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PROLOGUE

WHEN I WAS A GIRL, I dreamed.

Running through my father’s orchard in pursuit of my brother, ten years older and newly returned from school. Shrieking his name when he refuses to slow down, churning my stubby legs harder.

“Farshid, Farshid, Farshid!”

The sound of his laughter floating ahead of me, till suddenly I round a leafy tree heavy with bright red pomegranates and there he is, planted squarely in the middle of the path to sweep me up and swing me around. I giggle. He twirls faster. I laugh and beg him to stop, which only makes him gain speed, till both of us topple to the ground.

We lie in the late fall grass, the sky impossibly blue overhead. In the distance the snow-capped mountains beckon like teeth, while to the other side the flat plains sweep on and on in an endless apron of white-frosted earth. My country is beautiful, but I don’t understand any of this yet. I just consider it home.

Collapsed on the ground, my brother tousles my dark hair, then demands to know what sort of trouble his favorite little shekambu has been causing.

“I’m not always hungry!”

“Of course you are.” He pats my tubby little belly while I scowl at him.

“And I’m not greedy! At least I wouldn’t be if I could go to school!”

“You are too young.”

“How do you know?”

“Because schools have rules, everyone knows that.”

“I don’t know that. See, you must take me to school so that I can study these things.”

“You want to go to school to learn why you can’t go to school?”

“Exactly!”

“Soon, shekambu, soon. Next year you can have lessons on anything you want. Just remember that when the sun is calling and you’re stuck with a pile of boring texts.”

I wrinkle my nose, because I know already there’s no such thing as boring texts. There are only wonderful and more wonderful novels to read. I’ve already learned this from my father, a literature professor in Kabul who practically lives with his nose stuck between pages, and my mother, who spends each night flipping through glossy fashion magazines before retiring to her sewing machine to tackle her next inspiration.

I have my own stack of brightly colored children’s books. I diligently peruse them when my parents are watching, then steal from their piles when they are not. I love words. All words. I love ideas. All ideas. I love worlds. All worlds.

I love this world, and my larger-than-life big brother and brilliant baba jan and gorgeous maadar jan and crowds of aunts, uncles, cousins who talk too loudly and lecture too much and swirl through our lives as busily and prettily as petals in the wind. We live part of the year in a walled compound in the hustle and bustle of Kabul and the other months in my father’s favorite place on earth, his country estate in Herat, where roses bloom and the orchards bear fruit and there are so many places for a little shekambu and her brother to run wild and free.

Two halves of one whole, my mādar calls us. And this sunny afternoon, lying side by side in the shade of a bushy pomegranate tree, that feels exactly right.

When I was a girl, I dreamed.

During the school year, my father trims his sharply pointed beard and buttons up his vest before heading to the university each morning. Half out the door, a distracted, befuddled mess, he will pause, turn back around.

He and my mother share a look. My brother and I have studied it many times. It is their look. We don’t understand it, but on some level, we know it’s good and we’re happy they have it.

Then my father heads off to teach, while my mother prepares more tea for her and me to enjoy. Her long black hair is carefully coiffed and pinned at the nape of her neck. Her brown skin is flawless, her dark brows perfect arches framing her lustrous gray eyes. My mother is beautiful. Everyone says so, even my aunts, though they fuss over her choice in clothes and make faces that communicate both stern disapproval and powerful longing.

My mother loves fashion. She reads, she studies, she designs. Late into the night, I can hear her sewing machine whirring away. In a matter of days, she’ll produce the next stylish outfit, an ode to decades past and cities far away such as Paris, London, New York.

My mother never just goes to the market. It’s an adventure of high art, where she’ll riffle through piles of beads, rows of shoes, and boxes of hats in order to perfectly punctuate her chosen ensemble.

“Chin up,” she states each time we prepare to depart, her in a perfect hat, me in a coordinating hajib. We exit my family’s compound to enter a sea of bustling humanity, where waves of Western blue jeans and dull-colored tunics part before my mother’s sapphire wrap dress or saffron-colored jumpsuit. Like my aunties, the other shoppers eye my mother with expressions that are a mix of awe and disapproval. Some gazes, under the thickly furrowed brows of darkly dressed men, follow her too long and too intently. Their stares are filled with a kind of heat I don’t understand and already don’t like. But when my mother catches them, she stops and skewers them with a look of her own, till one by one, they glance away.

My mother has many duties at the market. Picking out perfect cucumbers and ripe tomatoes for the evening’s chopped salad. Inspecting the fresh herbs for just the right bundle of mint. But there are other activities, too. A pause here, a whisper there. A discreet passing of one palm across another. Like children everywhere, I know when to fade into the background.

Later my mother will smile at me and nod approvingly.

And I know we share something special, just like her and my father with their parting glance. So I never speak of these moments, not even with Farshid, who rolls his eyes and groans over how much time women spend in the market.

One day, I want to be just like my maadar jan. I will never be as beautiful but maybe, just maybe, I can be as clever.

When I was a girl, I dreamed.

The whispers start when I turn twelve.

Always behind closed doors. First my father and my mother. Then my aunts and uncles flitting about. Everyone talking, talking, talking. But no one saying anything.

My brother, returning home from his university studies. Additional murmurs behind my parents’ bedroom doors, where my mother spends more and more of her days.

Pale when she comes out. Exhausted when she returns.

My auntie, Fahima, a hawkish older woman with a relentless attention to detail, starts meeting me each day after school. Stand taller. Don’t read that. Don’t look at him. Don’t touch that. Don’t, don’t, don’t, don’t.

Her fashion tastes run to flowing trousers and plain billowing blouses with a simple dark hijab covering her hair.

I want my mother. I miss her warm smile and outrageous outfits and fierce stare. But my mādar appears only long enough to disappear. A sudden shadow of her former self, patting my cheek, stroking my hair, telling me I’m pretty today—which we both know is a lie—before retiring once again to rest.

Whispers.

In our house, the city, my country, where Blackhawk choppers now circle overhead and concrete barricades expand daily, along with checkpoint after checkpoint, until a walk to the local market feels as arduous as a border crossing. The American soldiers are leaving. Our own forces will now protect us, though safe doesn’t feel so safe anymore.

Within a matter of months, my father summons me to the hallway outside my parents’ room. My brother is present but doesn’t meet my eye.

“Your mother wants to speak to you,” my father states, his voice thick. He points to the cracked door, indicating I should go in. But my feet won’t move. For once in my life, I don’t want to know. Whatever awaits on the other side, there won’t be any books that will be able to fix this.

I gaze at my brother pleadingly, but he keeps his attention fixed on the floor.

“Two halves of one whole,” I try.

“Not this time, Sabera. Not this time.”

My father pushes the door open. Slowly, I force myself to step inside.

“Janem.”

My mother utters the term of endearment as half whisper, half sigh. I follow her hushed voice through the shadowed space till I’m just able to make out her face in a room where the drapes are tightly drawn and the bed piled high with blankets.

“Janem,” she murmurs again. The covers shift. She reaches out a hand so skeletal it’s painful to see. Her fingertips, light as feathers, dance across my forearm. She finds my wrist, clasps it lightly.

“Don’t,” I tell her. But I don’t mean for her to stop holding me. I mean for her not to say what she’s going to say. I mean for her not to leave me.

I drop to my knees, placing my forehead against the mattress, clasping her hand to my cheek. If I don’t let go, she will have to stay. The future will not happen. My mādar will always be mine.

She speaks, a dry rustle of words spinning around me. That she loves me. That I’m beautiful and strong and she’s very proud. That I am her daughter in every way possible, and she will always be with me, that voice in the back of my head, that feeling of warmth in my chest.

I can’t answer. I bathe her fingers in my tears. I clasp her bony hand tighter, as if that will make a difference.

Then she says what I’ve always feared. She states the words that expose our little secret, a deathbed confession involving the one piece of our relationship I’ve always known is mine and mine alone. And I hate this, too. It makes what will happen next too real, this passing of the guard as secret keeper from her to me.

“You know.” Her words are soft. A statement of fact. “You have seen.”

I bite my lip, sullen and resentful. If I refuse to speak of the market, acknowledge everything that happens, then she will have to stay. I’m certain of it.

She seems to understand, stroking my cheek soothingly.

“Do you understand it all?” she asks me. “You’ve always been the cleverest girl. Watching from the sidelines. Your brother suspects, but you, janem, you peer beneath the surface, connecting what shouldn’t connect, identifying a whole where others see only parts. You remind me of me, when I was a child.”

“Mādar—”

“Shh, while I can still speak, this is what you must know: You cannot trust your uncles. Your father is too gentle. They will bend him to their will, and he will not understand the danger until it’s too late. Never trust men who fatten their bellies off other people’s pain. And never, ever, believe any man knows what’s best for you. Even when they come from a place of love.” A pause. “Especially when they come from a place of love.

“You and only you will clean out my sewing room.”

I nod helplessly.

“You will be troubled, and I’m sorry. You will feel you’re too young for such a burden, but you’re strong and powerful, janem. You will find your way.”

Her fingers squeeze mine. She raises her head to gaze at me with a fierceness I didn’t know she had left.

“You will tell no one. Do you understand? Not even Farshid. You can peer into other people’s souls, my sweet. But never let them see yours.”

I open my mouth. I want to say no, to selfishly refuse such a giant and terrifying ask.

But it’s too late. My mother’s head falls back against the pillows, the exhaustion like an extra blanket weighing her down.

She slips her hand from mine, draws a thin line through the tears on my cheek. “Should the worst happen, people will want to take everything, but in the end, they will be allowed nothing. Remember this, my sweet. Remember.”

I break down, sobbing, begging, demanding that she stay. She pats my back once, twice, three times. Then she gently pushes me away.

Her gray eyes stare straight into mine. Clear, purposeful.

She states: “Chin up.”

And that’s it. My father appears with my brother. More aunts and uncles and cousins. Until with a last exhale, my mother passes, her hand tucked into my father’s, while my brother and I kneel with our heads against her feet. My father’s wail is the first to crack the silence. Then we are all sobbing and moaning: Oh my God, I am dying, I can’t live without you, why have you left us, oh God, please please I’m sorry I wasn’t a better husband, sister, daughter, son.

We collapse over her body and howl our pain to the heavens.

She is gone from us. Gone from me.

When I was a girl, I dreamed.

Later, I clean out my mother’s sewing room. I don’t understand everything I find. But I realize enough.

More choppers roar across the minaret-studded skyline, and blast walls are built higher while roadside bombings become so common we barely flinch at the sound, just round our shoulders and scurry home.

My classmates exchange horrible tales of things going on in the outlying towns. A growing resurgence of Taliban fighters executing policemen, annihilating entire villages. Females dousing themselves in gasoline and setting themselves on fire to escape forced marriages. Even more women, schoolteachers, reporters, doctors, disappearing in the middle of the night.

And yet still we flit from coffee shop to coffee shop, post photos to our Facebook page, chat away on our cell phones. Because this is Kabul. The insurgents would never dare to attack here.

My brother, Farshid, disappears for longer and longer periods of time, returning home covered in dust and staggering in exhaustion. He cloisters himself in my father’s study with the rest of the men, where low whispers and harsh exclamations reverberate down the hall.

They are arguing next steps. My mother’s right—my father’s too gentle for his brothers’ avarice. They have worked too hard, built too much, to leave all their worldly goods behind. They will defend if they have to, bribe their way through the rest. There’s still plenty of time to determine best options, they rashly insist. Never mind that they have made enemies of nearly everyone, including our neighbors. And while my father might be more kindly regarded, he’s also well known for his outspoken views on women’s rights. The current government finds him annoying; in the eyes of the Taliban, he’s downright dangerous.

In war, there are winners and losers. If Kabul falls, my family won’t be on the winning side.

One day, I discover Farshid striding through the courtyard with an armful of rifles, his expression so grim it hurts. There’s so much I want to tell him, but I remain bound by my mother’s words.

“Farshid,” I try.

“Not now, Sabera.”

“If there’s anything I can do to help…”

“Go to school, Sabera. Study, learn, grow that stubborn mind of yours that enjoys torturing me so much. You do your job. I’ll do mine. I will keep you safe, Sabera,” he states darkly. “Trust me.”

“I will keep you safe, too, Farshid. Two halves of one whole, yes?”

He smiles softly. “Two halves of one whole,” he agrees. And for a moment, we are kids again, running through my father’s orchard, and all is right with the world.

When I was a girl, I dreamed.

And now, with the Blackhawks thundering overhead, and the packed streets of Kabul exploding with the frantic cries of desperate people, I take the gun from my brother’s lifeless hands. He has fallen outside the wall of our compound, his face a mask of blood and dust. I already know what I’ll find inside will be even worse.

And yet, it still won’t be the most terrible sight I’ve seen today, as I’ve raced frantically from the university to my father’s house.

One man. I can still feel his eyes upon me from down the crowded street. His hand reaching out. His final aching look. And then… a single crack of a rifle. All it takes to end a life. Destroy a future. Orphan a child.

There’s no time now. Maybe never will be again.

More screaming, families frantically forcing their way down streets that are no longer passable by car, lugging small children on their backs while dragging their most treasured possessions behind. Gunshots in the distance cause another terrified surge forward. Pockets of resistance being overrun. Petty grievances being settled. A young boy falls, an older relative scoops him up. The panicked mass of humanity churns ahead.

I enter my family’s compound. My father is sprawled across the front steps. These are not gunshot wounds. I can’t bear to think of it as I close his eyes, rock back on my heels, moaning.

“Oh God, why have you taken my daddy from me? I am dying, I can’t live without you. I’m so sorry. I should’ve been a better daughter. I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry.”

But my ablutions change nothing. He’s gone, while outside the chaos looms closer.

I continue on, finding one of my uncles in the front parlor, while down the hall my aunt Fahima is on her knees, wailing over her husband’s body. When I try to approach, she hits me so hard, I stumble backward. I leave her to her grief, as I search room by room, rifle clenched tightly in my hands. The fight was heavy and fierce. There are bodies of men I’ve never met and already hate, though they’re now gone from this earth.

The thunder of more choppers overhead, followed by the sound of explosions.

I end in my parents’ room. I touch the edge of the bed where my mother died. I feel her hand in mine. I remember the taste of my tears upon my lips. The words she spoke to me.

“Should the worst happen, people will want to take everything, but in the end, they will be allowed nothing.”

I understand now. I understand everything, including what there’s still left to lose.

I take a quick moment to sort through my mother’s jewelry box, then rummage through my father’s study. I select a single necklace from my mother. A single book from my father. I don’t expect to keep them, but they will serve their purpose along the way.

Then, I square my shoulders, raise my brother’s rifle, and face the front door.

“Chin up,” I murmur.

I run for it.

When I was a girl, I dreamed.

When I became a woman, I woke up.
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