
[image: image]



[image: image]




Maps

[image: images]

[image: images]

Map illustrations by Mike Hall







Dedication

For the Bangladeshis who never saw independence







Contents

Cover

Title Page

Maps

Dedication



Authors’ Note

Prologue: Blackout

Act I: The Vortex

1. Hafiz Uddin Ahmad

2. Agha Muhammad Yahya Khan

3. Candy Rohde

4. Yahya Khan

5. Neil Frank

6. Yahya Khan and General Rani

7. Hafiz Uddin Ahmad

8. Mohammad Hai

9. Candy Rohde

10. Mohammad Hai

11. Candy Rohde

12. Mohammad Hai

13. Hafiz Uddin Ahmad

14. Yahya Khan

15. Candy Rohde

16. Neil Frank

17. Mohammad Hai

18. Hafiz Uddin Ahmad and Yahya Khan

19. Candy Rohde

20. Mohammad Hai

21. Jon Rohde, Mohammad Hai, and Candy Rohde

22. Neil Frank

23. Yahya Khan and Zulfikar Ali Bhutto

24. Mohammad Hai and Yahya Khan

Intermission: Yahya Khan and Tikka Khan

Act II: Operation Searchlight

25. Yahya Khan

26. Mohammad Hai and Sheikh Mujibur Rahman

27. Hafiz Uddin Ahmad

28. Tikka Khan

29. Hafiz Uddin Ahmad

30. Yahya Khan, Tikka Khan, Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, and Zulfikar Ali Bhutto

31. Candy Rohde and Jon Rohde

32. Yahya Khan and Tikka Khan

33. Candy Rohde and Jon Rohde

34. Hafiz Uddin Ahmad

35. Candy Rohde, Jon Rohde, and Richard Nixon

36. Mohammad Hai

37. Yahya Khan, Tikka Khan, and A. A. K. Niazi

38. Hafiz Uddin Ahmad and Mohammad Hai

39. Candy Rohde

40. Yahya Khan and Henry Kissinger

41. Hafiz Uddin Ahmad

Musical Interlude: Ravi Shankar, George Harrison, Richard Nixon, and Henry Kissinger

Act III: The Reckoning

42. Hafiz Uddin Ahmad

43. Mohammad Hai

44. Candy Rohde and Jon Rohde

45. A. A. K. Niazi and Tikka Khan

46. Mohammad Hai and Malik Mahmud

47. Yahya Khan and Richard Nixon

48. A. A. K. Niazi and Yayha Khan

49. Hafiz Uddin Ahmad

50. Yahya Khan and Richard Nixon

51. Captain Ernest Tissot and Rear Admiral Vladimir Kruglyakov

52. Zulfikar Ali Bhutto, Yahya Khan, and Henry Kissinger

53. Richard Nixon

54. A. A .K. Niazi and Yahya Khan

55. Rear Admiral Kruglyakov and Richard Nixon

56. A. A. K. Niazi, Richard Nixon, Zulfikar Ali Bhutto, and Hafiz Uddin Ahmad

57. Mohammad Hai and Malik Mahmud

58. Candy Rohde and Jon Rohde

59. Yahya Khan and Zulfikar Ali Bhutto

60. Sheikh Mujibur Rahman and Zulfikar Ali Bhutto

61. Hafiz Uddin Ahmad

62. Mohammad Hai and Malik Mahmud

63. Neil Frank

64. Richard Nixon and Zhou Enlai

Afterword: The Gathering Storm



Acknowledgments

Note on Sources


Selected Bibliography

Notes

Index


About the Authors

Photo Section

Also by Scott Carney and Jason Miklian

Copyright

About the Publisher







Authors’ Note

This book is the product of more than two hundred interviews over four years, multiple trips to Bangladesh, and correspondence with sources in Bangladesh, Pakistan, India, the United States, the United Kingdom, South Africa, and elsewhere. We have spoken with cyclone survivors, freedom fighters, members of the Pakistani military, historians, scientists, policymakers, hotel employees, TV broadcasters, climate experts, and other individuals who all contributed valuable pieces to the puzzle.

Our archival research spans an additional seven hundred and fifty sources, including books, academic articles, reports, newspaper and magazine articles, government statements, and other publications. Some documents, like Yahya Khan’s service record, are presented here publicly for the first time. These sources helped contextualize our characters’ experiences and validate the stories we collected from eyewitnesses. For ease of reading, we do not employ in-text citations. Instead, we present the reference section in endnotes, noting the relevant text.

This book is a work of narrative nonfiction. While all details herein are true and research-based, the act of putting disparate pieces together in a way that puts the reader in the historical moment required us to make judgments at times about motivations and states of mind that are not preserved in the historical record. In some places, we condensed timelines, dialogues, competing perspectives, and peripheral details for clarity and to better bring out the essence of the events. For example, some scenes combine events that occurred over multiple days into a single narrative moment. In other places, we extrapolate minor pieces of dialogue, mannerisms, and presumable emotional responses in places where the participants themselves did not remember the specific details of a conversation that happened fifty years ago. For transparency, we have referenced all such instances in the notes section. These stylistic edits have no material bearing on the factual events we present, and responsibility for any errors or possible misinterpretations remain ours alone.

Furthermore, we opted to use the spellings of locations, military ranks, and people that were in use in 1970 in order to preserve the flavor of the moment. So cities like Kolkata and Dhaka appear in this text as Calcutta and Dacca. Similarly, we chose the spelling Manpura over Monpura, despite both spellings being in popular usage. We refer to our central sources by their first names instead of their last names to avoid the confusion that would emerge where people share common family names.







Prologue

Blackout

BAY OF BENGAL

NOVEMBER 11, 1970

Twenty-four hours before landfall

White mist surged across the Mahajagmitra’s bridge and the ship’s aging frame creaked with each menacing gust. The man in charge, Captain Nesari, watched the pressure fall a bit more on his ship’s barometer and paced the length of the control room. With its holds crammed to capacity with jute fiber and steel, the ship rocked ominously as it inched toward the open sea.

Nesari and his ship were leaving the great Hooghly River, the westernmost finger of India’s Ganges delta and one of the world’s most troublesome waterways. The Hooghly meets the Bay of Bengal at a point about thirty miles south of Calcutta, where incalculable volumes of silt wash down from the Himalayas and form a fan of ever-shifting rivers, tributaries, and temporary islands. A freighter that alights on a sandbar here might never break free.

As if to prove the point, the rusty hulls of abandoned vessels dotted the seascape. Colossal silt deposits alter the map on an almost daily basis, which is why Nesari hired the expert river pilot R. K. Das from the Port of Calcutta to navigate this stretch of water. Das deftly guided the six-thousand-ton ship through the narrow channels as the wind began to pick up.

Nesari darted his eyes back and forth between the barometer and a stack of outdated maps as he tried to estimate the coming storm’s strength. The stakes were high. Waiting out the weather system would add at least a day to their two-week trip to Oman. It would mean that the company would have to pay another day’s worth of salaries to the crew of forty-eight seamen, deplete another day’s worth of fuel, and stretch their already narrow profit margins to the breaking point—all potentially fireable offenses for any captain who signed off on such a cost overrun.

Then again, pushing onward out of the delta would expose the ship to the full power of whatever weather system lay just over the horizon. The worst-case scenario was too terrifying to contemplate. So Nesari had a decision to make: Would he take the risk, or would he power down?

If it was just a squall, then the Mahajagmitra would be fine. But what if they were witnessing the edge of a cyclone? Cyclonic storms—called hurricanes in the Americas and typhoons in the Pacific Rim—are especially deadly in the Bay of Bengal. Here storms spin counterclockwise, which means that any ship leaving the Port of Calcutta would have to travel directly into the center of the storm’s power—facing potentially devastating wind and waves head-on. Once a ship turned southward, the wind would crash against the port side, which could capsize a vulnerable vessel.

Nesari thought of his family and then considered his first mate. David Machado wore the starched white uniform of the Indian Merchant Navy, complete with three gold stripes and a diamond on his epaulettes. Machado couldn’t help cracking into a smile when he thought no one was looking. Last week, he’d married the love of his life. After the ceremony in South India, the newlyweds flew to Calcutta together. Sailors like him didn’t always get to pick the location of their honeymoon, yet somehow he’d convinced his bride that a cruise to the Middle East would be a fine way to start their life together.

Machado’s wife stowed herself below deck, her heavy wedding jewelry tucked safely away in a trunk in their shared compartment. The crew knew the ancient Greek warning that women on board were bad luck. Ostensibly, this was because women caused distractions, but more superstitious sailors claimed that they also attracted misfortune and bad weather. Captain Nesari was glad that they lived in more civilized times.

It was November 11, 1970, yet despite thousands of years of seafaring, a sailor’s ability to predict the weather hadn’t improved much since the nineteenth century. The radio was the biggest breakthrough in the last hundred years and allowed mariners to speak with other ships who were closer to dangerous weather systems. A smart navigator could triangulate a storm’s center by matching other ships’ weather reports to his ship’s current position—a method that wasn’t so different from how truckers relayed traffic patterns to their colleagues over CB radios.

The catch was that the radio operator had to actually find another ship’s signal. As far as Nesari could tell, there wasn’t a single transmission coming from anywhere in the Bay of Bengal. This meant that if the Mahajagmitra proceeded onwards it would be the first to brave the swells. It would be their job to report back to other vessels contemplating the journey.

Barring radio contact, Nesari had only one other tool to understand the weather system: Buys Ballot’s law. In 1857, the Dutch meteorologist Charles Buys Ballot invented a method for determining the direction of a storm. He wrote that if a sailor in the Northern Hemisphere stood on deck with his back to the wind, he could use his senses like a human compass. The pressure would be low on his right and high on his left, which meant that his right hand would point to the center of the system—the most dangerous part. As long as Nesari could steer clear of that point, they’d avoid the most intense wind and waves. The ship and its crew would be safe, and they’d save valuable days at sea.

The problem was that Buys Ballot’s law was really more of a guideline than a law. It was about as accurate as navigating through crowded Calcutta streets using only the North Star as a guide, which is to say, it was not very accurate at all. Nevertheless, Nesari walked out onto the deck, turned his back to the growing gale, and guessed that the Mahajagmitra would make it safely through.

It was his call.

An hour later, the ship reached Gasper Light, a repeating signal tower that marked the last point on the river system before open water. Das recorded in his log that the ship was in fine sailing shape after he handed control back over to the captain. Das also noted that the waves were growing and the weather was “not at all good” but “not so bad as to make boating impossible.” With those mixed messages he left out any mention of whether he agreed with Nesari’s decision to push out into the bay. His job done, Das disembarked, then watched as the Mahajagmitra’s silhouette diminished in the distance, until it was just a dark speck on a sinister orange-green horizon.

The ship moved forward under Nesari’s confident hand. He’d worked on oceangoing vessels like this one for most of his career and knew every compartment, bolt, and line of rope on board, but this storm already felt different from any other he’d pushed through. The wheel pulled against his hand, and it became more and more difficult to keep his ship on course. First mate Machado tried to comfort his wife as the ship rocked back and forth on the waves. Perhaps he told her that this was a large ship and they would be fine.

The Mahajagmitra’s engines strained as the boat pitched through the churn. Though there was no way for Captain Nesari to know it, he was sailing directly into the center of a cyclone. The vortex cast a wide disk of clouds spanning almost the entirety of the Bay of Bengal, an expanse of water about the same size as Texas. The swirling storm gathered strength from warm waters and conjured winds that screamed across the sea at a hundred and forty miles an hour.

The system whirled around a perfectly still eye. Clouds spun like the hands of a clock turning backward, yet inside the eye, the winds fell to a whisper. Here, an impenetrable cloud wall touched the sky as it rotated slowly. This gyre fed on the power of the earth itself, dragging the ocean along its rotation so that the sea formed a gigantic whirlpool, pulling everything toward one ultimate point.

An hour after Das disembarked, a nearby ship named the Desh Alok picked up the dots and dashes of a distress call from the Mahajagmitra’s transmitter. The radio operator deciphered the line of Morse code inside his damp radio room:

AFRAID OF DRIFTING INTO STORM CENTER.

Captain Nesari didn’t know it yet, but his ship had already crossed the point of no return—the storm’s event horizon. Its fate was sealed as if it were light entering into a black hole.

As water crashed against its gunwales and poured onto the deck, the Mahajagmitra had no way to find its bearings. The forty-eight-member crew secured every hatch and portal to the lower decks, in the hopes that a watertight ship might survive on luck alone after they lost control of the helm. Every eight seconds, the vessel pitched fifty degrees along its axis as it rode up the face of one wave and into the trough of another. Nesari would have tried to keep the bow facing directly into the threat of oncoming waves, but he couldn’t do anything when the water came from all directions at once.

Two hours out from Gasper Light, just after noon, the radio operator of the Majahagmitra sent out another message. This time, it was a request for bearings. They were lost. If two ships responded with their positions, the navigator could try to ascertain the ship’s place on a map by triangulating the signals. Yet any attempt would have been little more than an academic exercise.

By this time, the cyclone’s tendrils brushed against the sandy islands that make up the Ganges delta, testing the point where it would eventually meet land. Though the storm was moving northeast, the wind hit the coast from the south as the storm circulated.

One hour later, the Mahajagmitra sent out another distress call.

WIND HURRICANE FORCE. ALL ACCOMMODATION AND STOREROOMS FLOODED. ALSO HATCHES MAKING WATER. NOW TRYING TO RUN WITH THE WIND MAKING APPROXIMATELY NORTHEASTERLY COURSE. PRESENT POSITION VERY APPROXIMATE. UNABLE TO GIVE INDICATION AS TO WHERE.

Hurricane force means gusts moving at speeds of at least seventy-four miles an hour, but this ship experienced far stronger. The wind carried almost enough force to take a man airborne. The vessel’s prodigious storerooms took on water, making it almost impossible for the ship to maneuver. Their northeast course meant that the storm rode directly up their stern.

In the swells of anxiety and desperation, Machado might have summoned his bride up from the flooding decks below to the bridge, one of the ship’s highest and driest parts. The couple would have watched helplessly as waves crashed over the bow. The captain may have tried to keep up morale, perhaps he brought the crew together in a song, or he might have laid out an action plan of how best to survive a sinking vessel.

The irresistible forces of nature dragged the Mahajagmitra into the very center of the cyclone, where it started to sink amid mountains of water. Jute bags floated in the storerooms and the wind drowned out the crew’s prayers as they neared the cyclone’s rear eyewall, beyond any hope of extrication. The old diesel engines could not power them away from their doom.

Ten minutes later, the Mahajagmitra’s radio operator transmitted his last signal into the void:

WILL LEAVE SHIP. NO REPLY EXPECTED.







Act I

The Vortex







1

Hafiz Uddin Ahmad

DACCA, EAST PAKISTAN

FALL 1968

Two years before landfall

Thirty thousand fans erupted into cheers the moment that the football hit Hafiz Uddin Ahmad’s chest. The ball dropped down to his feet with a featherlight touch. Hafiz raced forward with his precious cargo, commanding both the match and the crowd as he sprinted across the halfway line.

This was Hafiz’s home turf: Dacca, the Bengali capital of East Pakistan. Clad in the green-and-white uniform of the Pakistan National Team, his back bore a big number 10 in stark white. He chose the number in honor of the Brazilian football superstar Pelé, who wore that same lucky number half a world away. Hafiz welcomed the comparison between himself and the greatest football player of all time. After all, to millions of East Pakistanis, Pelé was no Hafiz.

Today, Hafiz and his teammates—Pakistan’s most talented players—hosted the mighty Soviet Union, one of the world’s best teams. Hafiz dribbled around a Soviet midfielder and passed the center circle, paying the opposing player little mind. He kept his eye on the keeper’s hands, fifty yards ahead. Hafiz had that rare sixth sense for knowing what opposing players were going to do a split second before even they did. He focused on the little details that everyone else missed. A keeper might twitch a finger and give away which side of the net they thought Hafiz might aim for. Pakistan was down 0–1, they needed an equalizer, and this was their best chance yet.

A burly defender squared off against Hafiz’s charge. Without breaking stride, he flicked a sharp cross into the box to his teammate, a striker from Islamabad, while he sprinted toward the goal. The ball arced high and true, over three Soviet midfielders and defenders. Then a strange thing happened. The moment the ball struck his teammate’s chest, the crowd fell silent. If the Soviet players had a chance to catch their breath, they would have wondered what it meant.

In truth, Pakistan was a country divided, both geographically and culturally. A simple glance at the map showed how strange it was. Half the country lay to India’s west. West Pakistan was the center of political and economic power and home to the capital city of Islamabad. The citizens of West Pakistan spoke mostly Urdu and Punjabi. The other wing, to India’s east, had a much larger population but not nearly as much power. Here, in East Pakistan, people spoke Bengali.

West Pakistan and East Pakistan had been locked in a kind of cold war within the Cold War for the last twenty years. Tensions were so high that that no one in Dacca dared to cheer for a West Pakistan player, even one who played for the home team. A few goals from Hafiz’s Punjabi teammates weren’t going to get the fans to forget that West Pakistan treated East Pakistan like a colonial province.

Hafiz and the striker from Islamabad crisscrossed the ball on Dacca’s only perfectly manicured patch of grass. The mood in the stadium alternated between somber moments of silence when the Punjabi had control to thunderous cheers every time Hafiz cradled the ball.

Hafiz didn’t care for politics. He relied on his Punjabi teammates and considered them friends. Though sometimes he wondered if he only ran so hard because he wanted to hear the crowd cheer his name.

Seeing his opening, Hafiz dashed toward the goal, as the Punjabi player maneuvered the ball to take advantage of a gap in the defense. Three Soviets pressed down on the Punjabi, but he somehow threaded a miraculous pass through the defenders to Hafiz.

Now Hafiz was living every striker’s dream scenario: one on one with the keeper, twenty yards out. Hafiz sprinted forward, eyes lasered in, not on the ball or the net but on the keeper’s fidgeting fingers. Left or right?

Almost too easy, he thought.

Hafiz planted his left foot into the ground and fired with his right, just a fraction of a second ahead of two defenders sliding in for the tackle.

The Soviet keeper’s gloved hands lunged to the right for a split second, as if by instinct. By the time he realized that the ball was sailing directly over him, he was too flat-footed to deflect it. The keeper’s outstretched fingertips flickered in vain at the gently spinning ball, which snuck just under the crossbar and into the net.

“Goal!” an announcer shouted over the stadium’s speakers. “Gooooaaaalll!”

Hafiz sprinted toward the Punjabi forward. They embraced, raising their hands together as the rest of the national team mobbed the strikers. Already high on their hometown star’s performance, the crowd lost it. The Bengalis saluted their champion with full-throated roars. They started chanting Joi Bangla—Bengali words that translate to “Victory to Bengal”—in his honor.

Hafiz soaked in the adulation. As he looked out at the cheering throng, his very soul felt full. To them, he was a national hero. But that wasn’t the only reason that Hafiz felt a particular sort of wistful exhilaration today. The crowd had no idea that he’d decided that this was the last professional match he’d ever play.

The teams went into the locker room tied at the half. No one expected a small developing nation to have a chance against a global superpower, but the entire Pakistani team tingled with nervous energy. There was an earthquake of an upset in the making. This could be the greatest moment of their careers.

Yet the Punjabi players on the team couldn’t shake the sense that something seemed off.

“Why don’t they cheer us, Hafiz?” one Punjabi striker whispered into Hafiz’s ear while their coach gave his half-time pep talk.

That was the question. Hafiz could answer, but he didn’t have a spare hour to do so. Instead, he looked around at the ratty wooden benches that he and his teammates sat on and thought of the gleaming locker rooms in the Islamabad stadium. East Pakistan couldn’t even afford to give players their own lockers.

Hafiz wasn’t about to launch into a generational history lesson about how West Pakistan had suppressed Bengalis at every possible turn. How could he capture all of the inequality, the violence, the injustice in a few whispered words? So he waved his teammate off. He preferred to let his feet do the talking.

Besides, why did they have to talk politics? Couldn’t they just stick to football?

A sudden commotion outside the locker room interrupted the coach’s flash strategy session. The players heard something crash and someone yell, “Stop!”

Hafiz jumped up and peeked around the corner, bumping headlong into a group of Bengali student activists who had just pushed past security. They demanded the coach show himself.

East Pakistan’s biggest political party, the Awami League, liked to insert itself into just about every aspect of life in Hafiz’s half of the country. Apparently they wanted to talk game strategy, too.

One student stepped forward, wearing a starched white embroidered kurta that appeared far too dignified for his irate manner. He presented the coach with their sole demand: The National Team must field only Bengali players in the second half. “If you don’t, we’ll riot.”

It wasn’t an idle threat. They’d employed similar tactics before.

The coach explained that acquiescing to their demand would mean that they’d have to leave their two best defenders on the bench. They had a chance at a major upset here. Couldn’t the students just let the team do its best to win?

The student countered that if the coach refused and the stands turned bloody, the team would have to forfeit to the Soviets anyway.

The coach looked at the floor and shook his head.

Hafiz glanced across the locker room at two Punjabi defenders in their grass-stained jerseys. Despite their different home regions, the three were friends, and the team needed their talent badly. Fighting to a tie, this far, had been lucky. It would take all the team’s best players on the field to stand a chance.

Hafiz didn’t want to end his career like this. Maybe a little star power would sway the protesters to give up their demands, just this once.

He took a few steps toward the students, but just as he was about to open his mouth, his mind conjured an image of something even more powerful than his desire to win: his father’s disapproving face. The corresponding jolt of shame stopped him in his tracks faster than even the most imposing Soviet defender.

Back on Hafiz’s home island of Bhola—East Pakistan’s biggest island, which hosted a million people in a space about the size of Rhode Island—his father, Dr. Azhar Uddin Ahmad, loomed large. Not only was he the island’s most respected doctor but he was also their elected Awami League representative. As a member of Pakistan’s parliament, he fought incessantly to reduce discrimination against Bengalis, insisting on equal treatment from the government. These students had the same mission at heart, even if they went about it in a way that was inconvenient to Hafiz. He could never disrespect his father by challenging them over a game, even one as important as this one. Hafiz slunk back to the bench without a word. The coach gave in.

In truth, Hafiz’s father was the reason he was retiring from football. While the Bengalis loved Hafiz on the field, he knew he could never truly fill his father’s shoes by staying on the pitch. He needed to leave the game behind and, as his father put it, “do something in service to the country.” In fact, according to his father, he should have done this years ago.

The problem was that Hafiz avoided politics like the plague, so being a politician like his dad was out of the question. His only other real option was to pursue a desk job in the government’s bureaucratic elite. Maybe he would receive an ambassadorship one day if he worked hard enough. So Hafiz spent his time between rigorous team training sessions getting his bachelor’s and then master’s degree in political science at the prestigious Dacca University. And now he’d reached the educational end of the line. In a few weeks, he was due to sit for the country’s annual civil service exam, a test that would determine his career and the rest of his life.

Although he’d tried to study hard so that he could live up to his father’s expectations, he hated the exam-prep books. Every time he reached for one of those dry four-hundred-page tomes, filled with finely printed protocols, arcane regulations, and legal theories, his hand always seemed to drift toward the pulp detective novels set in Calcutta on the shelf below instead. It was useless. But it was his path.

When Hafiz jogged back out after halftime, it was not the roar of the crowd echoing in his head but rather his father’s scolding voice: “Football is not a career. You can’t do this forever. Someday you are going to have to be serious.” He took his place on the field, trying to ignore the sullen stares of his benched Punjabi teammates.

In the second half, the Soviets sliced through the Pakistanis with ease, scoring four unanswered goals. Pakistan’s best defenders watched helplessly from the sidelines.

We weren’t supposed to win anyway, Hafiz told himself as he passed through the midfield handshakes after the 5–1 loss. It was little consolation. If the Awami League hadn’t gotten involved maybe the Pelé of Pakistan would have gone out on top.

Despite the loss, Hafiz’s fans roared in appreciation when he took center circle for a quick wave. Tears fell down his cheeks as he soaked it all in. Barring a miracle, his boyhood dream of living in the sporting spotlight, traveling the world, and maybe even running his own football club would die when he took off his jersey.

Hafiz left the field and trudged into the locker room. Inside the cramped chamber, an army major who was the head of the Pakistani Football Federation greeted each player with a handshake and a pat on the back, consoling everyone on their hard-fought battle.

“Hafiz!” he said as his eyes landed on his intended target. “Have you thought about my offer?”

“Not here!” Hafiz whispered. The absolute last thing he wanted his football comrades to think was that he was abandoning them for this guy. The major had nagged Hafiz for two years now and wouldn’t take no for an answer. It was time to set him straight once and for all. “Madhur Café, in an hour.”

The major understood. He always appreciated Hafiz’s dedication to discretion and patted a few more backs on his way out.

Hafiz changed into street clothes and gathered his belongings one by one. Only someone who’d lived through the feeling of those last moments in a locker room before leaving it behind forever would truly understand.

Hafiz waited for the crowd to thin, then ducked out of the stadium and headed to where he’d parked his light blue Vespa. He was proud of the small Italian scooter. It was an expensive luxury in a country where most people still had trouble scratching enough money together for their daily meal. Zooming through Dacca’s lackadaisical streets gave him an odd sense of purpose. It was as if the next adventure was just a curve in the road away.

Today, Hafiz decided, he’d take the long way back to the university. He gunned the engine and expelled a bird’s-egg-blue puff of two-stroke smoke behind him. The wind blew his hair back as he cruised down a riverfront that travelers from around the world once hailed as the Venice of Asia. He passed money changers, tea sellers, and hawkers offering roasted nuts and sweetmeats. Occasionally, a sharp youth caught sight of Hafiz and yelled his name, but the baby-blue scooter would be gone before they could catch him for an autograph.

This was freedom.

He crossed a busy intersection and turned onto a tree-lined boulevard with British-era brick buildings and bungalows. When he entered the university gate, he made out the minaret of one of East Pakistan’s only Sikh temples: a structure called a gurdwara.

He parked a few feet away from an enormous banyan tree that stood in front of the admissions building. The tree was a sprawling monolith, with an inviting canopy that stretched out for twenty feet in every direction from its dense tangle of trunks and branches. Some people believed it was as old as the Buddha himself—a 2,500-year-old relic that perfectly symbolized the melting pot of religions, politics, and ideas that swirled around the people of the Ganges delta. After a hundred generations of societal upheaval and rebirth, the tree now stood at the epicenter of Dacca University’s political scene. Students gathered daily under its branches to make impassioned speeches about whatever political point took their fancy, and today was no exception.

Hafiz caught sight of a rakish young man in front of the crowd. He sported a wispy beard, long white kurta, and Western blue jeans—the de facto uniform of a certain type of political rabble-rouser. He was maybe eighteen years old and fashioned himself something of an orator. He raised his fist in the air and yelled with a passion reserved for people who took too many sociology classes. Hafiz didn’t listen. He didn’t need to. He was sure it was the same old complaints. It wasn’t that Hafiz was against the cause, rather he thought there were better ways to spend his time. The kid had probably read Marx or Lenin and now squawked into the breeze about Bengali independence or how no one wanted Urdu as the national language.

It didn’t take a PhD in history to realize that Pakistan was in trouble. For thousands of years, South Asia was the center of religious, philosophical, and artistic movements, as well as wars between kingdoms. It was also one of the richest regions on earth. In 1757, the British took control of those riches and brought the subcontinent’s imponderable diversity under one giant territory called India.

What worked out well for the colonizers didn’t sit well with the colonized. The British policy of “divide and rule” set opposing segments of society against one another, cementing differences between Hindus and Muslims that would shape their political destiny. While British India claimed to be secular, nobody was under the illusion that Hindus and Muslims were treated as equals, especially when it came to well-connected Hindu landlords and their Muslim subjects. The wealth disparities were so great that some Hindus built immense marble palaces while tens of thousands of Muslim subjects on their land lived on the brink of starvation.

The idea of Pakistan arrived in the early 1930s, taking the political scene by storm. The name wasn’t some ancient tribal homage; it was simply an acronym for the country’s biggest provinces and ethnic groups, all located in the western part of British India: P for Punjab and Pashtuns, A for the Afghans, K for Kashmir, S for Sindh, and TAN for Balochistan. Pakistan’s founding father, Muhammad Ali Jinnah, promised that the new country would be a home for all Muslims—a land of equality and true democracy.

In 1947, just two years after the end of World War II, during which Indian troops—Muslims and Hindus together—fought in Europe for the good guys, an anti-colonial independence movement won freedom from the British. Mahatma Gandhi, the most visible leader of the movement, favored a united India, while Jinnah believed that the Muslims should have their own nation. Seeing the writing on the wall and too broke after the war to do anything about it anyway, the British split the subcontinent across religious lines and relinquished their colonial Crown Jewel. They called the process “Partition.” Hindus made up the majority in the new country of India, and Muslims claimed most of Pakistan. The artificial redrawing of a society divided the territory in a way that drove tens of millions of panicked migrants over the new borders in the first week of its existence, triggering riots and violence that left more than a million people dead. Partition also cleaved Bengal in two, with the cultural capital of Calcutta going to India and Dacca parked in Pakistan.

Pakistan gained independence but emerged a divided nation, figuratively and literally. The two sides of the new country were supposed to find common cause in religion, but without a shared culture or language, the connection felt hollow. The New York Times described the divisions in broad terms: “It is hard to imagine two races or regions any more different. They speak different languages—Urdu in the West, Bengali in the East—eat different foods—meat and grain in the West, fish and rice in the East—and have almost contradictory cultures, for the Bengalis are volatile and love politics and literature while the Punjabis are more stolid and prefer governing and soldiering.”

It didn’t help that Pakistan’s leaders used the old British governing system as a blueprint for how to deal with their eastern wing a thousand miles away. They treated it like a colony, shipping in thousands of police and administrators and shipping out literal boatloads of cash and goods like tea, jute, and oil, courtesy of the east’s rich resources.

The student under the banyan tree, with his partially grown facial hair and elegant shirt, echoed a sentiment that resonated with most Bengalis: A unified Pakistan was a farce. The British and the Hindus had given Pakistan’s leaders all the tools they needed to make Bengalis their vassals, and West Pakistan used those tools with gusto, curtailing Bengali culture and language at every available turn. After all, there was no B in the acronym of Pakistan.

But recognizing problems and actually fixing them were two very different things. Hafiz had seen his father tilt at the same windmills for decades and what had it ever gotten him? Every few years, the cycle repeated itself: The agitators would get angry that nothing was changing and would riot. The army showed up to put down the unrest. Activists would either go to jail or be killed, and the survivors would go free. Eventually the whole thing would start all over again.

Hafiz walked around the corner to his favorite spot on campus, Madhur Café—the perfect place for a postgame snack. Although it was only a one-minute walk from the protest, he figured that it wouldn’t get crowded until after the students grew tired of chanting.

The place was empty when Hafiz walked in. Only the canteen manager, Madhusudan Dey, stood at the heavy wooden counter. He wore a white, buttoned-up kurta and had a mark on his forehead for a Hindu festival of some sort—Hafiz never could keep track of them all. Dey was bent over a neat ledger, accounting for every flaky roti, singara (a savory stuffed potato pastry), and sugary cup of milk tea that students had promised to one day repay. Dey looked up and brandished a wide, warm smile when he saw Hafiz.

“At last, someone who can pay for his own meals!” said Dey, greeting the star. Dey shook his head in mock despair at the vast sums of debt the rest of the student body had managed to rack up.

Dey’s food was pretty much the only thing that Hafiz liked about the university, and Dey appreciated that Hafiz’s 5,000-rupee-a-year salary as a sporting icon was more than enough to pay for his prodigious appetite. Yet Hafiz knew that Dey wasn’t too worried about the deadbeats either. After all, Dacca University was the Oxford of East Pakistan. Dey saw how, time and again, even the brokest Dacca U students would go on to become business moguls, lawyers, politicians, or societal elites, so he extended liberal credit to every student. People all around Dacca had stories about the old canteen manager showing up at their office a decade after they had graduated with a bill for four years of tea and singaras in hand. Almost all of them had such fond memories of the man that they paid him back with interest. Hafiz couldn’t help but like Dey.

A few minutes later, the major strolled through the door, exactly on time. He’d changed into a more formal uniform, complete with a beret. Hafiz noticed an uncharacteristic bounce in the man’s step.

“Hafiz Uddin Ahmad! My savior!” The major stuck out his hand, and Hafiz reflexively grasped it. “I’d like to get right to the point. What would it take to sign you up with us? I see how you play. The army team would be unstoppable.”

“So you keep telling me.”

“Listen, you know it’s my job to make sure the army has star players. You’re on the national team, of course, but between us, I think you’re the best player on it. It would be a shame to see all that talent go to waste. I’m giving you a chance to keep playing for another decade or more. Think about it. We’d bring you in as a junior officer with a steady salary and plenty of room to grow. You’d get to travel the world, keep yourself in the game, and best of all, be of service to your country.” The smooth-talking major clearly had years of experience in pampering young men’s egos.

Hafiz considered this, then shrugged. “I’ve already told you. My father wants me to get a real job.”

“What could be more real—and respectable—than the army? Is stamping invoices in some stuffy office your idea of a real job?” The major eyed Hafiz knowingly, pausing for a bite of singara to let that visual sink in.

There were definite similarities between life in a military unit and his current morning-till-dusk practice schedule. But while a good fight might quicken his blood on the football field, he didn’t see anything worth dying for.

In twenty years, would he be in the major’s shoes, pleading with potential recruits while sweating through a wool uniform at a student hangout? Was that the best he could hope for? Would being in the army ever compare to the feeling of thirty thousand people in Dacca Stadium cheering just for you? Could anything?

Yet there was something else to consider—a loophole that could keep his dream of playing on the field at least partially alive—joining the army would be in service to the country. The army was an honorable profession. The money was regular enough to start a family. Sure, the national team’s pittance made him a rich student but it would never scale up to adult wages. With hard work and dedication he would rise through the ranks. His father might even like that he’d joined. Maybe Hafiz really could have the best of both worlds.

As the soldier and star talked, a boisterous crowd of students made their way into the cramped canteen. Their smiles faded when they saw the uniformed major munching away. West Pakistani soldiers were not welcome in their de facto organizational headquarters.

The major looked at Hafiz pointedly as the students ordered tea and fried snacks on credit. “Here’s another thing to consider: The army is the one place in the nation that’s above politics. There’s no difference between East Pakistan and West Pakistan in our ranks. We’re soldiers together. There’s none of what you saw at today’s game.”

The major’s words hit their mark. Hafiz thought back to the disappointment on his teammates’ faces when the student activists forced them to sit on the bench in the second half.

The major nodded at Hafiz. “Well? Shall we go for it?”

“Thank you, sir, but no. I need to study.”

“Think about it, at least. It’s a great life.” The major stood up and left, passing the banyan on his way to the nearby military barracks.

The major’s offer stuck in Hafiz’s head long after he’d finished his tea. He thought about it as he walked across campus to his dorm. He thought about it as he climbed up the stairs of his redbrick dorm, Iqbal Hall, with its ornate facade that harkened back to the fragile imperial glory of the British era. He thought about it as he unlatched the door to the austere quarters that only a student could love—a cramped and mildewy room that epitomized Dacca’s ever-present lack of resources. He thought about it all night as he lay awake, staring at the damp concrete ceiling. He thought about it every evening in the weeks that followed—each time he grabbed a novel off his shelf instead of his prep book, then guiltily put it back a few hours later, heavy with the knowledge that he was wasting his precious last days of cramming. He thought about it while his father, his family, and the local imam gathered a hundred miles to the south to pray for his success on the civil service exam. And Hafiz thought about it on the morning of the test itself. That’s when he finally knew what he had to do.

At the testing hall a hundred ambitious, freshly minted degree holders waited for the signal to start furiously scribbling in their exam booklets. Only Hafiz’s seat was empty.

As the proctor gave the order to begin, Hafiz was in a cab on his way to the airport. Pelé would never give up on his dreams for some stupid test, and neither would he. The National Team had already left for Rangoon, but he was sure that they’d let him back on the squad. He was going to keep on playing football no matter what. Hafiz pushed down the nagging twinges of guilt at his father’s unanswered prayers, but this was his life and his choice to make.

As the cab pulled up to the airport, Hafiz thought about the major’s offer too. After one last season of success and fame, he’d decided to join the army. The major promised Hafiz could have the best of both worlds: being an officer and an athlete.

Hafiz had it all figured out.
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Agha Muhammad Yahya Khan

ISLAMABAD, WEST PAKISTAN

MAY 1969

Eighteen months before landfall

Agha Muhammad Yahya Khan, Pakistan’s new president, paused for a second with his hand outstretched in midair, considering his options. Then the decorated World War II hero reached for a refill. Weaving past the Johnnie Walker, he picked up a bottle of the Pakistan-distilled Black Dog whiskey. It was a vile, turpentine-like swill. His toxic love affair with the liquor dated back to his military days when Black Dog rations carried liquid gold status with him and his fellow tank drivers.

But by this time of night, it didn’t really matter what was in his glass.

Yahya looked over his giant, ornate teak desk, on which sat a few papers, a Mont Blanc pen, an untouched cork coaster, and a black rotary phone. The phone’s hold light flashed red.

Yahya methodically filled his tumbler with a pour that would get a bartender fired, then raised the glass to his lips. His once calloused and now pudgy, yellowed fingers dwarfed the tumbler. The booze splashed across his prodigious black mustache.

Yahya sat alone in his dimly lit chamber, which was full of the usual South Asian bureaucratic baubles: red leather chairs with big buttons, sprawling Peshawar wool rugs, and gilded portraits of British grandeur that rose up the walls to the twenty-foot-high ceiling. He liked to take these sorts of calls without anyone else around. Solitude helped him think. Helped him focus. And kept away the second-guessers that hung around like gnats.

Above all else, Yahya was a man of action. He could accomplish just about any given task with the efficiency and unswerving nerve that had been cemented into him from a childhood raised in police stations and then through his decades of military service. Problem was, his instinctual lurch to let someone else set the agenda meant that he often found himself taking on the stance of whatever adviser he had spoken to most recently. So at times of great national importance like this, he knew he had to be alone.

Alone, he could channel the courage he’d displayed on the battlefield—fighting for the British in World War II and then for Pakistan in its ongoing fights against India. It was that courage that earned the respect of his countrymen. It was that courage that helped him kill Nazis and Hindus alike. It was that courage that he needed to draw on if he was going to have the balls to ask the most powerful man in the world to give him some guns. For free.

But Richard Nixon would have to wait another minute.

Let them come to you, Yahya thought, especially if they think they are more powerful than you are. Can’t let them think you’re a weak chap. He learned this lesson the hard way a few years back, when he led his forces to Pakistan’s worst ever military defeat.

Since Partition, Pakistan and India fought constantly over Kashmir, a wealthy Muslim-majority region that sat between the two nations. Both countries saw Kashmir as their own. To India, bringing Kashmir into the fold meant uniting Muslims and Hindus under a secular banner. To Pakistan, Kashmir belonged to a shared Muslim homeland. Whoever controlled Kashmir would control South Asia’s destiny—or so the thinking went. Each side annexed about half of it and stuffed one of the subcontinent’s most beautiful and imposing areas with tanks and troops along the Line of Control.

In 1965, Pakistan saw its first strategic edge in a generation. India had just engaged in an ill-fated skirmish with China over another border dispute and was licking its wounds. Pakistan exploited the chance and invaded Kashmir with a small, quick strike force that smashed through the Indian lines of defense.

General Ayub Khan, a dictator who took power in a coup d’état seven years earlier, led Pakistan at that time. Ayub liked Yahya. He valued Yahya’s loyalty. He knew from their time together in the army that Yahya was a paragon of obedience and would carry out orders to the letter. Most of all, he figured that Yahya wasn’t smart enough to pull off his own coup if he tried. So he made Yahya a general—Pakistan’s youngest ever—and his right-hand man.

Ayub put Yahya in total operational control on the morning of the final attack. The plan was that Yahya would order the decisive blow, then they would revel together in the guaranteed victory. They outnumbered the Indians four to one in troops and six to one in tanks; a child could have looked at the game board and made the winning move.

Instead, Yahya waited. He inexplicably stared at charts while Indian reinforcements rushed up from the plains. The window of opportunity shrank a bit more with each wasted minute. Hours passed.

Yahya’s junior officer came to his tent desperate for action. “Sir, my boys are ready to strike.”

Yahya’d had a few drinks, and he was sure that somehow what everyone presumed was an advantage was actually a trick by the Indians. The charts looked fuzzy. He swore at the junior officer and kicked him out. So the troops waited some more.

When Yahya finally shook off his paralysis, it was too late. India had rushed enough troops in to easily stave off the belated charge. Instead, Yahya’s forces advanced into a massacre. The tactical blunder single-handedly turned the war from a success to a defeat. To cap off the disaster, the American president Lyndon Johnson put harsh military and economic sanctions on both India and Pakistan for starting it.

Yahya’s loyalty had bought him a long leash with Ayub. The debacle wasn’t his fault, Yahya explained to Ayub, but that of those dastardly Indians. If they just fought like men, Yahya would have crushed them. Ayub bought the excuse. After all, everyone in Pakistan knew in their hearts how devious the Indians could be.

Still, Ayub was confused. The United States was supposed to be a faithful ally, and here they were punishing Pakistan for fighting India, which sympathized with the Soviets. So in the spirit of the global Cold War game of chess, each country started looking for new allies. Pakistan found a friend in China. India got even cozier with the Soviet Union. More friends meant more weapons and more geopolitical fault lines to exploit. Everyone knew that it was only a matter of time before the countries clashed again.

Yet new allies alone weren’t enough. The American sanctions tanked Pakistan’s economy, and citizens who tolerated authoritarianism when times were good started losing their patience when things turned sour. Ayub staged a referendum to shore up his popularity. He handpicked eighty thousand supporters to be “representative voters,” earning a dictator’s majority of 95 percent of the vote in the process. His tactics backfired. By 1969, as the economy cratered, riots broke out in every major city over his corrupt rule. Ayub turned to Yahya, the one man he knew wouldn’t imprison or execute him for his crimes, and made him president in exchange for amnesty.

Pakistan was just past its twenty-second birthday when Yahya became the country’s sixth leader at the age of fifty-two. Every leader before him promised to deliver democracy to the masses in one way or another. Every one failed miserably. So on his way out, Ayub gave Yahya the greatest task of all: a mandate to steward a free and fair election. Yahya never wanted to be president, but he knew a mission when he saw one. He loved the challenge and was determined to be the man who would finally make Pakistan a democracy. It would be good for his legacy, yes, but more important, it was a clear task that everyone could get behind. There wouldn’t be any second-guessers when the goal was as lofty as democracy itself.

Yahya said as much in his inaugural speech, on a sweltering March day in 1969. He took a seat before a chrome microphone and broadcast his self-inauguration to the nation over Radio Pakistan. While his appointment as president wasn’t democratic, Yahya promised profusely that, after serving a short term, he would hand over power to a truly democratically elected leader. Yahya made this solemn promise to his 125 million subjects:

My prime duty is to protect this country from utter destruction.

My sole aim in imposing martial law is to restore life, liberty and property.

I promise to bring representative, full, free and impartial democracy and that is all.

Once that is done, I will go.

More surprising, Yahya also promised that the days of Bengali discrimination were over. Bengali-speaking East Pakistan had 60 percent of the population but only got about 10 percent of the country’s development aid, lagging far behind West Pakistan in hospitals, doctors, housing, and social services. Yahya said that a free and fair election would finally deliver on the dream upon which the country was built in 1947: one nation, united under a Muslim faith.

The convincing display of humility bowled over the local press. They gushed that Yahya’s legacy was already assured and that he’d be remembered as a hero—a selfless servant who brought suffrage to millions. Now all he had to do was hold an election for both wings of the country and form the country’s first honest parliament. Then he could welcome in whomever the people elected in a grand display of duty and honor. It would make Yahya something akin to George Washington, who famously gave up the presidency at the end of his second term in order to enshrine the peaceful transition of power into the lifeblood of the United States.

This wasn’t to say that Yahya ached in his bones to be remembered as the father of Pakistani democracy. Universal suffrage sounded like a good idea, and he would do his best to organize the infrastructure to pull it off, but to him, it was just another way to prove that he was a man of action, by tackling a mission head-on and delivering results. To Yahya, getting a democracy up and running was a concrete goal, like building a building, growing the economy by 5 percent, or winning a war.

And Yahya saw an intriguing opportunity in America’s new president. Richard Nixon took office the year before and had a soft spot for Pakistan that dated back to his first visit there in the 1950s. Yahya wanted to see if he could cajole some state-of-the-art game changers from the planet’s biggest weapons manufacturer to help settle the score with India. After all, Nixon was sending hundreds of millions of dollars’ worth of arms, not to mention half a million American troops, to stop Soviet sympathizers in Vietnam. Why not send weapons to Pakistan for the same purpose? Nixon had a reputation for bending the rules when it suited him. Maybe he’d have a creative solution to the military sanctions that were crippling Pakistan.

The light on Yahya’s phone continued to blink. Nixon waited on hold. Confident that his power play had achieved the desired effect, Yahya picked up the handset and pushed the red button.

Yahya’s voice delivered a deep baritone into the receiver as he greeted his guns gatekeeper: the world’s most powerful man. Yahya’s heavy British accent came courtesy of his military-school upbringing, perfectly fluent and proper but with a halting, dragging cadence that hung on the last syllable of seemingly random words. His critics called it slurring.

The two men exchanged genuine pleasantries. Nixon and Yahya shared a camaraderie built on their mutual struggle to keep a lid on the disrespectful miscreants who refused to respect their authority. The one big thing that the unlikely pair understood, above all else, was that everyone was always out to get them. So both men had no qualms about getting their hands dirty in pursuit of defending their respective nations.

For his part, Nixon also found the rarest of humans in Yahya: a true friend. Historian Gary Bass wrote that, aside from a certain banker in Florida, Yahya might have even been Nixon’s only real friend in the world.

It only took a matter of minutes for the men to reach an agreement: Nixon would come to Pakistan for an official visit in August, at which time they would proclaim their friendship through an arms deal masquerading as a humanitarian aid package. Nixon would find a way around the pesky embargo, and Yahya would ensure that Pakistan would be a loyal American ally for the next fifty years.

Yahya hung up and lit a Chesterfield. As he exhaled, smoke danced over his impossibly bushy eyebrows, which curled skyward above the sides of his eyes. Yahya loved his eyebrows. He felt they were the true source of his strength, just like Samson’s hair. So he twisted the center of each brow up to a point, thinking it gave him a distinguished air.

Yahya drained the last of his tumbler, then reached for a celebratory nightcap.
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Candy Rohde

DACCA, EAST PAKISTAN

MAY 1969

Eighteen months before landfall

Candy Rohde squeezed her way through leaning pillars of fifty-pound rice bags, pivoting past the beat-up stacks of cooking-oil containers that crowded every step of the narrow stone-and-dirt walkway. She backtracked a few times after hitting dead ends piled high with blankets and cooking implements. It had to be around here somewhere.

She peered down an alley, confused. Household goods mostly—stacks of stoves and round tin containers. She stared ahead at row after row of sari and lungi sellers. They were packed so tightly that it felt like the alleyway would cave in, drowning them all in fine imported Indian silk.

A few hawkers peeked out from the apertures of their mini-pharmacies, watching the American woman with the long straight brown hair as she continued on her search. It was always fun for the hawkers to watch tourists get lost in Old Dacca’s centuries-old labyrinth of a bazaar.

Candy took another wrong turn and somehow found herself back at the entrance. Dacca’s punishing summer sun came into view. It shone off the penny-theater movie screens that squatted on street corners to lure in children. The mobile-movie men set up next to the curbside barbers and street dentists. They sold tickets for local Bengali films, pilfering coins from idle children whose fathers were getting a shave or having a molar removed. Most of the men dressed head to toe in long white shirts, per Islamic guidance.

Candy did an about-face, grabbed the folds of sari cloth slipping down off her hips, and pushed back into the maze. It was time to be more systematic. She made a mental map as she passed through the shops this time, asking sellers in broken Bengali at every haphazard junction.

Inside the heart of a labyrinth made out of a thousand shops crammed into just a few city blocks lay a gleaming oasis of brilliance.

Just past a sickly-sweet-smelling opium den was the object of her desire: a row of jewelers who could turn giant conch shells dredged from the Ganges delta into elaborate wedding bangles for Hindu brides. Invariably nearsighted and mustachioed Hindu men oversaw each shop and squinted through their secondhand loupes.

Candy carefully scanned the merchandise as she moved from shop to shop. While gold and silver were just as timeless in Dacca as anywhere else, exquisitely carved conch-shell bangles were the ultimate status symbol for Bengali women. More than even the temples, jewelers’ row served as the cultural epicenter of Dacca’s Hindu-minority population. With half a million Hindus living in the city, the alleyway was always crammed with customers.

Candy caught sight of an especially intricate piece and asked to see it by pointing and smiling. She accepted the piece carefully, turning it over slowly in her palm and marveling at how each elegant leaf carving fit together so perfectly. It took a certain thoughtfulness and planning to make the conch into a finished product. A single wrong stroke and weeks of work would be nothing more than seashell trash.

Candy slipped it on her wrist. Prospective mothers-in-law to her left and right haggled with jewelers over their own conch pieces. Just because they ached to wow wedding guests with brilliant gifts to their new daughter-in-law didn’t mean they were going to be taken for a ride in the process.

“Dhanyabada,” Candy said in a heavily accented Bengali, thanking the old jeweler while delicately handing back the piece. The price was about one dollar in 1969 prices. Another time, perhaps. She had a cocktail party with some Bengali friends that night but didn’t want to overdo it. She made a mental note of a stunning pink pearl bracelet the jeweler also had; maybe she’d drop a hint to Jon, since their first anniversary was coming up soon.

Candy made her way back to the entrance without a single false step, stopping along the way to add a special spicy mustard-seed blend to her growing spice collection. The steaming, moldy monsoon air rushed against her face as she stepped over a mosquito-filled open sewer into the sticky street. She hailed a three-wheeled bicycle rickshaw to take her home.

While these man-powered taxis might not be as fast as the cabs back in Boston, Candy appreciated how every rickshaw was a brilliantly painted work of art. Palaces and man-faced tigers competed for space on the backs of some of these three-wheeled cycles, while others bore paintings of dragons and snow-topped mountains. Her sinewy driver slapped her seat free of flies with a rag while she took the time to admire the back of her ride, which featured a scene of a great Bengali king leading his army into battle. Then she settled herself onto the cracked red vinyl seat. The driver hopped back on the pedals for the twenty-minute journey, banging his rickshaw against the wheels of a few others in order to get out of the crammed parking lot.

Candy took in the view as they passed the open-air fish market. She spied a mélange of ice and blood draining off the white-brown fish boards and mixing into the gutter. The hilsa, perch, and porpoise here would soon fry in pans with secretive blends of oil, chili, lime, garlic, cardamom, and turmeric, and then make their way onto customers’ banana leaves. Most Bengalis considered fish the lifeblood of their rich food culture, so even roadside cooks jealously guarded their recipes.

As she gazed out in awe at the kaleidoscope of colors that was so different from her last home, Candy thought back to six months earlier. She and Jon had been sitting at the kitchen table in their small apartment in Boston’s Back Bay, flipping page by page through an old atlas and plotting their escape to a place where the authorities could never bother them. Next to the atlas lay a letter from the government, postmarked the day before. Jon was being drafted. Again.

Jon graduated top of his class at Harvard Medical School and was one of the brightest medical minds in the country. Yet as the Vietnam War dragged on, even the best were getting conscripted. Jon would have to report to the front lines as a triage surgeon, unless he and Candy could come up with a damn good reason for him not to. He’d already used his “heart condition” excuse last year, after his first draft letter. With the number of able bodies diminishing, those tall tales didn’t fly anymore.

Jon was still wearing his blood-splattered scrubs from a thirty-six-hour shift at Boston City Hospital. There would be time for changing after they had explored every last latitude and longitude line on the atlas’s ratty pages. They’d already agreed that fleeing for Canada wouldn’t work—that would torpedo Jon’s career right when it was supposed to take off. He flipped past Australia and Armenia, pausing briefly on the Bahamas to share a wistful smile with Candy.

Raised in the middle of an old Ohio apple orchard, Candy’s parents dragged her aboard a mail boat bound for the Bahamas when she was four years old. They’d mapped a course through the then-deadly and mysterious Bermuda Triangle. As if being punished for their disregard, their boat chugged almost immediately into Hurricane Nine. (In the 1940s, nobody had yet bothered to come up with names for hurricanes.) The boat heaved for hours on the heavy seas, but the family survived the scare. Energized by the thrill of potential disaster, Candy begged her parents to repeat the harrowing ordeal, and they would return in the following summers to those Caribbean beaches.

Candy frowned as she and Jon turned the page. There was no meaningful work for Jon in the Bahamas, either. They were already past Malaysia and Mexico, and nothing promising had come up so far. It was looking grim.

After being awake for two days, Jon could barely see straight. He flipped past the P’s absentmindedly.

“Wait, Jon, go back.”

Jon flipped back a page.

“Didn’t your friend Bucky work at a cholera lab in East Pakistan to fulfill his service?”

“That’s right!” Jon said, tapping the page.

In an effort to win hearts and minds during the Cold War, America funded health clinics in developing countries in a ring all the way around the USSR’s sphere of influence. Nestled between Soviet-leaning India and the Southeast Asian battlegrounds, East Pakistan was a priority target and in desperate need of Jon’s services.

Candy didn’t know much about the place, other than the occasional news clippings about assorted famines and floods that seemed to befall the poor people there every couple of years, but she thought it could be the perfect locale to escape the insanity of war. Besides, it looked lusciously green on the map sitting in front of them. She felt a thrill welling up in her, as that old adventurer’s rush flowed through her veins.

The US Army approved Jon’s exemption, and the pair packed their secondhand suitcases, bound for Dacca. But getting Jon out of the draft came with other sacrifices. Candy had just started teaching fifth graders at Newton Public Schools, the culmination of her master’s in education. She loved the job. She’d even started designing a new curriculum and wrote essays to parents every semester about their children. But she would have to give it up. Candy hoped to develop something similar in Dacca, if given the chance.

In the months that followed, Candy slowly filled their cozy two-bedroom Dacca flat with carefully selected Bengali artworks and sculptures, while Jon did lifesaving medical research at the lab. Candy was less lucky finding her own calling in Dacca so far, but she was sure it was only a matter of time.

Candy’s mind snapped back to the present as the rickshaw peddler slowed his vehicle to a stop. Traffic was at a standstill. Horns and drivers blared all around. Up ahead, two giant ox carts with wooden wheels blocked the narrow street. The oxen pulling the carts had stopped their labor to have a staring contest. Their owners pulled on the animals’ horns and slapped their rumps, but the oxen remained implacable. Candy covered her face with her shawl as the old diesel minibus next to them belched its fumes their way.

The rickshaw driver paid no mind. He was used to
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