suspect some Israelis of involvement in the attack…. One Pakistani commentator told the BBC Friday that America’s belligerent attitude ‘gives credence’ to conspiracy theories spreading on the Internet.”

Here is the same old hatred, the kind that makes you wonder if humanity will ever draw the lessons of its own history. Still, Danny and I refuse to let it defeat us in our work as journalists. We see ourselves as tightrope walkers, careful and insistent in our quest to bridge the world. In his work, Danny struggles to keep free of dogma and allegiance. It’s not easy to remain impartial, but it sharpens Danny’s vision and independence. He doesn’t represent a country or a flag, just the pursuit of truth. He is here to hold up a mirror and force people to look at themselves. What better way is there to respect humanity?

The Wall Street Journal never ran Danny’s article on the Jewish conspiracy. Danny emailed his boss: “The story didn’t run today and isn’t on the Sked 1. Please tell me this is because it got overlooked somehow, or there wasn’t any space, and not because people are scared to tell our readers what people here are really thinking!”

He was more emphatic in a message to a friend: “Pisses me off that we’re ready to pick apart the Eastern psyche to no end, except if it might offend our Jewish readers…. Maybe I’m just paranoid,” he concluded, “or engaging in my own Jewish-conspiracy theory.”

Who knows what theory Khalid Khawaja was preparing to concoct when, in the course of lecturing us during our meeting, he suddenly sprang a tangential question. “What are you?” he asked Danny. “A Christian?”

Without a moment’s hesitation, Danny answered, “I’m Jewish.”

The answer startled Khawaja. “Are you?”

We were prepared for the question, if not this day, then some other. Whenever you travel, and especially in less developed countries, people try to categorize you, neatly, swiftly. Whose side are you on? Or, more pertinently, Are you my enemy? Am I yours? In our case, this has always been an irrelevant question with only one answer: We have come here as journalists.

Both of Danny’s parents are Jewish. His mother, Ruth, was born in Baghdad, Iraq, a descendant of Iraqi Jews dating back either to the destruction of Solomon’s temple (586 B.C.) or somewhat later—the second exile (70 A.D.). His father, Judea, was born in Israel, but his family were relatively newly returned to the Middle East. Judea’s grandfather, a Hasidic Jew, moved to Israel in 1924, after selling all his possessions in Poland. He joined twenty-five families in establishing a super-kosher dairy in a new village called Benei Beraq. Judea’s mother fled Poland and arrived in Israel on the eve of Chanukah, 1935. (Her parents, brother, and sister stayed behind and were sent to Auschwitz. Only one sister survived.) Ruth and Judea met at the Technion-Israel Institute of Technology in Haifa and, after marrying, moved to the United States, where Danny was born in 1963.

It’s a rich history, and Danny is proud of it. He is not a religious man, but he once told me that if he ever did feel the need to speak to God, he would turn first to the religion his ancestors practiced. Still, he resists being defined by his heritage—or by anything else. Yes, he sees himself as a Jew and he sees himself as an American. But Danny is also a journalist and a musician. The way I see him, Danny is a free man.



Around midnight a car pulls up on the street. Asra and I run onto the white-speckled veranda, praying we’ll hear that too-loud doorbell. We don’t.

If Danny isn’t back by two A.M., we will call the authorities.

But which? Corruption is endemic among the Pakistani police; that’s a story Danny and I have been researching for months. In fact, it’s possible that calling the police is precisely the wrong thing to do now. Can we call Pakistani intelligence? ISI, Inter-Services Intelligence—the role of the agency is so murky, frightening. We’ve heard it called “a kingdom within a state”; we know that little happens in this country without ISI knowing about it. But what if they’re involved? Should we call the U.S. consulate first?

We decide to place our faith in our own kind. Asra calls a reporter for Jang whom she met in Peshawar. He has news, but not about Danny. Ghulam Hasnain, a stringer for Time and CNN, is missing. Connection? Hard to know. “Can you give us his home number? Can we talk to his wife? Compare notes with her?” Asra asks.

“It’s too late to call,” the Jang reporter says. “She shouldn’t be disturbed.”

It is after midnight, and he is heading over to the Karachi Press Club to spend the night. When he gets there, he’ll query his colleagues, but he doubts he’ll learn much. We suspect he’s right, especially if the rumors we’ve heard are true: that most of the Press Club night owls are there to watch porn videos smuggled in from the airport in Dubai. (You can buy anything in Dubai.) The journalist invites us to check in with him, and Asra takes him at his word. She calls him all night long, waking him up each time. He never has any news.

We phone the American consulate. A sleep-heavy voice answers, “Corporal Bailey, how can I help you?”

Fearful of sounding fearful, we explain the situation with exaggerated calm. But no matter which tone or words we use, we cannot make Corporal Bailey understand that we are serious and that this is an emergency. He clearly expects Danny to reappear at dawn, drunk and disoriented, having had too much of a good time too far from home. Such calls are not rare at a consulate, even in a Muslim country. “Call back at six A.M.,” Corporal Bailey commands wearily. “Ask for Randall Bennett, regional security officer.”

Bennett. That’s one of the men Danny met with today. At least he’ll know who Danny is.

Huddled in front of the small secretary, Asra and I do not utter a single unnecessary word. I can feel she is with me. Our two brains are turning at a thousand RPM, but our actions are controlled and our voices do not shake. I call and call Danny’s phone; it is never answered. We alert The Wall Street Journal. I watch Asra study my rounded belly as she explains the situation, gingerly, almost soothingly, to foreign editor John Bussey, Danny’s boss.

Bussey asks us the question we had hoped to ask him: “What do you think we should do?”

We need allies here, urgently. For the moment we seem to have none.

“The Musharraf government is trying to be clean,” Asra says. “The military can be trusted. I think.” The other day, when Asra rescued a stray kitten from the clutches of the neighbor’s son, she spoke at length with the boy’s mother. During their conversation, the woman revealed that she is related to the corps commander for Karachi, President General Pervez Musharraf’s top military representative in the province. “She’ll wake up with the morning prayer,” Asra says. “We can go over to her house and ask her to introduce us.”

Bussey is going to send us Danny’s fellow foreign correspondent Steve LeVine from his post in Kazakhstan. Steve has lived in this country and knows it well. It will be good to have him here.

I keep talking to Danny in my head. “We’re going to get you out of this,” I promise, but I have to acknowledge that we have few clues to go on, and what my intuition is telling me is not reassuring. I refuse to let my emotions go, I refuse to let in the fear that’s pressing on me. My eyes have developed a tic, and I’m very cold, which is a peculiar pleasure because it is an acceptable pain, compared the fear that Danny might be harmed. I’m reminded of the old joke about the man who bangs his head against a concrete wall because it distracts him from his terrible toothache.

It is pitch black out. There are still several hours before the muezzin’s call, marking the end of the night. I would give everything I have to be with Danny at this moment, wherever he might be. I know he is not free to move as he pleases. Why didn’t I pay closer attention to the nature of his rendezvous? Why wasn’t I more vigilant? Why didn’t I go with him? I wasn’t feeling that sick. Why…

Stop, I tell myself. Stop this chain of thought. Regrets will just waste energy—don’t question reality.

If this goes on much longer, I will have to inform Danny’s parents. They are worriers, and it will be painful, but they have to know. A few months ago, when we were visiting Paris, Judea found an item on the Internet claiming that two hundred Arabs had attacked people of Jewish origin on the Champs-Élysées. Danny could never confirm this. Nevertheless, it concerned Judea enough for him to exhort us to leave Paris. In his email to Danny, he added pointedly, “This is your sober dad speaking, not panicky Mom.”

In the Pearl family, it is usually Ruth who sounds the alarm. When Asra and I scan Danny’s emails for clues to his disappearance, we chance on a mother-son exchange from yesterday morning. Danny wrote, “We’re in Asra’s beautiful house in Karachi, feeling like we’re on holiday—though I’m actually working on the same old terrorism story….” Ruth had recently undergone surgery, and he asked, “Everything okay with you?”

“Yes,” she replied, “as good as new.” Then she added: “I read that stress, especially in the 26th week of the pregnancy, when the brain develops, can cause autism in the child, take good care of your wife and make sure not to stress her out (including not to tell her about this)…. Love, Mom.”

Before dialing the number of their house in Los Angeles, I isolate myself in Asra’s room, trying to calm my frantic heartbeat. I dig the fingernails of one hand into the back of the other. Physical pain will help me to get myself together. Where did I ever learn that? Ruth and Judea get on the line together, as usual, she on a telephone in the kitchen while he sits in his office on the first floor. They ask me precise questions that I try to answer as best I can. “We’ll wait to hear from you,” they say.

I know they are dying of fear, but they control their feelings. They are courageous people. Before hanging up, however, Ruth asks me the question that, I am certain, was the first to cross her mind: “Does anyone know we are Jewish? Does anybody know about us?”

I tell her, “Don’t worry. Nobody knows.”

But that isn’t the truth, I remind myself as I hang up the phone. Someone does know: Khalid Khawaja. Former ISI agent, friend of Gilani, friend of Osama bin Laden, or so he claims.



It is 5:58 A.M. We have decided to call Khawaja, not because he can be trusted but because we cannot figure out who can be, and we might as well get as close to Gilani as we know how. “As-salam alaykum,” Asra says. “Peace be upon you.”

“Wa’alaykum as-salam,” answers Khawaja.

Asra doesn’t waste any time. “You know my friend Danny Pearl. He was scheduled to meet Sheikh Gilani last night at seven, and he never returned. We need your help in finding him.”

“Hah,” says Khawaja. This is clearly some sort of setup—“maybe another CIA conspiracy”—because Gilani would never agree to meet with a journalist, much less a foreigner.

Asra tries her best not to lose patience with Khawaja, because we need him. She pleads with him to put politics aside and help for my sake. “His wife is sitting here. She’s been up all night, she’s so worried, and she’s expecting a baby.”

Khawaja cannot resist the temptation to preach. “Think about the plight of the Afghan women whose husbands are being killed by America’s war on the Taliban,” he says. “Think about the innocent children and women who are being killed by American bombs. Think about the Pakistanis who are missing, too, and you do not hear about them. Think about—”

The muezzin’s call to morning prayer cuts through the air and saves us from Khawaja’s litany. A furious Asra slams down the phone and lets go a mouthful of curse words; I add a few of my own. She covers her head with a dupatta, and we slip outside, where it is still dark, because the morning prayers start before sunrise and the light hasn’t emerged yet. In the dim glow of the lamppost, we make our way to the neighbor’s house and press the buzzer anxiously.

No one answers. We press it again and again, then run back to our shared boundary wall and boost ourselves up in order to peer into windows, searching for signs of stirring. We feel self-conscious, vaguely guilty, like kids trying to steal apples from a neighboring tree.

Asra goes back to the front door and resumes buzzing, and a woman finally emerges on the veranda, with a dupatta over her head, as if she was about to pray or has just finished. She is a silhouette in the dark; we can barely see her features as she stands unmoving, listening to Asra’s appeal for help.

At last, she speaks. “First I have to go work,” she says. She works at a local school. “I will try to reach him when I get back.”

Hearing this, we know we cannot expect any help from this woman.

I walk away while she’s still speaking. In the office, I wake The Lover. He leaves the house without combing his hair, without even asking if our inquiries have yielded any result.

It is late enough to try Randall Bennett at the U.S. consulate. Bennett confirms that he met with Danny yesterday. He doesn’t reveal any alarm, but advises us to immediately call the authorities, whom he considers like “trusted brothers.”

“Call Tariq Jamil, deputy inspector general. He conducts police operations on the field. Then contact Jameel Yusuf at the Citizen-Police Liaison Committee. We’re the best of friends.”

It takes Tariq Jamil under a minute to understand what is happening. “Give me your address, I’ll come right away.”

When we hang up, Asra and I look at each other as if we’ve heard really good news. What else can we do? It has been twelve hours since I heard from Danny.
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