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Version_1


		
			To the people who taught me love in all its forms—my parents, Wahid and Mahnaz; my brother, Tawab; and the true love I was destined to find, Conor. 

		

	
		
			THIS IS LOVE: TO FLY TOWARD A SECRET SKY, TO CAUSE A HUNDRED VEILS TO FALL EACH MOMENT. FIRST TO LET GO OF LIFE. FINALLY, TO TAKE A STEP WITHOUT FEET.

			—Jalal ad-Din Rumi

		

	
		
			INTRODUCTION
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			I was in my mother’s womb when my parents and two-year-old brother fled Afghanistan with only the money in their pockets and two suitcases. They left on a sweltering Kabul summer day during the Soviet War in a chilling and stressful escape that involved their plane being stopped on the tarmac and the communist police walking up and down the aisle for four hours before they could take off. The flight first took them to Moscow on their way to their destination, West Germany. I was born a month later, and we moved to the United States a year after that. I will always be grateful and in awe of my parents for having had the courage to leave everything they had ever known to try and give their children a better life.

			As I grew up, my parents shared their memories of a land they so desperately wanted to see again. “When we return . . .” was the start of so many sentences throughout the 1980s. They even enrolled my brother and me in an Afghan school on Saturdays, believing we should know how to read and write at least one of the Afghan languages, as it would be useful upon our eventual return. They immersed our lives in the Afghan culture inside the home while allowing us to embrace our new culture outside of the home. My mother’s glowing descriptions of Afghanistan and its various ethnic groups made me envision the country as a virtual Candyland—different tribes of people dispersed through various parts of the country, making it a land of diverse beauty and kindness. It was not until I was older that I read about the ethnic divisions and bloody rivalries. I almost felt betrayed by the truth.

			As the years went on and one war in Afghanistan turned into another, my brother and I no longer heard the words “when we return . . .” I could see the devastation in my parents’ eyes as they watched the news and saw the country they loved shatter into pieces night after night. It’s hard to witness your parents’ dreams fade away before your eyes. I would listen as their friends talked politics over endless cups of green tea with a sprinkle of cardamom about a situation they knew they were too far away from to have any effect on. This was a scene played in the homes of most in the Afghan Diaspora all over the world.

			It was after the United States led an invasion in 2001 that the country became a topic of conversation again throughout the world, not just in Afghan homes. I went to Afghanistan for the first time in 2005 to shoot a documentary and hoped to see a country rebuilding. It was a museum of war relics, with Soviet tanks still lining the runway of Kabul Airport, disabled Afghan men and women maimed from the fighting and tales of horror from those who had survived the years of barbarism from one war to the next. I heard story after story of devastation and triumph. Although the people were exhausted, there was still hope that things would get better—“How could it get worse?” they said. During that five-week trip, I had the incredible opportunity to spend time in a small remote village in central Afghanistan, cut off from the rest of the country and governmental rule of law. It was a village that had survived through the efforts of its people, a mix of ethnic Pashtuns and ethnic Hazaras—a village similar to the one described in this book.

			In 2008, I moved to Afghanistan full-time as an American television correspondent, first for CNN and then for NBC News, and immersed myself in the country and its people. I may be of Afghan origin, and I may speak the language, but in the end, I knew I was an outsider and my mission was to share the voices of those who didn’t have a way to connect with a world now involved in their story. In the more than four years I lived in Afghanistan, I experienced life in the most spectacular ways—and death in the most horrific. I learned quickly that Afghanistan is a land of contradictions. It holds unimaginable beauty and inconceivable ugliness. I’ve known good people who were needlessly killed and bad people who got away with the slaughter of so many. There were times my safety was put in jeopardy by people I did not know, and times when the threat came from those I knew all too well. I saw the best and worst in life on a daily basis.

			But even through the despair and hardships Afghanistan has experienced during the years, I do believe it holds a magic that is hard to define. My heart broke a little during the nearly five years I lived there, listening to and witnessing all the suffering. But I strongly believe that God works in mysterious ways, and God granted me the greatest gift of all in Afghanistan—love. First, the love of a family who knew to flee in order to give me a better life and then the love of a husband I met while covering a heartbreaking war. And it is that love that has helped piece together the broken bits and make my heart whole again.

			This novel was inspired by my time in Afghanistan. The cities and villages I’ve seen, the people I’ve met, and the hope many have for a brighter tomorrow. I’ve illustrated real-life experiences in Afghanistan to the best of my ability, hoping the reader will get a small glimpse into a beautiful and tragic world unseen by so many. Afghanistan is a large country with millions of people who have different thoughts and different beliefs, and many of their lives differ greatly from the ones depicted in this novel. But though this story is fiction, it’s influenced by real events and real people. I hope it touches your heart the way the people who inspired it touched mine.

			Atia Abawi
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			FATIMA

			I know this worn path better than I know myself. As I walk through the nut-colored haze, I can taste the salty bitterness of the parched ground meeting the air and then meeting my mouth. Since I was a child, I’ve always tried to walk in front of everyone, so the dirt wouldn’t hit my clothes. There’s nothing worse than the smell of earth on your clothing when you are lying on your mat and trying to sleep at night. It lingers, making its way into your dreams.

			But still, the path brings me comfort. It’s something I am familiar with. I don’t know the new curves on my body the way I know the bends on the footpath.

			I look down and am glad that I can hide myself under an oversized payron. I’m jealous of my three-year-old sister, Afifa. She doesn’t have to worry about becoming a woman. At least, not yet. I turn and see her behind me, jumping onto the footprints I’ve made, carefree like I used to be.

			“What are you doing, crazy girl?” my best friend, Zohra, asks my little Afifa.

			“I’m jumping so I don’t drown!” she says with determination, sticking her tongue out to the side as she lands on another print.

			“Drown in what? We’re walking on dirt.” Zohra shakes her head.

			“No, it’s a river!” Afifa responds. “And Fato’s footprints are the rocks I need to jump on so I don’t drown!”

			“Okay, you dewanagak,” Zohra says, laughing. “Fatima, your sister has a lot of imagination. I don’t think we were that colorful when we were her age.”

			“I think we were,” I say. “At least I was. You were always so scared of everything, including your own shadow.” I can’t help but laugh.

			“What do you know?” Zohra pouts, just as I thought she would. The best part about teasing her is that she is horrible at pestering back. She’s my best friend for many reasons, and that is definitely one of them.

			I keep chuckling, and eventually Zohra starts to giggle too. She’s never been able to stay mad at me, even when I deserve it.

			We’re nearly at the well when we both see the tree log. It’s a log we pass almost daily, and every time, it brings back memories of what life used to be like, when all the kids from the village spent the days playing together. My mother says that it’s no longer proper for a girl of my shape to go out and play, that it will be seen as indecent. But even if she did let me play outside, I don’t have anyone left to run in the fields with. Most of the girls around my age aren’t allowed to leave their homes, and the boys have begun helping their fathers in the fields and shops.

			Zohra and I are still allowed to see each other, but even time with her isn’t the same as it used to be. She doesn’t want to run around anymore; she would rather sit and gossip about the village, sharing all the information she hears from her parents while braiding my hair.

			For the first time in my life, I feel alone. Lonely. Even though my little brothers and sister are always around, it seems like I no longer belong in my family—at least not the new me—the bizarre, curvy, grown-up me. This feeling of nowhereness makes me empty inside in a way that I can’t explain to anyone, not even Zohra. She seems to be embracing all the changes that I can’t.

			I wish I could be like that log. It’s always been the same—able to fit the tiny backsides of a dozen or so children, squeezed tightly together. We’d sit there taking breaks from running around the village, sharing treats if we had them, munching the nuts and mulberries we’d picked from the nearby woods.

			“What are you smiling at?” Zohra breaks my train of thought.

			“Nothing. I was just remembering how we used to play around that log,” I say as my smile fades. “It looks so sad without us there.”

			“You’re the one who looks sad over a piece of wood,” Zohra says. “Besides, I don’t think we could all fit on that thing anymore. If you haven’t noticed, our backsides have grown a bit.” She smirks. “I remember when Rashid found that thing in the woods while we were picking berries and we all had to roll it up here. I think my back still hasn’t forgiven me!” Zohra dramatically puts one arm on her back and slouches like an old bibi, and in fact, she looks a lot like her own grandmother when she does it.

			I remember that day so clearly, even though it was a lifetime ago. Rolling that chunk of timber, all of us together as a team. It was a grueling task, and we didn’t think we could make it, but Samiullah, whose family owns the well and the fields beyond it, he knew we could. Every few feet of progress, one of us would want to stop. But Samiullah wouldn’t let us. He kept encouraging us to keep pushing.

			He was always the leader out of our little gang of village kids. Some families didn’t allow their children to play with us because we were a mixed group—Pashtun children playing with Hazara children—but our parents didn’t mind. We were connected through the land and through our fathers—Samiullah’s Pashtun father is the landowner, and our Hazara fathers are the farmers.

			After we moved the log to its current spot, we all sat on it, picking out one another’s splinters. We couldn’t believe we’d done it, just like Samiullah said we would.

			“Did you hear that Sami’s back?” Zohra cuts off my thoughts of the past.

			“What?” I don’t think I heard the words correctly. Samiullah had left for religious studies—he was supposed to be gone for years. There was no way he was back.

			“Yeah, I heard he’s back from the madrassa, at least that’s what my father told my mother and grandmother last night. He heard it from Kaka Ismail,” she adds, throwing her empty plastic jug up in the air before catching it again, sending Afifa into a fit of giggles.

			“Sami’s father told your father?” I ask, still confused.

			“Yeah, didn’t your father tell you? Apparently he spoke to them when he came by to check on the fields.” This time she misses the jug after her toss. “He didn’t last long, did he?” She picks it up and slaps the dirt off the plastic.

			“What do you mean?” I can’t seem to process anything Zohra is saying right now. How is Samiullah back? Why haven’t I seen him yet? Why didn’t I know he’d returned? We used to be best friends, Sami and I. Could he be around here? We are near his house right now. He could be anywhere on these grounds.

			“Most boys don’t come back until they’re adults with their scraggly beards, telling us all what bad Muslims we are,” Zohra says, rolling her eyes. “Thank God he left early. Apparently Rashid is still there. Kaka Ismail said he’s coming home soon, too, but just to visit. Knowing Rashid, once he finishes at the madrassa, he’ll want to hang all of us for being infidels just because he can.”

			“Don’t say that.”

			“What? We both know he’s always been a little dewana.” Zohra shrugs her shoulders before crossing her eyes.

			I cluck my tongue at her in disapproval while grabbing her jug. Samiullah’s cousin has always been a bit rougher than the rest of their family, but he’s not crazy. He was a part of our childhood. He was a part of what made us us.

			As I walk down the path, My heads spins with Zohra’s news. Is Samiullah really home? When he left three years ago, I thought I’d lost my friend forever. Could he really be back?

			I look through the trees that guard their house from the well, and a stampede of questions race through my brain: Is he there? Can he see me right now? Is my dress clean? Why didn’t I let Zohra braid my hair today? Why does it matter if I let Zohra braid my hair today?

			But I know the answer to that last question. I know why it matters.

			I always thought that by the time Samiullah came back, I wouldn’t be allowed to see him anymore—that we would be at the age where a man and woman can’t visit each other unless they’re related. I figured they would find him a wife and marry him as soon as he arrived home. And I’d probably be married by then too. To someone else. My stomach stings at the thought.

			Sami was always different from the rest of the boys. He saw me for who I was, not just as Ali’s little sister. And he took care of me . . . but I guess he took care of everyone.

			As we fetch the water from the well, I realize I’m conscious of my every movement, wondering if he’s watching. It’s so stupid. I know he hasn’t missed me the way I’ve missed him. But I can’t resist stealing glances past the foliage at his family’s home.

			I drop the bucket back into the water. When I feel the weight filling the plastic tub, I begin pulling the rope. I follow one tug with another. When the bucket makes it to the edge of the well, I pull it up and pour it into our containers, only to drop the bucket down again, repeating the tedious process.

			Afifa eventually gets bored of our silence, and her little arms can’t help pull the water from the well, so she runs back home. Zohra and I continue to work quietly, which makes us more efficient. The sun is starting to set over the mountains, painting the sky a bright maroon color, like my favorite tangerines. Before long it will be nighttime, and Zohra still needs to make her way home. I pour the last bucketful of water into the second container, watching some splash over the edges of the plastic mouth, making its way to my dress and turning the red fabric into a blood-burgundy.

			“You think he can see us?” Zohra asks the same question that I’ve been wondering. She’s staring at the Ismailzai property like an owl as she chews on the mulberries she keeps pulling out of the pocket she sewed into her dress for that very purpose.

			“What? Don’t be ridiculous!” I say to her, twisting the lid on the last jug. “Why would he want to look our way? He’s probably busy with family.” I sneak another glance through the thin trees, though.

			“How am I being ridiculous?” She picks up the first jug as we prepare for the short trek back, this time slower and more grueling with the filled containers weighing us down. “That boy has been in love with you since we were sitting on pots! You don’t think he wants to see how your breasts have grown?” she says, laughing.

			I feel like I’ve been kicked in the gut and stripped of my clothes at the same time. In an instant, she has made me feel unclean. I suddenly hate Zohra for her words. Her openness about our changing bodies is embarrassing and disgusting. It doesn’t seem to bother her that we are morphing into monsters. She even seems to like it.

			“You are very uncivilized, you know. You have no manners at all!” I start walking faster. Sometimes I wonder if she’s the same shy Zohra I grew up with, or if the girl I used to know has been replaced by the devil. I listen to her laughter. Definitely replaced by the devil. I slouch even more, trying to hide any indication of the swellings forming on my chest—the ones that are ruining my life by letting the world know that I am becoming a woman.

			“I’m just joking, Fato!” Zohra is still laughing like the cow that she is. “I’m sorry! Besides, you should be happy. I wish I had them myself. I’m still as flat as the chalkboard we use during our lessons with Bibi!”

			I can hear her feet scrambling behind me, and then she stumbles. “Aaaakh!” she yells in pain. I turn and see her on the ground covered in the dirt. The jug is on the ground too, lying on its side and pouring out water. I quickly run and set the jug upright before tending to Zohra. For a split second, I contemplate leaving her there, but I know I would never do that.

			“Are you okay?” I ask, looking for the spot she injured.

			“I’m fine,” she says, holding her ankle. “I think I just twisted it. Maybe God was punishing me for talking about your breasts.” She grins.

			“I hope you learned your lesson.” I can’t help smiling back at her. I know she didn’t mean to hurt me with her words. And I don’t want to stay mad at her. She’s my only friend left. “Can you get up?”

			“If you help me,” she says. I grab her elbow and pull her up. She takes a limping step. “It hurts a little, but I’ll be fine. Do we have to get more water?”

			“No, I got the jug upright before too much could spill out,” I answer, looking for the lid. I spot the blue plastic covering and start to screw it back on, this time very tightly. “It’s okay, my mother will send us back tomorrow anyway. As long as she isn’t the one who has to go to the well, she’ll use up any amount we bring her just so she can have us get her more. Over and over and over again! I sometimes think she only had children because she couldn’t afford servants.” I grunt, expecting Zohra to snicker too, but she doesn’t. Whatever. I blow the hair out of my face and pick up her jug. “I’ll carry both. I don’t want you injuring yourself again.”

			I turn toward Zohra and suddenly notice a man standing nearby. He’s hovering in silence, staring at the both of us. My heart stops for a second, and I take a step back, unable to think clearly but trying to focus. I’ve never seen this man before, which panics me. I immediately feel an icy chill racing through my body. We know everyone in this village—we’re not used to visitors, let alone strangers.

			But there is something about his ice-green eyes; they feel familiar, even comforting. The chill begins to melt. There is only one pair of eyes that gives me this feeling of warmth. And that’s when I realize this isn’t a strange man. It’s Samiullah. My breath catches in my throat.

			I look at Zohra and realize she’s figured it out before I have, as she goes back to slapping the dirt off her clothes. “Welcome back, Sami!”

			“Salaam, Zohra Jaan,” he says. “Thank you.” His voice rumbles. The sound is deeper than I recall. But it’s not just his voice that has changed. He is almost as tall as his father now, and his skin on his face looks tighter and prickly, without the smooth, round cheeks I remember.

			For the first time, I see the line of a jaw, chiseled like the men around the village. Except Samiullah’s is different; it’s not worn-out and tired-looking like the others, his bone structure is . . . beautiful. His perfectly arched eyebrows look darker and thicker, making his emerald eyes stand out even more. They hold the same sparkle I remember from years ago. But today it forces me to look away. I can feel my heart racing and my breath becoming heavier, and I don’t know why. All I know is it gets worse when I try to look at him.

			“When did you get back?” Zohra asks.

			“On Saturday,” Samiullah responds. “How are you both doing?” I know he’s directing that question to me as well, but I’m afraid to speak. I feel nervous and out of breath, and I don’t want them to know.

			“We’re fine, thank you for asking,” Zohra finally answers him. “We were just getting some water, and I tripped and fell while I was chasing Fatima back to her house. It’s getting dark, and we were scared to make my father wait too long to take me back home with him.”

			“Of course, I don’t want to keep you. I just wanted to say salaam and see how you both were.” I can hear his voice as I continue to focus on the yellow container holding the water.

			“Thank you,” Zohra says. “It’s good to see you back home. I’m sure you have brightened your family’s eyes, especially your mother’s.”

			He nods. “Please send my regards to your fathers for me.”

			“We will. Fatima?” Zohra picks up one of the jugs and seems to be walking fine now. I follow her lead and carry the other jug with my head down. I use my head scarf to shield me from Samiullah and focus on not tripping as I walk toward my house.

			I don’t know what’s wrong with me. This is Sami, our Sami, my Sami. Why can’t I look at him?

		

	
		
			Two
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			FATIMA

			When I wake up, I realize I’m the only one left in the sleeping room. My father must be out in the fields with Karim, and my mother is likely milking our cow, with Afifa begging to help. As for my younger brothers, Houssain and Massoud, they are probably out playing with the neighbors’ children somewhere in the village.

			I rub the sleep out of my eyes. I barely slept last night replaying yesterday’s events in my mind. I kept seeing Samiullah’s face and hearing his new voice. But every time I remembered how I had acted, I buried my head in my pillow to keep from screaming. I’m just grateful Zohra didn’t say anything afterward to make me feel worse about it, though to be honest, I don’t think she could have, even if she’d wanted to. By the time we were out of Samiullah’s earshot, we were within sight of our fathers and my mother, who had been waiting for us. I hope the encounter with him wasn’t as embarrassing as I remember it being.

			I follow my morning ritual, roll up my toshak and place it on top of the other mattresses that have already been stacked in the corner. I then fold my blanket, get dressed, wash my face at the stream and go to the tandoor room to have some green tea and naan that my mother and I made yesterday morning.

			As I rip into the stiff day-old bread, my mother walks into the room carrying a bucket of milk.

			“Salaam, Madar Jaan,” I greet her. “I’m sorry I slept in. Why didn’t you wake me?”

			“Salaam, my life,” my mother responds. Her hair has small pieces of hay in it. It looks like there may have been a wrestling match with Afifa, our madar and a frightened cow this morning. I wonder just how much of the milk actually made it into the bucket. “We thought we’d give you a day to catch up on your rest. We had enough bread left from yesterday and didn’t need to make more for today. I hope you saw good dreams?”

			“They were good, thank you,” I reply looking down at my clear glass cup, not buying her reasoning, but I can’t figure out why else my mother is being nice to me this morning. Usually she pulls me out of bed and has me slaving over the bread before I can even see straight. But today she is as sweet as honey.

			Staring at my half-empty glass, I see one lonely little tea leaf floating at the bottom—it must have escaped the pot before I put the strainer underneath. The green leaf looks as alone and isolated as I feel. I can’t help but sense the leaf’s guilt at escaping its family of leaves in the kettle. “Madar Jaan, may I go to Zohra’s house and see her?” I ask, quickly pulling out the leaf and dropping it back in the pot before my mother can catch me. I don’t know how I would explain that to her. She already thinks I’m crazy.

			“Of course, my darling,” my mother responds without hesitation, pulling a piece of hay out of her hair and throwing it out of the room. “Have you moved past the alphabet yet?”

			For the last several months, I’ve been going to Zohra’s house to learn how to read. Her grandmother is one of the few literate people, let alone women, in this village. Her mother had been brought up in a time when the king of Afghanistan, a man named Amanullah, wanted women to excel and wanted the country to be one of the best in the world, at least that’s the way Zohra’s grandmother tells it. Zohra’s great-grandmother had lived in the capital, Kabul, at that time, and the owners of the house her parents worked in taught her and her brothers for an hour a week before they convinced her parents to let her go to school. Then Zohra’s great-grandmother taught her own daughters how to read and write. And now Bibi was teaching Zohra and had agreed to teach me too.

			As a thank-you to their family, my father started giving Zohra’s father, Karim, a little more of the share of wheat they farm together. My baba was thrilled at the opportunity, because my brothers aren’t allowed to go to the one boys’ school in our village, which is for Pashtuns. Samiullah’s father, Kaka Ismail, says that my baba should send them anyway and that he would ensure their safety. But my father says Kaka Ismail is just being friendly and the boys are better off at home where they will learn how to provide for the family. Whatever I learn from Zohra’s bibi I’m supposed to pass on to my little brothers when they get older. I think it’s a pretty good trade, especially since it means I get to spend extra time with Zohra.

			Plus, I really enjoy the lessons.

			“We have the alphabet covered,” I say to my mother, “but she likes to go over it every day and then add something new.” I’ve been hiding the fact that I’ve actually learned more, because I want to surprise them when I get really good at it.

			“Okay, well, make sure you send them my salaams and take some of the cookies I made the other day,” my mother responds as she heads to our sleeping area to grab some laundry to wash in the narrow stream. Hopefully she’ll wash her hair too. There seems to be even more hay stuck in the back, but I don’t feel like telling her about it. So I don’t.

			•   •   •

			Before heading out, I grab the bag of week-old cookies that I know my mother is just trying to get rid of. I slip one out of the blue plastic bag for myself to make the trip to Zohra’s more enjoyable. Luckily, they still taste good. I’d be so embarrassed if I gave Zohra’s family stale cookies . . . again!

			The crumbs make their way down my dress, but I decide not to wipe them away until I am fully finished with the cookie. What’s the point? I’ll just have brush myself off again. I’ve stuffed the entire cookie in my mouth when I hear something.

			“Pssssht!”

			I turn around and don’t see anything. I’ve begun to think it’s an animal in the woods when I hear it again: “Psssssht!” I stop chewing my cookie and give all of my attention to the noise.

			“Who is it?” I try to say, but my full mouth blocks the words.

			“Fatima, over here!” I hear a male voice coming from the woods. I slowly make my way to the brush. As I get closer, his tall body emerges from the shadows of the trees.

			The cookie falling from my mouth snaps me back to reality and has me mortified. I quickly wipe my mouth and chin and the crumbs on my chest. As if the embarrassment of yesterday wasn’t enough, I can add this to my list of nightmares.

			Samiullah laughs. The deep guffaws are sounds I’ve never heard from him before.

			“What’s so funny?” I snap. I suddenly feel very defensive. Who does he think he is?

			“You were scared just now, weren’t you?” He looks at me with his piercing emerald eyes.

			“I was not scared! I was just wondering what animal sounds like a generator on full blast, rumbling, tak tak tak!” I am very happy with my response, but I suppress my smile the best as I can.

			Samiullah starts to laugh again. His teeth are so straight, white, and from the looks of it, still real. That is something very rare in our village. Most people lose their teeth shortly after their teens. That’s why my baba won’t let us eat candy with our tea unless it is a holiday. He says the candy burns through your teeth, making them look like burnt sugar in a pan. But Samiullah used to sneak me candy from his house every week—and he ate a lot himself. From the state of his teeth, I think my baba was wrong about the candy. Samiullah’s smile is perfect.

			“What are you doing, hiding in the trees like a criminal?” I ask. It feels so good to be able to talk to him again. And I’m surprised at how easy it is, after last night.

			“I’ve felt like a criminal hiding in these woods waiting for you,” he answers. I feel my cheeks tingling. He’s been waiting for me? “When I saw you with Zohra yesterday, I figured you two still see each other and that one or the other of you would pass this way.” My stomach suddenly sinks—he wasn’t waiting for me. “I was hoping it would be you who passed,” he adds.

			I can’t meet his eyes. My gaze makes it to his chest, and all I can see are hard muscles through his thin white payron. My stomach starts to twirl.

			“I just felt . . . strange after yesterday. We didn’t even exchange one word.”

			“I know” is all I can say now, moving my eyes to his lips. They’re deep red and thick. The top lip is perfectly curved and heart shaped.

			“Look, I don’t want to take too much of your time, but I wanted you to know how happy it made me to see you again.” His words bring me back. “And if you pass through here often—”

			“I do, almost every day!” I sound far too enthusiastic.

			“Well, then . . . maybe we can catch up more tomorrow?” he asks. His eyes start blinking rapidly, a trait that used to mean he was nervous. Is Samiullah nervous like I am? I can’t believe how much that thought alone helps calm me. Still, I know I shouldn’t be out here alone with him. And I shouldn’t agree to meet him tomorrow. But my mouth betrays me.

			“Okay,” I say, as I start to leave.

			“Before you go—” I turn around and see him reach into his pocket, pulling out a piece of folded paper. It’s when he begins to unwrap it that I see the candies I missed so much while he was gone. “I thought you might like some.”

			“Thank you,” I say. I take the candy. My fingers graze his palm, sending a bolt through my body. My heart races with excitement. And I realize, yes, I’ve missed the candy . . . but I’ve missed him more.

			•   •   •

			I reach Zohra’s, not remembering any part of my walk there. All I see, over and over, is Samiullah’s green eyes, hard chest, and deep red lips. My fingers still tingle where they touched his.

			“Fatima!” Zohra comes running toward me and snaps me back. “My grandmother isn’t feeling well!” she says with joy and a smile that catches me off guard.

			“What? I’m sorry . . . what’s wrong?”

			“Oh, she’s fine. Just old-people problems. But this is good news. Now we don’t have to study, and instead we can talk!” Zohra grabs me by the hand and drags me to the room with the tandoor, where a kettle awaits us. Zohra pours us both a glass of chai sabz, not caring about the tea leaves, which pile into each glass.

			I pull out my candies to share with Zohra over the tea and quickly ask her a question before she can ask me where I got them. “So are we supposed to study together without your bibi?”

			She responds with laughter.

			“Why would we do that? If bibi isn’t around, neither is the work!” Zohra pops a small orange candy into her mouth. “My mother says she may have to be in bed for several days! That is several days of freedom!” Zohra’s enthusiasm over her grandmother’s sickness would almost be disturbing if I didn’t know how much she loved her bibi.

			“Are you sure she’s okay?” I pick a red piece in the shape of a small slice of tangerine and savor the sugar as it melts on my tongue. I follow it with a sip of tea. The mixture of the sweet and bitter sends my taste buds into overdrive. I can’t believe what I have been missing for so long. It’s like fireworks in my mouth!

			“Of course she is. She just has a little cold. My parents say it is harder for old people to recover, so she has to stay in bed longer.” Zohra looks at me and then rolls her eyes. “She’ll be fine! Stop worrying . . . Besides, we need a break from all this work. It’s not like it’s necessary anyway.”

			“Why do you always say that? We’re so lucky, and I don’t think you even realize it. We’re being taught things other girls won’t ever know.”

			Zohra rolls her eyes again, this time the other way to make sure I’m catching her reaction. As if it can be missed. “There is a reason why they aren’t taught it—because they’ll never use it!” Zohra says, taking a gulp of her tea, her hands surrounding her clear glass mug. “When we get married, do you think our husbands will have us sitting around reading books? Or do you think they’ll have us cleaning, cooking and taking care of their family?” I know she’s right, but it makes me so angry. “They’ll probably be jealous that we can read. So why bother?”

			“Then they’re khars!” I say, already furious at the men we have yet to meet.

			“Donkeys or not, they’ll be our bosses,” Zohra says with such ease it makes me even more agitated.

			“Don’t you have other dreams? Don’t you want more than just to be married off to someone you don’t know?” I ask. I’m confused at how simple it is for her to talk about giving up her life to a complete stranger.

			“What’s the point of dreaming about things we can’t have? We’ll only be disappointed. We might as well dream of the things that we’re bound for, things already in our destiny. Like dream that the man we marry isn’t old . . . dream that he’s kind . . . and dream that our destiny holds a mother-in-law who won’t be horrible to us—”

			“But what about love? What about the heart?” I know my question sounds foolish, but I can
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