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July 2021

 

They said the Taliban was taking over more and more regions, steadily advancing toward Kabul. We had been assured by the U.S. governor in Afghanistan that the Afghan security forces would withstand the Taliban's pressure. After all, the Afghan security forces had been trained by the U.S. military. But it was becoming undeniably grim for the security forces. And for us.

   Us—that was my mom, dad, little sister, and me. My mom was one of the leaders of the Afghan women's rights movement and had spoken publicly about women's right to education and to not cover themselves. She would therefore rank high on the Taliban's list of people they would try to capture if they regained power.

   The same went for my dad. He had served as an interpreter for the Danish forces, including during the brutal battles in Helmand Province back in the 2000s.

   So we placed our trust in the Americans and our security forces to keep the Taliban far from Kabul.

   My mom, little sister, and I had benefited from the Western military presence in the country. We could go out in the city without male escorts. The Ministry for Virtue had been dissolved, and there were no dress codes for women. So we could go without headscarves, niqabs, or burkas. As women and girls, we could move freely and were not barred from parks or gymnasiums. My little sister and I were in school. We girls didn’t have to stop after the 6th grade but could continue our education, even at higher levels. Practically no restrictions were placed on women’s and girls’ rights. There were no public executions by stoning or other barbaric methods, no lashings.

   I loved it.

   I hoped very much the Taliban wouldn’t come here.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


 

 

 

 

 

 

August 2021

 

My mom was dragged onto a simple earthen mound. Then a man, and gradually more and more men, began shouting at her, shoving her back and forth among them until she lost her footing and fell to the ground. The men continued to abuse her as she lay on all fours—now even more violently. They shoved her hard, first with their hands, then with their feet. The next step was when one of them kicked her body. Then another man followed with a kick to her head. Yet another kicked her in the head, after which she collapsed onto her stomach and lay still. The first stone struck her body. Then stones rained down on her head. Finally, the leader of the men dropped a large cement slab onto my mom. Once. Then again. And a third time.

   I saw it with my own eyes. Because when my mom left home to confront the Taliban—"Surely one can reason with them"—I ran after her. I stood at a safe distance from the mound and watched as a man with a healed cleft lip scar led the proceedings by reciting accusations against my mom for blasphemy and failing to uphold virtue. Then he concluded his tirade.

   "I am Abdul Sayed from Lashkar Gah in Helmand Province, and I hereby declare that Esin Mohammad shall be stoned for violating the sacred commandments of the Quran regarding blasphemy and the preservation of women’s virtue."

   Those words, that name, that face—they are seared into my memory.

   Throughout the ordeal, my mom spoke back to the man with calm and dignity. I think she and I briefly made eye contact, and that she said something to me. I don’t know what. But maybe that was just my imagination. As my mom lay dead, a bloody heap on that "scaffold," I swore to fight for her cause—and perhaps even seek revenge. I was only nineteen.

   I ran home—as fast as I could. When I got there, my dad stood in the doorway with my little sister. In his left hand, he held our small travel suitcase.

   "Dad, they killed Mom with stones."

   I screamed it at him and collapsed into his arms as he bent down to me. Many other women involved in the rights movement had already been taken by the Taliban in regions outside Kabul and stoned or detained. He must have expected this was what had happened. Because he didn’t seem surprised, just resigned to it. He held me tight.

   "It’ll be okay, Mina. But we have to go now."

   "Go? But where?"

   My dad placed his hand on my head and brushed a lock of hair from my eyes.

   "Away. Far away from Afghanistan. As far as possible."

   In the car on the way to the Danish embassy, he told me everything had been planned down to the smallest detail. Mom and he had long suspected it would come to this. So they had already applied for asylum in Denmark, in Europe. Mom and he had kept it from us children to ensure no one else found out. Denmark sounded so distant. The only thing I remembered about Denmark was that my mom used to tell me bedtime stories by a Danish poet named Hans Christian Andersen.

   We arrived at the embassy. When my dad showed our identification to the guard, we were immediately let onto the embassy grounds. The guard and my dad greeted each other. The guard placed a hand on my dad’s shoulder. I got the impression they already knew each other.

   The kind embassy staff came over, giving us water and a sandwich each. They all seemed to know Dad very well. Many of them placed a hand on his shoulder. Two of the male staff even hugged him. My dad stood briefly apart from us, his back turned as he drank his water and ate his sandwich. I noticed him wiping his eyes a few times with his napkin.

   We spent the night at the embassy, and early the next morning we were driven in diplomatic-plated cars with a Danish military escort to Kabul Airport. Instead of going through the terminal, we were taken directly to a Danish military plane. The plane seemed to taxi onto the runway almost the moment we boarded, lifting off immediately after.

   I looked around at the other passengers. Many were like us. Others were fair-skinned—Danes, presumably, some civilians, some military. Several Afghan men and women exchanged knowing, sympathetic glances with my dad. I watched him. He sat staring straight ahead, focused on some point on the opposite side of the plane's interior. I couldn't tell what held his gaze.

   I must have fallen asleep, because when I woke, we were landing at what was apparently Copenhagen Airport in Denmark. We boarded a bus that took us first through a lush suburban area with single-family homes, then into the old part of Copenhagen—exactly as Hans Christian Andersen had described it in his fairy tales. The city seemed packed with ancient castles and churches alongside modern glass-and-steel buildings. It felt both strangely familiar and utterly foreign at once. After leaving the historic district, we entered a more open area with forests and lakes.

   We arrived at a refugee camp called Center Sandholm. Our family was assigned a room with a private bathroom. Exhausted, we fell asleep almost immediately. I think we slept nearly 24 hours straight—that's how drained we were from the ordeal in Afghanistan and the journey to Denmark. When we woke, a kind woman introduced us to life at the center. We received instructions on cleaning our own space. Meals were served in a large cafeteria where all residents ate together.

   Danes clearly valued practicality, because almost immediately we began lessons in Danish language, culture, IT, and entrepreneurship. Part of me wished for more time to process everything, but having daily structure helped. There wasn't much else to do at the center anyway.

   My dad focused intensely on first obtaining residency permit and then asylum in Denmark. A family where the mom had been a leader in Afghanistan's women's rights movement—stoned to death for it—and where the dad had served as an interpreter for Danish forces clearly qualified. We received our residency permit relatively quickly.

   My dad explained to my sister and me that Denmark was a universal welfare society where everyone, regardless of income, gender, ethnicity, or sexual orientation, had equal rights to healthcare, education, and civil liberties. The only requirement was being in education or actively seeking work. The key to meeting this? Mastering Danish—a language spoken by barely six million people across Greenland, the Faroe Islands, and Denmark itself.

   Danish proved extremely difficult to learn. I later understood why: not only is it linguistically distant from Afghanistan's main languages, Dari and Pashto, but it's scientifically proven to be one of the hardest languages to acquire. Studies show Danish children master their native language later than children in virtually any other country.

   This explained why even my dad, who spoke English quite well, struggled immensely with Danish. He realized it would take years before he could contribute to Denmark's workforce—if ever.

   Also, our residency permit lasted only two years with no guarantee of extension. We'd applied for asylum but hadn't received approval. The uncertainty about our future dampened motivation to learn such a difficult language—let alone the cultural codes required to thrive here.

   Then something pivotal happened. Several other families who'd obtained residency permit—also through having served as interpreters for Danish forces—chose to pull up stakes and move to the United States.

   Like us, they'd been contacted by U.S. authorities and encouraged to apply for permanent residency through the Special Immigrant Visa program. They'd been approved without issue. After relocating, they wrote to us saying language wasn't a barrier there, and jobs were easy to find.

   My dad's conclusion was paradoxical: the much-celebrated Nordic welfare state proved less humanitarian than archetypal capitalist America. He didn't fully understand why, but acted on it—inquiring at the U.S. embassy in Copenhagen about asylum possibilities. The staff assured him prospects were good. We applied and received approval relatively quickly.

   The decision was made. Denmark would be but a brief chapter. We were moving on to America.

   By early March 2022, we were on a plane at Copenhagen Airport bound for New York. My dad had discovered that New York City provides housing for the homeless—which we were upon landing at JFK. So we informed airport authorities that we were Afghan refugees seeking permanent residency and would appreciate housing assistance. Incredibly, it was granted just like that. The unreality of that moment stays with me. I'll never forget it, and remain forever grateful.

   A new and, as it would turn out, very exciting and challenging chapter of our lives awaited. I had just turned 20.

 

 

 


 

 

 

 

 

 

March 2022

 

Everything had happened so fast. Our time in Denmark had been like a pause in our lives. I'm not sure we fully comprehended what had happened to us. We'd lost our mom and fled our country—a combined trauma and grief.

   But in New York, both the trauma and grief truly settled in. Our dad completely shut down. He transformed from a smiling, cheerful, and proactive man to being withdrawn, almost sullen, and nearly devoid of initiative. This was especially striking because back in Afghanistan, despite all hardships, he'd always embodied those positive qualities.

   Though perhaps his reaction wasn't surprising. My mom and he had secretly fancied each other since their teen years. Fortunately, their parents noticed, approached one another, and arranged their marriage—all without my parents' knowledge.

   Our parents told us how when their own parents first broached the marriage idea, they both carefully pretended only mild interest—as propriety demanded—while secretly thrilled. They often laughed together about how hard it had been to maintain those composed expressions.

   "You especially struggled with it."

   My mom frequently teased my dad about this.

   "Well, how could I not?"

   That was typical of my dad's responses. Then they'd usually embrace and share a kiss or two.

   My parents' marriage was an island of love amid an ocean of arranged unions. I'd always taken pride in their relationship—and I believe they did too.

   My parents were also united in their mission to modernize Afghanistan and free it from the Taliban's theocratic medieval rule. After 9/11, Western intervention briefly opened a window of opportunity they'd eagerly seized.

   Especially my mom gained previously unthinkable opportunities. With Western-backed schools making education compulsory—even for girls—and her own sharp intellect, she trained as a teacher while becoming acutely aware of human rights. She championed these uncompromisingly: gender equality, individual rights, economic justice, and free expression.

   My dad also flourished. Like my mom, he'd been bright since childhood. Mastering English in school, he became an interpreter for Western forces—eventually working with Danish troops in Helmand Province's deadly combat zones.

   He participated in the Armadillo operations depicted in the award-winning documentary showing war's brutal duality—how Danish soldiers simultaneously experienced combat adrenaline and existential futility. The war consumed them, eroding their identities the longer they served.

   Yet my dad seemed unaffected—or so I remember from childhood. Of course, I might misremember; children often miss such things. But in his interactions with us, I never sensed his Helmand experiences haunted him.

   That changed in New York after we moved into 1345 2nd Avenue, and daily life settled. He stayed up late, slept past noon, neglected groceries. Our kitchen always lacked essentials. Often he'd sit at the table staring at photos from Afghanistan—especially those of our mom.

   He constantly played her favorite music while puttering about: Debussy's "Clair de Lune" and The Beatles' "Yesterday." These were our bedtime lullabies back home—sometimes she'd play them herself on the piano. Other times we'd hear traditional Afghan music from Bamiyan Province, particularly Hazarajat folk songs.

   This might have continued indefinitely had he not received a letter from the U.S. Department of Homeland Security reminding us that 30-90 days after arrival, we must become self-sufficient and find permanent housing. The deadline loomed—imminently.

   Herein lies a crucial difference between Denmark and America. Denmark provides monthly stipends and housing without demanding employment—but grants only temporary residency. America does the opposite: brief support followed by self-reliance, but with permanent residency. Denmark is a self-proclaimed welfare state with open coffers but closed borders; America declares itself a nation of immigrants with closed coffers but open borders.

   In America, low-wage jobs are rarely hard to find.There are truly plenty of them. So we were home free on that front, provided my dad could secure an income. And he needed to get moving on that quickly.

   Right beneath our apartment was a storefront available for rent. A glance through the window clearly showed it had recently been a pizzeria. The obvious move for my dad was to rent the space and open an Afghan eatery. Back in Afghanistan, he'd loved cooking Afghan food—though he preferred doing it quickly. Perfect for a takeout concept. A quick check on Google Maps revealed no other Afghan restaurants in our immediate vicinity. There might actually be a market for Afghan takeout in our neighborhood.

   So my dad contacted the landlord, signed a lease, rented various equipment along with chairs and tables, and got to work.

   A few days after opening the restaurant to customers, the three of us were eating breakfast at the table. Our dad seemed genuinely pleased about establishing the eatery—he sat humming verses from "The Star-Spangled Banner." He was going all in on America and our future here. Fine by me.

   After humming a couple verses, he stopped, cleared his throat, spread his arms, and touched my sister's and my shoulders.

   "Girls, what should we name our restaurant?"

   My little sister was quick to respond.

   "We could write name suggestions on yellow Post-its. Then you, Dad, can blindly pick one."

   "Great idea. Let's do that."

   So we fetched Post-it pads, pens, and a cup for the notes. We sat quietly writing name ideas on yellow squares, taking turns dropping them into the cup. Once we'd each contributed three or four suggestions, my dad covered his eyes and blindly drew one. He held it up to read the text—then burst out laughing.

   "What's so funny?""

   I reached over and took the Post-it from my dad's hands. Reading the text in my little sister's scrawl: Afghan Kebob House. Now I burst out laughing too.

   My little sister realized something was terribly wrong with her spelling. Naturally, she wanted to know what.

   "What is it?"

   My dad apparently felt she deserved to know what we were laughing at.

   "It's not spelled 'kebob.' It's either 'kebab' or 'kabob.'"

   "What?"

   My little sister leaned across my dad and snatched the Post-it from my hand. She read her own writing.

   "So it's spelled 'k-e-b-a-b' or 'k-a-b-o-b'?"

   Now my dad laughed uproariously.

   "Yes. Yes."

   That was all he could manage to say.

   "Stop laughing."

   She said it insistently to my dad, fixing him with a determined stare.

   But my dad couldn't stop laughing. In fact, it was the first time he'd laughed in ages. The release felt cathartic for all of us. He laughed until tears streamed down his face, repeating "kebob, kebob, kebob" between gasps. He probably needed this—a release after months of stress and grief.

   It was both funny and endearing. I tried not to laugh too but couldn't help myself. Eventually, even my little sister surrendered, starting with giggles that escalated into full-blown belly laughs. Soon all three of us were roaring with laughter. It felt liberating.

   My dad declared it was a memorable name, born from laughter—so it couldn't be anything else. The Afghan Kebob House became our restaurant's name.

   It stood out, maybe even seemed a bit dorky. But that's precisely what we loved about it. We felt slightly dorky ourselves as new citizens in a new country. Though we'd lived relatively Westernized lives in Afghanistan, there's an ocean between life in Kabul and life in New York. Or rather, there's a chasm between being human in Kabul and human in New York. The restaurant's name humorously reflected our state—awkward, imperfect, yet transformed.

   So The Afghan Kebob House became a physical manifestation of our status as new New Yorkers and Americans-in-the-making. I must admit we didn't launch the place with much finesse. Our professionalism left much to be desired. Paradoxically, this very fact would later propel me forward in life-altering ways. Sometimes goodness emerges from mishaps.

   My little sister had named our restaurant without meaning to. She's very much an "without meaning to" kind of person—says this big sister, so take it with a grain of salt. But in my experience, she often makes things happen "without meaning to," usually due to her poor spelling or her defiance of "proper girl behavior." My dad and I have witnessed this countless times.

   Yet my little sister is also simply a wonderful friend. In Afghanistan we have a saying: "A true friend is someone who holds your hand when you're in need and helpless." That describes her perfectly. For example, there was a time back in Kabul when I was walking home from Sheerno Junior High in the Karte Parwan district, where I attended school, to Wazir Akbar Khan, where we lived.

   Our mom had taught us we had every right to go without headscarves wherever we went. But she'd also taught us to be mindful. That day, I didn't think enough. Because when I spotted a group of young men further down the street, I nevertheless failed to pull my headscarf up over my hair.

   As I reached them, the apparent leader called out to me.

   "Hey girl, how come you're walking through our neighborhood without a headscarf? You know that's not a good idea."

   From a distance, I'd noticed their turbans—typically signaling religion mattered deeply to their way of life.

   "I have every right to dress as I please. That applies across Afghanistan—including right here."

   Their reaction was instant and violent. The leader grabbed my hair, yanked hard, and dragged me toward his friends. I'd heard of similar incidents and knew what came next: a barrage of shoves until I fell, then kicks to my head and body, finally leaving me spat on in the dirt.

   Except it didn't happen. Because as he dragged me, the leader suddenly clutched his throat and screamed. He turned toward whatever had struck him—just as something hit his forehead. Stunned, he collapsed beside me, releasing my hair.

   I looked toward the projectile's origin. About ten meters away stood my little sister, her slingshot already drawn for another shot. She now aimed at the remaining young men, firing another colored glass marble their way. They'd seen enough and scattered in all directions.

   A marble from my sister's slingshot travels around 60 mph with tremendous force. We later learned the leader suffered severe concussion and took weeks to recover. No wonder his friends fled headlong.

   I stood up, looking at the semi-conscious leader whimpering for his mom. Then I turned to my sister—backlit by sunlight, slingshot still drawn, battle-ready. In that moment, she resembled our shared heroine, Malalai of Maiwand, as I imagined her leading the 1880 battle against the British who received a thorough thrashing. My little sister looked prepared, fierce, and breathtakingly beautiful.

   Except for one detail, she could've been Malalai's twin. She'd once again worn her shoes on the wrong feet—something she did intermittently when mornings proved challenging. Or perhaps deliberately, being who she was. I'd never determined which. Likely never would. She thrived on secrets and pleasant surprises. I truly adored my little sister.

   Half-shouting without the slightest smile:

   "What took you so long?!"

   Her reply struck like a rattlesnake bite.

   "Why must your little sister always clean up your messes?!"

   Also delivered smile-free.

   We sized each other up for two seconds—then ran together, alternating between embraces and fits of laughter before quickly composing ourselves for the walk home.

   The entire way, we relived every glorious detail—mutually delighted by our victorious counterattack.

   When we entered our home, our mom stood in the kitchen. As always, she asked about our day. My sister and I exchanged glances—our faces clearly broadcasting undisclosed events. Mom studied us briefly. She obviously suspected something. But she let it go.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


 

 

 

 

 

 

April 2022

 

And me, Mina?

   I was an intensely curious 20-year-old Afghan woman now living at 1345 2nd Avenue, New York, in the apartment above The Afghan Kebob House—which, incidentally, served the best Afghan kebabs in all of New York.

   Fleeing Afghanistan with my family—first to Denmark, then to New York—altered my destiny irrevocably. For someone as inquisitive as me, Manhattan's Upper East Side offered far richer answers than Kabul's outskirts ever could.

   I was particularly curious about what exactly the Taliban found objectionable about the West. When comparing ordinary people's lives in Afghanistan versus New York, the conclusion seemed obvious—life in New York was infinitely better, especially for girls and women. But thorough investigation was needed before drawing definitive conclusions. So I'd resolved to examine the matter meticulously.

   I harbored a fierce desire to avenge my mom. The vengeance needed to be precise and devastating. But whether I'd actually get the opportunity remained uncertain—only time would tell if I'd succeed.

   Strangely enough, I'd developed a peculiar connection to Hans Christian Andersen's fairy tales and Søren Kierkegaard's philosophy. My mom had read Andersen's tales aloud when we were children, and explained Kierkegaard's philosophy during our teenage years.

   There were four Andersen tales my mom read to us repeatedly: "The Story of a Mother," about self-sacrifice and accepting death; "The Little Mermaid," concerning transformation and dying for love; "The Ugly Duckling," about self-discovery and metamorphosis; and crucially, "The Little Match Girl," portraying unconditional longing for a lost mom.

   Now, some time after my mom's death, it occurred to me that her selection wasn't random. Beyond the simple joy of hearing stories from her, she'd likely anticipated we'd need understanding of sacrifice, transformation, poverty, hope, and self-reinvention during turbulent times. Tragically, she'd been proven right.

   Our small family—dad, little sister, and I—had lived through every theme from these tales since fleeing Afghanistan. The Danish soldiers who helped us escape from their embassy to Kabul airport demonstrated the self-sacrifice from "The Story of a Mother," risking their lives to transport my dad, whom the Taliban considered a traitor.

   As refugees, we experienced poverty—not just materially, but in how we couldn't live fully human lives. Just like the little girl in "The Little Match Girl," who lived by selling matches but never sold any and eventually froze to death. That was poverty.

   This fairy tale also paralleled our fate, because as the girl froze to death, at death's threshold she experienced being reunited with her mom. Naturally, both my little sister and I longed to be reunited with our mom. So we agreed this particular Andersen tale was our favorite. We'd read it aloud to each other many nights when one of us woke and couldn't fall back asleep. It usually helped us drift off again. Hans Christian Andersen was good. And we weren't alone in thinking so.

   Søren Kierkegaard was too. A Danish philosopher living in Copenhagen during the first half of the 19th century, he was both quite eccentric in many ways and brilliant. He took frequent walks around Copenhagen, which was quite small then, becoming a familiar sight—especially since he was known for walking on the outside of his companions. Doing this, he'd unintentionally press them toward building walls because he tended to lean inward while walking.

   If one could speak of Kierkegaard's philosophical mission, it was understanding human existence and life conditions. Here he took Hegelian philosophy by the horns. Whereas Hegel believed comprehending humanity required studying history and societal development, Kierkegaard maintained that individual experiential awareness must be examined. Each person had to cultivate their own personal understanding of the world, where studying humanity's history and societal progress would fall short.

   While Hegel viewed the individual as subsumed by state and society, Kierkegaard held that each person must establish their own personal relationship with God. The path required subjective reflection, personal commitment, and lived experience. A cornerstone was recognizing truth as subjective and each individual's existence as unique.

   From this foundation, Kierkegaard argued individuals must confront their fear, doubt, anguish, and passion to understand themselves and their world. Crucially, they must take personal responsibility for their lives by actively making choices and taking action rather than conforming to authorities or social norms. Individuals would progress through three life stages emphasizing different aspects: aesthetic, ethical, and ultimately religious and loving existence. Ultimately, through faith, they'd establish that personal relationship with God.

   In this way, Kierkegaard rebelled against the establishment—something I deeply admire. But what particularly resonated was his emphasis on personal choices and actions, and on confronting our fears, doubts, anguish, and passions. This became invaluable as I grappled with losing both my mom and homeland. It gave me a framework. I would simply choose and act my way through the grief and displacement rather than wallowing in self-pity. That was useless to me. So embracing the necessity of choices and actions to confront fear and pain became fundamental to my approach.

   The greatest pain in my life was losing my mom. That went without saying. A tremendous fear was that my dad, little sister, and I would suffer from this loss for the rest of our lives. That much was obvious. My dad had lost his beloved and confidant, his partner since they were very young. They had grown up together. My mom and dad had already shared a long life together. That wouldn't return. It couldn't. My dad's loss was irrevocable.

   We could see it in him. He wasn't the man he used to be. Back in Afghanistan, he'd always been quick to smile, almost invariably with some clever, humorous remark at the ready. Now he had neither. It sounded like something out of a cheap novel. But it was true. There was a constant streak of pain and sorrow visible in my dad's eyes. He just always looked somewhat sad. Seeing this made me very upset. It unsettled me deeply.

   I thought it was because my dad was the one among us most devastated by everything that had happened. Initially, he'd acted decisively through the catastrophe. He got us out of Afghanistan during those chaotic days when escaping the country was more the exception than the rule. After we arrived in Denmark, got settled, and some semblance of daily life emerged, he simply went into shock. Probably because the realization of losing both our mom and our homeland hit him then. After the shock came despair and grief. The despair lasted a few weeks. The grief took hold and never released its grip on him.

   Then there were the two of us, my little sister and me.

   One shouldn't read too much about what losing a parent can do to children. It quickly puts you in a foul mood. Nearly every source—whether books or online—stated that beyond the immediate grief, which could last a long time, children might lose their ability to form deep, heartfelt attachments to others. They simply wouldn't dare, having already experienced the pain and misery of losing someone they'd loved profoundly.

   Fortunately, all three of us attended therapy in Denmark. It was simply part of the standard package offered to refugees upon arrival. Our psychologist, Henning, was exceptionally skilled with both theory and practical tools, drawing from an extensive repertoire of experiences with previous clients. The perfect combination, in my opinion.

   Henning came to Center Sandholm every two weeks. You could book sessions with him through the center. Psychotherapy was completely foreign and new to us back then. I still wonder what made us accept the offer. But I suppose we were in such dire straits that we'd take whatever help we could get, almost regardless of what it entailed.

   So all three of us showed up for the session. At the appointed time, my dad knocked on the door of Henning's counseling room. Henning opened it for us.

   "Come in."

   We entered and settled—my dad in an armchair, my little sister and I on a sofa beside him. Henning took his seat across from us in another armchair.

   We recounted what had happened. Judging by Henning's progressively raised eyebrows, our story made an impression.

   "You two girls have lost your mom. And you, their dad, have lost the love of your life and your life's witness. Naturally, you're all preoccupied with the grief you feel now and will continue to feel over time."

   My dad had turned his face toward the window. Henning continued.

   "Grief comes to everyone, but in different forms and at different times. So it's important to give it time and not force anything."

   Henning probably would have continued explaining basic grief concepts, but my dad practically interrupted him. Apparently, something weighed heavily on his mind.

   "I've read that children lose the ability to form deep emotional bonds after losing a parent. Is that true?"

   Henning smiled at my dad.

   "Don't worry. That idea about children losing their capacity for deep emotional connections is outdated nonsense from Freud's era that psychologists moved away from long ago. It's no longer standard doctrine in psychology. What matters is that as long as children have other adults they can form deep, meaningful bonds with, they generally develop that ability just fine—both as children and later as adults."

   I literally saw my dad's shoulders drop as he relaxed upon hearing this. For my sister and me, the issue was probably too abstract. We weren't that old back then, either. How could we possibly know how we'd turn out? So I think we just took Henning at his word.

   The greatest fear my little sister and I had, naturally, was that we might also lose our dad. If that happened, we'd be left alone—just the two of us—in a foreign city in a foreign country. It's unbearable to imagine how that would go. A double grief over losing both parents—I could hardly envision us surviving that.

   I remember how my little sister and I would often whisper about it at night before falling asleep in our shared room. Typically, one of us would suddenly blurt out something like, "It would be awful if Dad died too," or simply, "What if Dad dies?" Then there'd usually be silence for a while. Presumably because the mere thought was overwhelming and terrible, so we needed to collect ourselves.

   Then one of us would break the silence, usually saying, "But that won't happen. Because Dad is big and strong and can handle anything." More silence, though shorter this time. Then one of us might exclaim something like, "But he's so sad about Mom. You can see it on him. He smiles, yes, with his mouth, but not really with his eyes. He used to do that." And it was true. There wasn't much more to say about it.

   Instead, we decided together that we would do things for him that could make him happy and keep him alive as long as possible. And we had to do these things for him without him realizing we were doing them deliberately.

   Our dad also seemed to carry a lot of fear on our behalf. I sensed it was about how we two children were coping. At regular intervals, he would ask us if we were thinking about our mom and if we were sad about losing her. It both annoyed us and meant a great deal that he asked. It couldn't really be any other way—we needed him to show us he was thinking about Mom and us, and how we were feeling, all at the same time.

   One day, when he had asked his two classic questions again, I overheard my little sister answer him:

   "I think about Mom often, but not too often, because I get very sad when I do."

   I saw my dad take my little sister into his arms to comfort her. But as he held her, I noticed his back and shoulders begin to shake with little upward movements. That hint of tears immediately made him stop the embrace and step back from my sister. Clearly, he didn't want to break down in front of his child. I understood that. My little sister and I needed him as our comforter and protector, not as someone who needed comforting himself.

   My little sister wasn't slow to speak up either, addressing our dad directly.

   "That's also why I don't want to talk about Mom so much with you. I know you cry when you're alone. And that's okay. But I can't handle seeing you cry in front of Mina and me."

   My dad hesitated before replying:

   "I understand perfectly, and I promise I won't cry in front of you again."

   Then he took another step back from my little sister, spread his arms, and continued anyway.

   "But I don't understand why you're not sadder. Your beloved mom is dead, and we're refugees in a country you barely know. That must mean something to you. You must be sad."

   My brave little sister, not even 16 yet—who sometimes did or caused things "without really meaning to"—had, as usual, a clear answer ready.

   "Well, why should we go around being sad all the time? I have been sad. And so has Mina, probably more than me. Because she saw Mom get stoned and die. Who could ever come to terms with that?"

   Both my dad and my little sister looked at me, searching for a reaction. Because it was true. I saw my mom stoned to death. Who wouldn't break down because of that? Who wouldn't be marked by it forever? I just chose to look out the window, away from my dad's and little sister's faces. It made the moment less pressing. An angel passed through the room.

   My little sister sensed I wasn't going to say anything. She was so good at sensing things, I thought. Another one of her great qualities. I really cared about her. Of course—she was my little sister. But beyond that, she was just a good, helpful, and efficient person in many ways. She was someone who could be a great support for another person. And she was. She moved all three of us forward.

   "But it's unbearable to be that sad. So I try not to be and make the best of the situation. That's the only way I can stand it."

   She paused briefly before continuing:

   "And I actually think you should too. Try not to be so sad. If you can. It would be for the best."

   My dad looked at my sister, then at me, then down at the floor before answering her.

   "Inshallah," meaning "as we will" or "God willing," came from his lips.

   Then he looked up at me again. All three of us exchanged brief glances before going back to our own tasks. And that was that. We would try not to dwell on it too much. And once again, my little sister—"without really meaning to"—made everything fall into place regarding how we would handle the loss of Mom and the grief that came with it in the future. At least for a while.

 

 


 

 

 

 

 

 

October 2022

 

A very old man had moved into the apartment above ours. And I mean old—like really old. I'd guess he was about 90. He was tall, very tall, nearly 6'4". And slender. He had something of a Max von Sydow look about him—high forehead, blue eyes, white hair with receding temples, and a slightly enigmatic smile playing on his lips. You found yourself wondering whether the curl of his mouth was actually a smile or just a grimace. Personally, I thought it was a smile.

   He took a walk every day at exactly 11:45 a.m. and returned just before 1:00 p.m. What he did, I didn't know. He never spoke to us, and he certainly didn't encourage conversation. He never greeted us, not even if we passed each other on the stairs. He kept to himself.

   One day in October 2022, we put up the shop sign with the words "The Afghan Kebob House" at the top of the storefront. The work was done by late morning, and by noon, the sign was in place above the shop. I remember my sister, dad, and I standing arm in arm on the sidewalk outside, gazing up at the sign with wide, beaming smiles. We all thought it was a really beautiful sign and the perfect name for our place. My dad started laughing and kept repeating: "Kebob, kebob, kebob." He thought it was such a sweet and funny name.

   We'd already set up the shop with a kitchen and a single table with four chairs where customers could sit while waiting for their takeaway or if they wanted to eat in. All we needed was the sign to officially open for business. And now that it was up, we were ready.

   The arrangement was that my sister and I would take turns working the counter while our dad handled the cooking. That day was my turn behind the register.

   The first hour passed. No customers came. I kept alternating between turning to look at my dad and scanning the street for even the slightest sign of interest in our shop. My dad moved about the kitchen, cheerfully whistling a tune he'd made up himself. He often whistled when he was nervous. And since we all were, it fit perfectly this time. Other times it could be irritating.

   The man from the apartment above ours came walking home from his daily outing. As usual, he headed straight for our building's entrance. Then he looked up, noticed our shop sign above the storefront, and froze as if jolted by an electric shock. He stood completely still, like a hunting dog on point before being signaled to retrieve its prey. Then something in him seemed to loosen, and he finally went inside. It was strange, but I didn't think much of it at the time.

   The next day at exactly 11:45, I saw him step onto the sidewalk as usual. He walked over, stopped right in front of our shop, turned and looked up at the sign before approaching the door. He grabbed the handle, pulled it open, and stepped inside. Then he stood right before me at the counter.

   "Good day, sir. You're our first customer."

   I said it with a big smile, expecting him to smile back and congratulate us.

   But not the slightest hint of a smile appeared on his lips or around his eyes. The old man just stood there looking past me at the menu board above the counter. He remained like that for a long silence. It felt like an eternity to me.

   Then he cleared his throat. Twice, as if it had been ages since he'd spoken to another person. Which perhaps it had.

   But then he asked.

   "Are you Afghan?"

   "Yes, we are."

   Because we were.

   The old man glanced around the shop. His eyes lingered especially on the menu board hanging above the counter, like in all takeout places.

   "How did you end up here?"

   He had a curious nature about him. I explained the situation as it was. He looked back up at the menu board above the counter.

   "Can you make authentic Afghan food? Is your mom the one cooking?"

   He peered into the kitchen area where my dad stood.

   "No, it's not my mom making the food."

   I answered somewhat evasively, briefly lowering my eyes. The old man must have noticed my reaction because he studied me intently for a moment.

   "Forgive me for asking so directly, but... didn't your mom come with you when you fled Afghanistan?"

   He seemed able to see right through people as effortlessly as if they were transparent.

   "No."

   He persisted.

   "Why do you spell 'kebab' or 'kabob' as 'kebob'? That's not a real word."

   I told him how we'd sat at the dining table writing on Post-its and how we'd settled on the name Afghan Kebob House. His face lit up with a big smile.

   "That's a sweet story. It's a good name. I can see why you chose it."

   We smiled at each other. Then he turned and walked toward the door. Before he could grab the handle, I asked his name. He turned back with his hand still on the handle.

   "Mr. Mendelsohn. My name is Mr. Mendelsohn."

   He gave a short nod in my direction, and his eyebrows lifted slightly.

   "Mina. Call me Mina."

   He nodded. And again we smiled at each other. Then he turned, twisted the handle, opened the door and left the shop, turning left toward the building entrance. I remember thinking that beneath his initially cold exterior, he seemed like a kind person.

   The next day, Mr. Mendelsohn came into the shop at exactly 11:45. He wasn't wearing any outerwear—just his bathrobe and slippers. After all, he lived right upstairs and barely had to go outside—just step out the building door, walk a few meters to the right, turn right again, enter our usually open door, and he was in the shop. After a long life, he clearly had no one left to dress up or look presentable for. This routine repeated itself two or three times a week.

   Each time, he ordered the same dish—The Tandoori Chicken Breast Kebab, with Rice, Salad and Afghan Bread on the side—and insisted on being served only by me when I was working the counter. Over time, we'd had many conversations across that counter during his visits. He was the type who, once he trusted someone and sensed intelligence behind their eyes, would open up more about himself and his past than most people ever do.

   He was a professor emeritus at the Constitutional Democracy Initiative at CUNY, where he'd spent years as a researcher specializing in international law and democratic development. Like me, he was deeply concerned about how populist politicians were fishing in troubled waters among disillusioned voters. As he saw it, these politicians had gained easy ground due to job outsourcing, poor political representation, and the shift toward fake news and social media as dominant news sources.

   The point about poor representation was new to me, and I was immediately intrigued. Right there at the counter, I had Mr. Mendelsohn briefly explain what he meant.

   He said that according to a highly regarded French economics professor, a certain Mr. Thomas Piketty, traditional workers' parties like the Social Democrats and other centrist groups had gradually stopped representing the political interests of the working class in several Western countries. Starting around the 1980s, they instead began catering to higher-level professionals, the creative class, and new immigrant groups. In Western Europe, these were essentially immigrants and refugees from the Middle East and North Africa. In the U.S., it primarily involved immigrants and refugees from Latin America.

   This left working-class voters without political representation, watching as free trade agreements were signed, their jobs shipped overseas, and economic inequality kept growing. They felt increasingly abandoned on the platform while "their" parties—the professionals, creatives, and immigrants—boarded the train and sped off to the next stations.

   When right-wing populist parties—like France's National Rally, the Dutch Party for Freedom, Germany's Alternative for Germany, Sweden's Sweden Democrats, Denmark's Danish People's Party, and of course Donald Trump in the U.S.—cracked down on continued immigration and job outsourcing while prioritizing periphery over center, it seemed only natural they gained significant traction among traditional working-class voters.

   The real mystery was why the American working class took so much longer to react compared to their Western European counterparts. Mr. Mendelsohn didn't have a good explanation for that.

   Overall, I thought his analysis held water. It was strange that Western European workers' parties hadn't realized sooner what was causing their relative decline over time. Perhaps their political leaders cared more about seeing themselves as virtuous people than addressing the needs of their original large voter bases. I didn't know. But it was possible.

   Incidentally, Mr. Mendelsohn was also quite knowledgeable about state formation and democratization in developing countries. We agreed that democracy and gender
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