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“You know, they straightened out the Mississippi River in places, to make room for houses and livable acreage. Occasionally, the river floods these places. ‘Floods’ is the word they use, but in fact it is not flooding: it is remembering. Remembering where it used to be. All water has a perfect memory and is forever trying to get back to where it was.”

—TONI MORRISON, The Site of Memory

“My nights are tormented and I cannot sleep, the bodies and graves appear and reappear in my dreams… the sound of the earth as I covered the graves… bodies and faces that were mutilated… mothers who would never find their sons. My memory is an obligation.” Atta Mohammad, a Kashmiri gravedigger at Chehal Bimyar who buried 203 unidentified bodies from 2002 to 2006.

—A. P. CHATTERJI, P. IMROZ, ET AL, Buried Evidence: Unknown, Unmarked and Mass Graves in Indian-Administered Kashmir
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SMOKE. I CAN’T smell smoke without thinking of you, Father. You left me after the fire. I was seven years old. As a child, I tried to understand what happened, but all I could remember was the grief. The fire rips in jagged ways through my memory. I could barely breathe through the thick gray clouds. Mother held me. Orange flames licked her scarf. The weight of her body suffocated mine.

The fire left a scar on my calf. It’s a pale white line, splitting my birthmark in two, running like the border that crosses our home, militarized on both sides. My body, like my birthmark, partitioned by colonial forces, so all we remember is war. Father, you were the one who said my birthmark was shaped like our country, Charagan, like a moth struggling to flutter its wings and be free. When the colonial rulers left, they divided the land that our rivers flow through in the name of Nadistan’s “independence.” I studied my scar and found where our village, Poshkarbal, lands on the border.

Fire. Our story begins with fire, an element that humans have learned to create, contort, and manipulate. This story ends with water. Most of the human body is comprised of water. I am a grandmother now. But I will never ask my grandchildren to come to my grave after I die and tell me that our freedom has come. I live my life as an act of freedom, as I did from birth.

Freedom is our natural state of being. Call us freedom.
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AGE 8

1974

In the village of Poshkarbal in Charagan

On the border between Nadistan, Daryastan, and the Middle Kingdom
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AS A CHILD, Aisha opened the carved wooden shutters each morning, letting light stream in. Strings of dried fish hung from the ceiling, glass jars filled with healing herbs sat on the shelf, and a mortar, yellowed with turmeric, lay next to the stove. She bent over the stove to light it. Flames burst forth, reaching toward her as if she were kerosene to feed on.

“Aisha.” Her mother’s voice made her jump. She hadn’t heard her enter the room. “You will go to school today. I’ll finish the breakfast.”

Aisha turned toward her mother in shock. Her cousins were returning to school after the winter closure, but she’d assumed that she’d stay with her mother. “Why didn’t you tell me before?”

“You’d just worry yourself thinking about it.”

Her parents had always fought about school. It was the fight that caused the fire. Aisha was sure of it. Her mother’s shrill voice rose above her father’s. Her father insisted that Aisha was too young for school.

Her father was right. A year after the fire, at eight years old, Aisha still wasn’t ready for school. She should stay with her mother. She’d already learned how to mix herb tonics. When her mother delivered babies, she was there with the blankets, thermometer, whatever her mother needed. Still, there were times her mother left her alone at the house, saying she was too small to come along. Aisha would beg her mother to take her with her, but her mother only said, “You are too young to sit with death.”

How did her mother know who would live and who would die?

Aisha grew curious about the face of death, how it might look when it entered the room. She’d asked her mother once, expecting to be reprimanded. “Death is a smell you learn to breathe in,” her mother said. “I prefer not to see it, but we all find our own way with it.”

School, too, seemed far away, a blurred image.

“Fetch some drinking water,” her mother said.

Aisha could not move. Her feet sunk into the ground. The argument rang in her ears. Her father had said she wasn’t ready. The fire somehow petrified his words, encased them like glass.

“Go,” her mother said firmly.

Aisha grabbed the water jug and headed out the door away from the orchard. The rising sun cast the field in yellow. The mountains surrounded them on all sides and the cottonwood trees, growing along the river, swept up to kiss the sky. Canals dotted their land, small eddies that siphoned water from the river to flood the rice paddies that terraced the hill. Walnut and apple trees grew near the house, with mulberries at the borders. Above the rice fields, the arid soil gave way to a blanket of pine trees. Up this steep trail there was a fertile swath of land where her mother grew poppies, not the few that were mixed in with their vegetables, but a field that bloomed in summer, stretched between the folds in the mountain. A place she never spoke of. Aisha only went up there when she was sure her mother was far away.

She climbed over a fallen log and then hopped over a remaining patch of snow, arriving at the spring where the water bubbled up. Her reflection stared back, her long brown hair hung around her face, still messy from sleep. She had her mother’s full lips and father’s dimpled chin. She stood up tall, spreading her lanky arms so her reflection reached the other side, then filled the jug to the top and turned back toward home.

The wind blew gently as she crossed through the apple trees. The branches swooped toward her, daring her to climb up into them as she always had with her father. During the harvest, he’d lifted her up into the branches so she could climb to the top and get the apples. The sour taste exploded in her mouth as she ate the ones with wormholes, tossing the best ones into baskets. He’d taught her to recognize the signs of moths nesting in the leaves and how to prune in the fall so the trees wouldn’t get sick.

They’d always fished in the river together. Her father taught her to cast into the eddies, where the fish gathered in the evening. In the mornings, they clustered in the still water. Once, Aisha had landed a fish all by herself. Her father unhooked it and squeezed the belly of the fish, causing a stream of translucent eggs filled with red-eyed fish to pop out. They had caught the mother. Her father threw her back in the water and said, “Better let this one go, and eat the children when they grow up.”

Every time Aisha caught a fish in the river, she knew it was one of the babies, all grown-up, something her father left behind for her. But now the fish were getting harder to catch. There were fewer and fewer of them. Soldiers on both sides of the border caught the mothers, as if they’d never learned the right way to fish, or how to care for a river.

She closed her eyes, attempting to push away the image of her father’s face—the crinkle that formed at the corner of his eyes when he laughed, the bristle of his beard against her cheek when he hugged her.

Aisha was forbidden from mentioning her father and the fire. She’d spoken of him once and could still feel the sting from her mother’s slap. “He will never come back.” His absence settled around them, bright like the sun at noon, something that illuminated everything, but couldn’t be directly looked at.

Aisha went inside the house and found a gift from her mother waiting on her sleeping mat: a perfectly white dupatta. There was also a winter cloak, the gray wool tightly knit with lotus flowers along the sleeves and neck.

“Thank you, Mom.” Her mother did not look up but continued sweeping. Aisha did not want to touch the gifts, afraid that her fingers would leave marks. She felt taller and smarter as she dressed. Her mom brushed Aisha’s thick brown hair, which came to a peak on her forehead, just as her mother’s did. Usually her mother used the white plastic comb with the missing tooth to rip the knots out of Aisha’s hair, but today she used the tortoiseshell brush, adding the smallest bit of oil so that the knots came out with ease. Even the oil smelled sweeter. Aisha wrapped her new dupatta over her head and around her neck and carefully pinned the fabric by her ears.

Her mother rubbed her back. “You must pay attention at school. Education can never be taken away.”

Maybe school wouldn’t be that bad. Maybe the other children would be kind. Maybe her mother was right.

Her mother handed her the final gift: shoes. They were not heavy winter shoes, but shiny black leather with the most delicate straps. Aisha wanted to grab them, but instead she reached for the round middle of her mother and buried her face in the folds, breathing in her scent of cardamom.

Her mother hugged her back. “Put on your shoes.”

It took three tries before Aisha could buckle them. Her mother towered above her, impatient, but Aisha was determined to do it on her own. The shoes were stiff and a size too big. As they went down the hill, a blister formed on her baby toe.

The houses around them grew closer together and larger in size as they descended. A herd of goats grazed under poplar trees, near a smattering of spring snow. For every one of her mother’s steps, Aisha took three, counting them in her head. No mud splashed on her shoes.

Instead of following the path to the center of town where the fabric store, private school, mosque, and market were, they went toward the mountain that led to the government school. On the mountain across the way, the army outposts marked the border.

Some days gunfire erupted, but today the clouds hid the other side, leaving only the closest guards visible. The soldiers came from far away. They were short and squat, with flat noses and guns. Mother kept her away. They rarely walked on the paths where the soldiers were.

The dirt path led to the school, a huge gray building with paint peeling off. Just before entering, her mother grabbed Aisha’s wrist. “At school, stay away from the boys, understand?”

Aisha nodded.

“Never look at them or go near them. God is watching and will know if you disobey.”

Surely, boys must be terrible if God himself were watching to make sure that she stayed away. Besides, she already avoided the other children so that they wouldn’t make fun of her. She inhaled deeply and entered the classroom. She was late. All the other children were seated.

“Welcome, I am Mr. Malik.” The teacher wore a shirt that buttoned down the center, and dark pants instead of a traditional cloak. His face was narrow and clean-shaven, with thick-rimmed glasses.

A boy pointed at her and said, “It’s the mute girl.” The whole class laughed. Aisha felt her cheeks turn red. She wasn’t mute. She just didn’t talk to people other than her mom.

“Silence,” said the teacher. His dark hair was thin and parted at the side. Aisha had seen him at the mosque before but had never spoken with him.

This was a bad idea. Why was her mother doing this? She held her hands behind her back as she glanced around the room. The children toward the back were bigger, some as tall as the teacher. They were all boys, except for three little girls up front by the window, one of whom was her cousin Mina. Please, let Mina be nice today. Ever since her father left, Mina had turned on her, saying ugly things and pinching her. But maybe today would be different. Maybe at school Mina would defend her from the other kids.

The teacher pointed to an empty desk in front of Mina, next to a girl with a missing front tooth and white leather shoes. Mina stuck her tongue out. Her auburn hair slipped out from under her cream dupatta. Aisha wanted to go home, but instead, she sat on a wooden chair, folding her sweaty hands into her lap.

“Come, sit.” Murad Malik hadn’t anticipated a new student today. Aisha was a miniature replica of her mother, Noorjahan, the same full, dark hair and heart-shaped face. Noorjahan was supposed to meet with him in advance of having Aisha join the class. But Noorjahan always wanted to do things her way.

“You are wearing black boy shoes,” Mina whispered, and the missing-tooth girl giggled. Aisha glanced around. The other girls were wearing white shoes. The missing-tooth girl pressed the white tip of her shoe into Aisha’s calf. Her scar burned. Aisha pulled her legs away and tried to conceal her shoes, placing her right foot on top of the other, leaving a ribbon of mud on her shoe’s shiny black surface.

A few more students trickled in, including Omar, the tall boy who lived three houses down. He was surprised to see Aisha. His mother had told him to be kind to her, but other kids said that Noorjahan got possessed by the evil eye and that’s why her parents were dead. When Noorjahan came to treat his mother when she was sick, Aisha played outside with his cat but refused to speak to him. Strange people.

The teacher tapped a baton on his desk. The students quieted. “We have a new pupil joining us,” he said, looking to Aisha. “Please, introduce yourself to the class.”

Aisha’s heart beat into her ears. She opened her mouth, but no sound came out. Why did her mother make her go to school? She knew that she couldn’t speak to anyone else. Her father had known that it wasn’t right.

The missing-tooth girl leaned over so her lips were right against Aisha’s ear. “Just say your name.”

Thirty pairs of eyes stared at her as if she were stupid. She opened her mouth. No sound came out. Aisha slouched at her desk for the rest of the class, wishing herself invisible.

Murad shook his head. Poor child. How could Noorjahan have sent her daughter to school if she didn’t even speak? It was hard enough teaching girls, but this was absurd.

The morning passed slowly. When lunch finally came, Murad told the class, “In three months, we will have our exams for this term. At the end of the tests, you will bring your father to collect your results.”

The blood drained from her face. She had no father to come with her. Aisha felt the sting of her mother’s slap when she’d asked where he was. She knew if she were good enough and worked hard enough, her father would surely return.

At lunchtime, Aisha sat by herself under a cottonwood tree. She couldn’t see the path that led back to her house because of the thick trees.

She opened her lunch tins. The lentils were still warm and the rice let off a bit of steam. She ate, relieved at being unnoticed, until her gangly neighbor Omar approached her. His cheeks were flushed from the cold and his nose arched off his face like a mountain. His brown hair grew thick around his head. “Why don’t you talk?” he asked, putting his face up to hers. “Is it because your mother is a witch?” Omar pinched her arm. “Say something.” He grabbed under her dupatta and pulled her hair.

Aisha howled, jumped up, and rammed her head right into his stomach. Omar screamed and released her. She ran toward the schoolhouse. He tried to grab hold of her dupatta, but it slipped through his muddy fingers. He had surely just stained it. Just like her shoes, everything was ruined.
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MURAD, THE SCHOOLTEACHER, sipped his cardamom tea on the porch. An almond swirled at the bottom of the golden tea. The mountains to the west dissolved into the purple twilight. Crows flew overhead, crossing a stand of silhouetted poplars. A few crickets started a song. This was his favorite time of day, when the dark took over the light. But tonight, he could not enjoy it with the pounding in his head.

For years, he had been plagued with headaches. They began just after he started teaching. The village doctor gave him a monthly dose of pills to manage the pain, but he’d used them all last week, and two weeks remained before he could get his prescription refilled.

“Would you like a biscuit?” Murad’s wife, Haseena, asked from inside the house.

“Please,” he said, perhaps some food would help. He turned toward her, but he could not make her out from behind the shear turquoise curtains, a gift from their wedding, now dusty with age.

The door to the house hung open. She always forgot to close it, even in the cold. Alim, their son, brought out the biscuits on a silver tray. He was thin like his father and had his long nose, too. Murad patted the chair next to him, but Alim shook his head.

“I have to study, Father.”

For all the time that boy spent studying there were no results. He ranked in the middle of the class. Haseena came out onto the porch and sat beside him. Her thick black hair was freshly brushed. When they first married, Murad brushed it for her. She wore a loose-fitting teal kurta that hung down to her knees. Murad couldn’t even make out the shape of her breasts under it. Her plump cheeks were red from the chill of the night, and even though she had not gone out all day, she’d applied kohl to her eyes, accentuating the shape. “Are you feeling alright?” she asked, pouring herself some tea.

“It was a challenging day at work. The little girls just aren’t prepared for school.” He tightened the woolen scarf around his neck to keep the cold out.

“What do you mean?”

It was rare that Haseena took any interest in his work. He turned toward her, taking in the cleft of her chin.

“The boys were distracted by the girls, and one is even mute. Can you imagine? What am I to do with a child who doesn’t speak?”

“I went to school,” Haseena said. “You think this education was wasted on me?”

The pounding in his temples grew deeper. “I’m not talking about girls from good families, but what sense is there in having a child from a poor, broken family be educated? It’s hard enough at these government schools to educate the boys. Why make it more complicated?”

Haseena was silent as she finished her biscuit. “You are talking about Aisha?” Of course the poor child didn’t speak—after what happened to her grandparents. They said that the fire was an accident. But who would believe that?

“Yes, Aisha can’t even speak. What am I supposed to do with her? And all the children make fun of her.” But he couldn’t blame Noorjahan. Her husband had left her, after all. What could she do? Her husband, Babak, was a man from an upstanding family who had married a field worker. Their story was destined for tragedy. Such a silly part of their youth, believing love could conquer caste, and that Charagan would be free.

“Are you listening, Murad?” Haseena placed her cup on the table. “There was a bombing in the capital, near the university.”

Haseena only ever spoke of the news when she was afraid. She worried Murad would be next. The government propaganda in the newspaper had framed this bombing as militants from Daryastan killing civilians, but it was Nadistan’s army killing civilians. Of course, these same papers never reported on the roundups, the young men taken in the middle of the night.

“I just get worried,” she said.

“I know.”

“You must really be careful with what you are teaching your students.” She squeezed his hand. His fingers tensed under hers.

“I will not teach them government propaganda.” The new textbooks arrived last week, stamped with the prime minister of Nadistan’s seal. The book referred to him as “our leader,” dedicating a full chapter to his biography. Yet the actual governor of Charagan, who by Nadistan’s own constitution was Charagan’s autonomous leader, was not even mentioned. The constitution guaranteed the right to self-governance for Charagan, but the military presence flouted the law.

“It’s just not safe for you, for us. Think of our son if not yourself.” Her voice rose higher.

“Do you want me to not even mention the governor’s name? Pretend that we are Nadistan’s colony?” He pulled his hand away. This year’s textbook eliminated the chapter on land reform that Charagan instituted after the colonial forces left. “What future do our children have if they are raised on lies and don’t understand our history? If they don’t even understand how they got the land that they stand on?”

“Be reasonable, Murad. You know they are arresting teachers. Just follow the government textbooks. For me. Please?”

He turned away from her and looked out at the trees beyond their property, sloping up to a ridge. He’d saved half the old textbooks when the Ministry of Education had come to collect them. He didn’t let the children take them home, but he used them in class.

“Think of your family.” Haseena picked up the tray and loaded it with their cups. He was stubborn—wed to his dreams.

In the distance, the lights from the army posts dotted the mountain that marked the cease-fire line. A bat fluttered overhead, and the neighbor’s dog barked as someone left. Murad made out a woman. Why was she alone at this time? The snake of her hair was distinct on her back. Was it Aisha’s mother? His heart beat faster; it was Noorjahan. He needed to talk with her about Aisha. It was ridiculous to have a student in school who wouldn’t speak.

He waited until Noorjahan left the neighbor’s, and then followed her, going through the gate of their backyard to avoid Haseena’s questions.

Noorjahan was ahead of him. He walked quickly to catch up to her on the road. “Good evening,” he said when she was within earshot. Seeing her awoke something inside him. When he was young, all the boys noticed Noorjahan when they saw her working in the fields. They’d made excuses to go and buy wool and leather from the goat herders who lived on the mountain above her.

That was when he was young and idealistic. Even the local government had believed in dreams then, and legislated land reform, forcing the landowners to give their land to the poor who worked it. Anything seemed possible—even marrying a girl from a poor family. But she chose Babak, and a good thing, too, as these things never lasted.

Noorjahan turned to face him. She had high cheekbones, her hazel eyes the green of the land. Her hair was covered in a sheer blue scarf that he could see the line of her ear under. She moved ever so slightly toward him, an indication that he could continue even though they both knew that he should not be approaching her alone.

“I wanted to speak with you about Aisha,” he said, trying to block the pain pounding in his head.

Noorjahan’s lips stiffened. “Yes?”

“I’m not sure that she’s quite ready for school.”

She crossed her arms. “What do you mean?”

Murad swallowed, feeling suddenly nervous. “She doesn’t speak. How can I teach her?”

“She knows how to speak. She is just afraid outside the home.” Her eyes pierced his. “Be patient with her. She will learn.”

Why was she telling him how to teach his class? He was the teacher. “The other children are cruel to her. Wait another year.”

“You are being cruel.” She started walking up the road, but then she turned and added, “Why on earth would you deny her an education?”

He wasn’t denying Aisha anything. He had only meant to help. “Of course, she is welcome in the classroom. I am just concerned that she is being teased so much.” He walked after Noorjahan.

Noorjahan sighed and slowed down, letting him catch up to her. “She has been through so much. Just give her some time.”

Noorjahan looked so vulnerable and alone. Murad wanted to take her hands in his. “I could maybe offer her additional lessons. That is, if you would like that.”

“No thank you.” Her voice was stern. “We will be just fine. Is your head bothering you?”

His cheeks flushed and he stammered as if he were a boy again. “Bothering me?” What was she implying? Why had he even come after her and tried to help? She was such a difficult woman.

“Why not say what you need?” She shook her head and reached into the leather pouch at her side. “It’s my help you want. Why bring Aisha into this?”

Murad’s throat tightened. What on earth was she talking about? “I’ll be on my way, then.”

She pulled something from her bag, some kind of dried herb, and rubbed it between her hands, then shoved it under his nose. “This will help.”

“I don’t believe in such rubbish.” He blocked her hand from his nose. The feeling of her skin against his sparked against his spine.

“Just inhale it when your head hurts. You can also add it to boiling water and breathe in the vapors.”

Murad took the herbs and sniffed them skeptically. Relief flooded his sinuses.

“That should take care of it. This time, I won’t charge you.”

The pain from his headache dissolved.
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RETURNING HOME FROM her first day of school, Aisha found the house empty. She scrubbed her shoes with an old cloth. The dirt came off, but the leather was scuffed and damaged. Trying to hide the ruin, she placed the shoes in the shadow of her thick winter boots.

Where was her mother? It was late. Maybe someone was sick and her mother had gone to help? She kept glancing out the window to see if her mother was coming up the road.

Aisha removed her dupatta and assessed the damage. Her stomach tightened. Omar had stained it with his muddy fingers. A huge red stain like a moth opening its wings tainted the white fabric. The best thing her mother had ever gotten her was destroyed.

She changed into a long shirt and wool pants and went outside and tried to wash out the stain, but the moth refused to give away. Instead, bits of the fabric snagged and tore. The silhouette of the moth remained. There was nothing to do but hide the soiled dupatta where her mother wouldn’t see it.

She checked the pots on the stove—there were some crusted lentils left, but no rice. She measured a cupful, washed the rice until the water ran clean, and put it on to boil.

The front door creaked open, and her mother came in. Aisha ran over to her and hugged her. How beautiful she was; her mother didn’t need to wear makeup. Everyone told Aisha how much she looked like her mother, but she never saw it.

“I made rice,” Aisha said, hoping to distract her mother from the ruin of her dupatta.

“What would I do without you?” her mother said, releasing Aisha from her arms. “You must be hungry.”

Aisha nodded. She skipped over to the stove and pulled the wooden step stool over to reach the bowls, and then served them. They ate in silence. Her mother formed the rice into little balls and grunted her thanks. Aisha hadn’t realized how hungry she was until her stomach warmed with food.

“How was school?”

Her hand froze. “Good.”

“You are a very smart girl. It is important that you do well in school and get high marks on your exams.”

Yes, she’d do well. So well that her father would arrive to collect her scores. She knew that her father was alive, that he was going to come back for her.

“Where is your dupatta? Why aren’t you wearing it?”

Aisha’s breath constricted in her chest. “It’s hanging under my old ones so it doesn’t get damaged.” She felt bolstered by the story. It made good sense. “I’ll wear it only for special occasions.”

Her mother’s eyes softened. “You are such a good girl. I’ll do the dishes tonight. You must be tired from such a long day. Go, get ready for bed.”

Aisha finished her food and then slid off to bed.



As the week passed, Aisha settled into a new rhythm with school. She missed going with her mother and seeing all the babies. The best days were ones like today, when her mother was home.

Noorjahan stood at the stove cooking dinner, while Aisha rushed through her homework so that she could play outside while it was still light. As soon as she finished, she put her schoolwork away, headed to the door, and grabbed her yellow dupatta.

“Why don’t you wear your white one?” her mother asked her.

Her heart dropped. “I don’t want to dirty it.” Aisha forced herself to meet her mother’s eyes.

“Why don’t you wear it to school?”

“I do.” Aisha pulled on her boots, grabbed her jacket, and fled.

The door slammed over her mother’s words: “Don’t catch cold.”

Skipping away from the house, past the orchards, she climbed up the hill. Her cheeks flushed as she reached the top. The trees in the orchard below were small little dwarfs with green sprouting limbs. Aisha ran down the hill, hands in the air, screaming, imagining she were being chased. She ran so fast that she was flying, arms outstretched. At the bottom, she dropped to the ground, eyes open to the clouds. A bear in the cloud turned into an owl and floated away. She rolled on her belly, grabbed a stick, and poked at a bush. There were two bugs on a leaf. She blew on them, and one flew away; the other landed on a nearby plant with four purple flowers. These were special flowers that warded off the evil eye. Aisha leaned closer and squealed with excitement. Gathering as many as she could, she slipped them into the pocket of her woolen cloak.

Her mother would be so happy with the flowers. Aisha ran home, singing all the way, eager to give her mother the gift. When she entered the house, her mother sat in the corner, cross-legged, smoking her grandfather’s water pipe.

“Mom, I have something for you.”

“What is it, love?”

Aisha pulled the flowers from her pocket.

Her mother looked down and smiled. Smoke curled above her head. “What a wonderful surprise. A mother without a daughter is like a boat without oars.”

Aisha beamed.



School ended, and her mother would be working late, visiting newborn babies. When her mother was away, Aisha often went down to the river to catch fish, but some days she felt bolder, venturing down the hill toward town all by herself.

Aisha watched Mina head down the hill toward their grandparents’ compound with a cluster of boys eager to play cricket. But Aisha was not invited, and her mother forbade her from visiting her paternal grandparents after her father had left. Omar headed up the hill with the missing-tooth girl, Mina’s brother, Padmal, and the Gujars’ children, who lived high in the hills, herding goats.

When the coast was clear of the other children, she started up the path home, kicking a pine cone. After weeks of use, her shoes were now worn, and the scuffs from the first day no longer mattered. She’d not worn the dupatta since Omar had stained it, and her mother stopped asking about it. She washed it each week, in an attempt to remove the muddy stain, but it hovered over the fabric, leaving half-spread wings.

The pine cone skidded up the trail, hit a rock, and then rolled by her down the hill. Aisha turned around and ran after it, kicking it with all her might, expecting it to explode into a million pieces. Instead, it gained momentum and tumbled farther down the hill. It was not going to get away. Her legs pumped fast against the ground as she ran after it, the wind cold against her.

She ran past the pines and large boulders, but could not catch the pine cone; it was gone. As she approached town, the pines gave way to poplars, rice paddies terraced the hills, and corrugated metal fences lined the roads. She crossed the metal bridge over the river into the town. Long embroidered shirts hung in the entryway of a shop, vegetables were heaped in stainless steel bowls, flat breads were being toasted in a metal skillet, walnuts mounded alongside golden raisins, and shawls were stacked by size and quality.

Aisha went to the vendor selling bread and bought two pieces. She crouched down at the side of the stall and ate the bread toasted with poppy seeds. She used to come here with her father. Her mother would get mad at them for wasting their money on the bread when she’d made it at home, but neither Aisha nor her father could resist.

Every week, her father used to take her to visit his ancestral home, but her mother never came. Her father’s brothers and one sister, Mina’s mom, still lived at their parents’ compound. Even before her father left, something had separated her from her cousins whose parents lived on the family land, building their houses on the undeveloped parts. Still, she liked playing with her cousins, building forts from sticks, climbing trees, and eating fruit before it was ripe. The older cousins used to pull Aisha and Mina in a wagon down the hills, bumping them over rocks and potholes.

After her father left, the visits ended. She ate the bread alone, remembering how when she became tired, he’d lift her on his shoulders and they’d pretend she was riding a horse, Aisha telling him which way to go. Aisha finished her bread and headed down the path toward her father’s ancestral home. She could ask his parents where he’d gone. She needed him to come to school for exam day.

Passing the private school, a stately A-frame building with intricately carved shutters, she watched the children march in the front courtyard in their starched uniforms, khaki and white, the same color as the mountains peering out from the snow. All her cousins, except for Mina and her brother, Padmal, went there. But now that her father was gone, her other cousins pretended not to know her and did not run up to the fence and wave like they used to. Once, her cousin Zeina had slipped a sweet through the fence into Aisha’s outstretched hands. She didn’t chew the candy, but let it melt in her mouth.

Arriving at her grandparents’ compound, Aisha continued up the driveway. The stairs to their house creaked as she ascended them. The radio blared, children squealed from behind the house, and onions popped as they fried. Her grandfather, Baba Chacha, sat on the porch, smoking. His eyes lit up when he saw her. “Aishaji, come.”

Aisha ran and hugged him. He smelled of sweat and wool. His sweater scratched against her cheek. His brown eyes were creased with wrinkles and his beard and hair were streaked with gray. He wore a gray wool cap and long sweater over brown pants.

“Let me get a look at you,” he said, releasing her. “So tall now.”

Aisha stood up straighter, smiling.

“We have missed you around here,” he whispered, a secret for just the two of them to share. “You are looking more and more like your mother. Sit.” He patted the seat beside him. Aisha sat down. She imagined the framed photo of her father hanging on the wall inside her grandparents’ house.

“Where is my father?” The words came out with a stutter. Aisha covered her mouth with her hand, stunned at her own voice.

“He is in the city. He sends letters and asks of you. It is so good that you have come to visit, so I can give him some news. What shall I tell him?” Her grandfather took her hand, his cracked with age.

There was so much Aisha wanted to ask: When would her father return? Why did he leave? Will he come to school to receive her grades? The front door opened, and Aisha turned as her grandmother came out onto the porch, wringing a thin cheesecloth in her hands. The curds clung to her wrist. She narrowed her eyes at Aisha. The tiniest hint of gray threaded the line below her eyes. Aisha was sure that her grandmother was made of steel.

Aisha’s knees knocked together and she stumbled over the uneven wood on the porch toward her grandmother. “Isn’t it late for you to be so far from home?”

Her throat closed. Only a stutter came out.

“Speak up, child. I don’t have all day. She doesn’t speak?” Her grandmother spoke to her grandfather. “I told you. Something is wrong with her.”

Aisha froze, stunned. She longed to curl up under a blanket and disappear. She took a step back, her legs shaking, and looked toward Baba Chacha. “It is getting late, Aisha. Does your mother know you are here? Shall I walk you home?”

“I need the table moved in the kitchen,” her grandmother said.

His eyes held hers for a moment. Aisha shook her head, turned, and ran down the stairs, not looking back, even though Baba Chacha called to her. Her muscles took over as she ran up the hill. Her tears turned to sweat; her stomach cramped. In the center of town, a few shops were still open, but the streets were mostly empty. In twenty minutes, she would be home.

As she headed into the forest, the sound of male voices stunned her. She slowed down to hear better, the language foreign. She glanced around, searching for a place to hide. The voices grew louder.

Aisha moved as quickly and quietly as she could, heading off the trail and down the mountainside toward a ravine, where she curled up behind a boulder. Her belly pressed into the dirt. She prayed that the men would pass quickly and not see her.

Five men came around the bend. Aisha wriggled for a better view. Yellow teeth, eyes black as river stones, and fur-rimmed hooded jackets cast them in shadows. These must be the men of the north—guns held ready. They had a captive. Aisha held her breath and squinted to see who it was. Her cousin. One of the men held a knife against Padmal’s back.

Aisha forced herself to be quiet and still.

Padmal looked so small against the men’s heavy frames. The man with a thick black beard leaned forward, bringing his knife down along the side of Padmal’s head. Padmal screamed. Blood flowed down his neck.

Aisha bit her lip to keep from screaming. Everything began to spin. Padmal’s screams were inhuman, sharp splinters of noise.

And then a dozen men from the village ran down the path and into the clearing with guns of their own, swords, sticks, stones, and kerosene lamps burning in the twilight. They came from the top of the mountain, tall and brittle like pine trees. Omar’s father and grandfather approached, swords in hand.

The men who held Padmal captive looked up in shock. The bearded man gave Padmal a kick, sending him crashing to the ground, and then ran toward the border; the men of Poshkarbal chased behind them.

A few men stayed back to tend to Padmal. Omar’s father knelt down beside Padmal, pushing a cloth against the side of his head to stop the bleeding. The grandfather searched the ground and grabbed something.

Aisha stayed hidden, watching as Omar’s father slung Padmal over his shoulder and headed up the path. Aisha ran after them, terrified to be left alone.

The men spun around when they heard her approach, knives raised. It was Omar’s grandfather who recognized her first.

“What are you doing here, child?” the grandfather asked. “Were you coming home from school?”

She nodded, dropping her eyes to the ground.

Omar’s grandfather shook his head. “Look at the danger this child was in.” He turned toward Aisha. “You mustn’t be out so late. Things have changed. You are to walk home with the boys in your class from now on. If your mother had any sense, she wouldn’t be sending you to school in all this danger.”

Padmal hung listlessly over Omar’s father’s shoulder. Blood trickled down his body. Aisha tried to look away, but she couldn’t avert her eyes. His ear was gone. They’d sliced it off. She followed behind the men as they headed toward her house, where her mother would help Padmal.

As they approached her house, her mother stood by the door, arms crossed, waiting for them. Aisha followed the men into the house and was met by the stern impasse of her mother. She was late. She was with men. Aisha slunk past her mother, hoping to become invisible in the chaos unfolding around them.

As soon as she slipped off her shoes, her mother said, “Put water on to boil.” Aisha’s hands shook as she lit the stove and heated the water. Her mother thrust some herbs and honey toward her. “Mix them.”

Aisha nodded, taking too long to find a bowl.

Her mother pressed a cloth against Padmal’s bleeding wound. Padmal curled into her mother’s lap. Omar’s father was sent to gather ice from the mountain. When he returned with a handful of snow, they put the blue ear on ice.

When the bleeding slowed, her mother pressed the ear against his head and stitched his ear back on. Padmal gritted his teeth. Aisha pressed her hands over her ears, imagining the stabbing pain. Tears flowed from Padmal’s eyes, but he did not scream. The blue ear under the pleading pressure of her mother’s needle turned to pink—once again a part of his body.

When the men left, Aisha’s body tensed, prepared for her beating.

Instead, her mother hugged her. “I was so worried about you. You must be a good girl and come home right after school, even if I am away.”

“I’m sorry.” Aisha bit her lip. “Maybe I shouldn’t be in school.”

Her mother sat down on the mat and pulled Aisha into her lap. She rested her chin on her head. “No, baby, you have to go to school and study hard. You are so smart.”

Aisha’s body relaxed against her mother’s. She wanted to tell her mother how lonely school was, how she needed her father to receive her test results, how scared she was that she would get attacked by the men, that when she closed her eyes, all she saw was blood.

Instead, she reached up and grabbed the warmth of her mother’s neck, inhaling her sweet scent.




4 [image: ] MURAD

EVERY TUESDAY, MURAD watched Noorjahan across the street, visiting with the neighbor’s new baby. He imagined the infant nestling against her chest.

Haseena shuffled into their room. He dropped the curtain and turned from the window, going over to their nightstand where he grabbed the nearest book.

“Alim is having trouble with his homework. Could you help him, Murad?”

“He doesn’t want my help. I asked already.”

“Maybe if you were more patient with him, none of this would be a problem. He barely passed his last quiz.”

Murad took a deep breath. Haseena always blamed him. What about how she pampered the child? Alim refused to focus on his studies and there was never a consequence.

“I heard Padmal is deaf in his ear.” She hadn’t been able to sleep the last few nights. The poor child. Who would they take next? Nothing like this had ever happened before.

Murad looked up at Haseena. “The ear is healing, and his hearing is just fine. It really is quite a miracle.” He’d heard that Noorjahan had bravely stitched Padmal’s ear back. The men were taking turns stationed at gaps in the border, watching for intruders. It was no longer safe for their children.

He longed to go back to the window to watch Noorjahan. There was something so sweet and tender about her.

“Maybe you could teach at the private school next year.” Haseena already discussed this with her uncle. They had a position opening and the pay would be more. Why was he being so stubborn?

Murad tensed. He didn’t want her family’s handouts. He could earn his own way. Leaving the school wouldn’t solve anything. “Padmal was taken because of his parents.” He was targeted because his father was Hindu. It was easier to believe that they would be safe and only the mixed families were in danger. “Don’t worry; we’ll get through this. We’re keeping watch on the village.”

“With all the soldiers around, you’d think that you wouldn’t have to.” She hated it when Murad went out at night to look out with the other men. The hours passed without sleep as she imagined him being taken by bandits or shot by the army.

“These soldiers are not here to protect us.” Nadistan’s military never seemed to interfere with armed bandits crossing the border. Instead, they interrogated the village men as if they had attacked Padmal. Everyone knew that it was operatives from Daryastan paid by drug lords that wanted to control the opium industry.

“It was so different when we were children,” Haseena said. “We never had to worry like this.”

Murad stood up and took Haseena’s hand in his.

“Why are you wearing your jacket?” Haseena asked. He wasn’t signed up for patrol.

Murad’s stomach tightened. Her hand stiffened. “I’m going to see my brother.”

“What about Alim?”

“He didn’t want any help.” Murad slipped
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