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Monday, July 26, 2021

Sunny sat wedged between Halajan and the back door of the old Mercedes convertible, the large pink elephant slumped on her lap as if it were a petulant child. There had barely been room for her luggage, what with the entire family insisting on coming along to greet her at the airport, showering her with flowers and balloons and kisses and more than a few tears. Fitting everyone in the car to go home was like trying to put toothpaste back into the tube. Despite the dust clogging the skies, they’d had to open the top to accommodate everything she’d brought—most of it gifts, including the stuffed animal for little Aarezo that was now blocking Sunny’s view of the city.

After twenty-nine hours in the air, from Seattle to London to Doha to Kabul, the jetlag was taking its toll. Things felt a little surreal. Landing once again in Afghanistan, being with her friends, not having Jack by her side—it seemed weird and familiar, happy and sad, all at the same time.

The hot summer air felt like a blow dryer set on high, aimed smack at Sunny’s face. She could feel the moisture being sucked right out of her skin. The balloons were batted around by the breeze, making her feel as though they were aboard a float in some sort of bizarre parade. Halajan was downright giddy, holding Sunny’s hand in a tight squeeze, jabbering away like a magpie. They had barely left the parking area when she’d launched into a rambling story about how she’d outsmarted an unscrupulous vendor at the Mondai-e, the city’s largest market, by pretending to be the mother of the chief of police. “And do you think that man’s prices suddenly turned to half of what they were? You bet your ass!” she cackled. The old woman seemed to have barely aged in the eight years since they’d last seen each other. They’d video chatted regularly, but in person, somehow, Halajan seemed more vibrant. Sunny was relieved.

Halajan’s husband, Rashif, was seated on the other side of his wife with eight-year-old Aarezo on his lap. What little hair was left on Rashif ’s head had gone completely gray. He looked distinguished, grandfatherly. In the front seat Halajan’s son, Ahmet, was behind the wheel sitting straight and proud. Sunny couldn’t help but think of the tortured young man Ahmet had been when they first met, struggling so hard with his traditionalist views in a changing world. Since then he had become such a loving husband and father, a man dedicated to standing up for what’s right, committed to supporting his wife, Yazmina, in her efforts to help those who couldn’t help themselves. There she sat, right by his side, that naive girl from the mountains, who had landed on the Kabul Coffee Shop doorstep scared and alone so many years ago. But that girl was long gone, and in her place was a woman bursting with confidence, which was only right considering how much she had accomplished. Next to Yazmina was her younger sister, Layla, balancing her twelve-year-old niece Najama on her lap.

Sunny wrestled with the head scarf that kept slipping off her in the gritty wind. How the Afghan women always wore the chador so effortlessly remained a mystery to her. Halajan reached in to help, looping the cloth into place in one quick move.

“Hey, Hala, why aren’t you the one driving?” Sunny asked. Halajan had taken great pride in secretly learning how to drive not long before Sunny’s last visit.

“He says I’m too old to drive.” She pointed her chin toward Ahmet as she spoke. “Ach!”

Sunny peered around the elephant’s ear as they passed some of the new, massive wedding halls that had gone up in recent years. Las Vegas was what the road had come to be called, due to the mirrored glass and bright neon lights that far outshone the starry Afghan night skies. The traffic was still heavy, the smell of diesel and the blaring of horns as familiar as her face in the mirror.

It wasn’t long before they found themselves in gridlock, stranded in the open car like sitting ducks for the constant flow of beggars and peddlers desperate for a little cash. A small hand thrust a rusty tin can billowing with smoke into Sunny’s face. Espand bala band! the little boy pleaded. A spandi, one of those many children spending hours a day working to bring home a few afghanis to help feed their mothers and siblings by trying to sell the burning herb thought to ward off evil spirits. The boy eyed the balloons with envy, and Sunny’s heart broke. “Give him some coins, would you please, Yaz? I haven’t changed any money yet.”

They finally inched forward, but again had to slow to a stop as they approached the police checkpoint near the American embassy, to wait their turn for inspection by the K-9 unit. Sunny felt herself stiffen. The mere sight of dogs sniffing around the tires and the swarm of men in full uniform and bulletproof vests, wielding rifles almost as big as they were—weapons they seemed to be itching to put to use—was enough of a reminder of just how dangerous a place Kabul could be. Horns honked. Tempers were on edge. Sunny watched as a pair of police wove through the chaos, sweeping mirrors on long poles under the cars’ chassis to check for explosives.

The Mercedes was almost through the mess when there was a commotion up ahead. A battered red Toyota had tried to back up. Guns were drawn. A man and a woman were dragged from the car. There was shouting, lots of confusion. The man yelled back then was suddenly on the ground. The woman looked frightened. Sunny held her breath. She knew how unpredictable the police could be. Suddenly a loud pop sent her diving toward the floor of the car with the pink elephant clutched tightly around her head. And then, silence.

“Did you drop something down there, Sunny jan?” Hala howled after a beat.

Sunny sat up to see her old friend laughing, a lifeless piece of blue rubber tied to a string dangling from her knobby fingers. The Toyota was waved through and Ahmet pulled forward.

Sunny settled back into her seat, embarrassed. It had been so long since she’d lived in a warzone that she’d forgotten how normalized situations like this could become for people; when you live every day among chaos and destruction, you barely notice it. Even Sunny had found herself somewhat inured after a couple of years of living in Kabul, but she never became quite as accustomed to the havoc as the Afghans did. She remembered the day she heard a blast not far from the coffeehouse, strong enough to make the cups rattle on their shelves. By the time she went past the spot where the explosion had occurred, not more than an hour later, the shopkeepers were already sweeping up the broken glass from the blood-stained street, carrying on with business as usual.

They were now approaching Massoud Circle, where a new high-rise had sprouted from the ground. Mohib Towers.

Rashif raised his voice to be heard over the noise. “Stores, apartments, offices. It is impressive, is it not?”

It was. Kabul had changed. It struck Sunny that she was seeing less of the big-ass SUVs that used to hog the roads ferrying UN workers and NGOs around the city. It seemed as though the last of the foreigners had already left. Either that, or those who remained were locked in their compounds waiting for the clock to tick down. But what she did see were lots of women. Afghan women, walking in groups or even alone, carrying books or briefcases with their heads held high, their eyes ready to meet those of anyone who might try to challenge them. “So many women out and about. It’s nice to see.”

“I have heard there is even a woman who became a mayor out in the Wardak province when she was just twenty-four years old,” Ahmet spoke over his shoulder toward Sunny. “She was one of the first. There are a few.”

“Back in the old days, when your mother was a girl,” Layla explained to Najama as they pulled up to a stop sign, “the only jobs women could have outside their homes were in women’s prisons and hospitals, or at checkpoints at the airport. Anywhere they would not have to mix with men. Now you see women who are lawyers and journalists and politicians. Always remember, you can be anything you want, if you work hard enough.”

An awkward silence filled the car, the growing uncertainty surrounding Layla’s declaration remaining unspoken. Sunny rushed to change the subject as they finally pulled forward.

“Will you look at that,” she said, craning her neck to see. They were driving adjacent to one of the concrete barricades that ringed the city. Staring back at Sunny was a pair of giant eyes that had been painted by someone with obvious skill.

“It’s a message of anti-corruption. The words are Man Tora Mebinm, which means ‘I see you,’” Ahmet explained. “There are graffiti artists who have done things like this all over Kabul. They call themselves ArtLords.”

“Ha! ArtLords. I love it.”

“Sometimes the murals have messages about women’s rights or anti-terrorism, things like that,” Ahmet continued.

“There is a really good one that shows streetsweepers,” Rashif added. “It is meant to celebrate the everyday people who are heroes, instead of those with guns or swords.”

“That’s fantastic.” Sunny swiped at the dust that had settled on her face with her free hand. She couldn’t help but think of the blast wall she’d worked so hard to cover with paint over a dozen years earlier, back when the Kabul Coffee Shop was hers. It stood thirteen feet tall against the street, a monstrosity required to get the compliance that would allow UN personnel to frequent the café. After many fits and starts she’d finally settled on a scene that had been etched in her brain ever since a life-changing visit to Mazar-e Sharif—thousands of white doves soaring across a clear, cobalt sky. It was just after that trip when she’d realized she was truly in love with Jack.

They wound their way through the tangle of cars and motorbikes in Shahr-e Naw, downtown Kabul, past tall shiny buildings that housed offices, hotels and banks. There seemed to be many more beauty salons and supermarkets than before.

“Oh my God, what is that?” she asked as they slowed near an odd vehicle that looked like a hot dog on wheels.

“It’s a food truck. Hot dogs and hamburgers,” Ahmet explained.

“Oh, wow. I sure wish we’d had that when I lived here. And all these stores!” Sunny couldn’t wait to hit the shops and markets, even though she’d promised herself to return home with far less than she’d brought. What surprised her was the number of places she recognized—Clark shoes, a Subway sandwich shop, even an Apple store on the ground level of the huge City Center Mall. “An Apple store,” she said out loud. Jack would have never believed any of this.

“It is not a real Apple store,” Yazmina explained. “It’s unofficial. A lot of those big-name stores are.”

“Fakes?” Sunny asked.

Yazmina shrugged in reply.

“You see over there, Sunny jan?” Layla pointed toward a trendy, glass-fronted café. “That is the café where I go now. You will love it. It’s where all my friends meet. We have some very interesting conversations with men, women, everyone saying what they think.”

“Really? That would never have happened when I was here.”

“And maybe it should not be happening right now,” Ahmet said.

“Laalaa, big brother, you worry too much. You yourself have always talked about the importance of discourse, the voicing of opinions. That is all we are doing there.”

“I know that. But perhaps there are others who don’t look at it that way. I just want you to be safe. You know what I always tell you—you can never trust anybody but your family.”

“I am always careful,” Layla replied. “I have eyes in the back of my head like Hala, and ears as big as that ridiculous elephant behind me.”

Najama giggled.

Sunny could not believe what a formidable young woman Layla had grown into. Well, actually, she could. When Layla had first arrived in the States as a sixteen-year-old with a one-year student visa, she had clung fiercely to her traditions. She’d stayed at Sunny’s place, on Twimbly Island off the coast of Washington, where things had started out rough. There Layla was a fish way out of water. But when the year was up, she’d returned to Kabul a changed person. Not that she’d given up an ounce of her identity—she’d simply expanded it with a mind that embraced new thoughts and a voice unafraid to question everything.

It wasn’t long before they entered the Qala-e-Fathullah district, where the old coffee shop sat. “They paved the roads!” Everyone nodded. Jack had had a point when he’d insisted, some sixteen years ago already, that it was time to give Afghanistan back to the Afghans. The progress that had been made, against so many odds, was undeniable.

But just around the next corner Sunny was met with a harsh dose of reality that made the hair on her arms stand on end, despite the sweltering heat. Shahr-e Naw Park, with its tall, old pine trees and patchy lawn, had in her time been a place for locals to gather for games of chess and carrom, and, sadly, to buy and sell drugs—especially after dark. Back then it was mainly men who wandered the park’s walkways or stretched out on the scrappy ground, but what Sunny saw now was what appeared to be a new population. Dozens of burqa-clad women were balancing babies on their hips and shepherding little ones around makeshift shelters strung between the trees and pop-up tents that rose from the ground like big neon mushrooms.

“What the hell is going on there?” she asked. “Who are they?”

“Refugees,” Yazmina replied softly. “From the provinces in the north—Takhar, Kunduz, Badakhshan. Many have run from homes that have been taken or burned to the ground by the Taliban. Their towns and villages have been destroyed, their men killed. Some have been sent by their husbands and fathers, who have stayed behind to protect their homes. They have nowhere to go, and their numbers are growing by the day.”

Ahmet had slowed, as if in respect for these women and their children. Once again the car grew quiet.

“Stupid Talib idiots,” Halajan muttered as they made the next turn. Here, the street was as full of pedestrians as ever, the chokidors at their posts dressed in black with their weapons slung across their puffed-out chests, as if they’d been standing guard ever since Sunny left.

And there it was. The turquoise gate, that crazy wall. The little coffee shop of Kabul. Sunny was home.
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The heavy metal door to the roof swung open under the weight of Kat’s shoulder. There she found a jetlagged Sunny asleep in a chair, silhouetted against the fiery sky as the sun began its descent behind the mountains. Kat smiled at the sight of her friend. She’d missed Sunny over the course of the year she’d spent here in Kabul helping Yazmina and Ahmet with their work, and was looking forward to returning home with her friend to Twimbly Island.

Sunny stirred as the door banged shut.

“It’s my favorite spot too.” Kat placed two cups of steaming sheer chai on the plastic table next to her friend, the sweet odor of cardamom mixing with the smoky scent of kabobs drifting up from the street below. She pulled up a chair.

“I know, right?” Sunny yawned. “I used to come up here all the time to hide from the craziness of the coffeehouse. It was the only place I could hear myself think.”

“Seriously. Sometimes I think these guys need a referee for their family discussions. So many opinions under one roof.”

“Yeah. And imagine adding to that all those pushy foreigners wanting everything just so, exactly like they used to have it at home, always saying gimme this, gimme that, make it snappy please.” She sighed. “I still miss it.”

Sunny had opened the Kabul Coffee Shop in the complex owned by Halajan after she’d followed an old boyfriend to Afghanistan. It became the place for the missionaries, mercenaries and misfits who were as oddly energized as she was to be living in the middle of a war zone. Kat had heard all the stories. To Sunny, Kabul had been a place where anything was possible, and anything could happen. And it did. She’d met Jack and fallen head over heels in love, for one. And if it hadn’t been for his insistence that they leave Kabul and move back to the States, Kat had a feeling that perhaps Sunny never would have.

Kat took a sip of her tea. “Speaking of home, how are things going back there?”

“Oh, you know, the usual.” Sunny swept up her wavy hair into a clip on the top of her head, a few strands of gray now evident among the brown. “Pretty quiet. Covid really did a number on the tasting room when we had to shut down for so long. But things seem to be picking up again, and the takeout and delivery business is still crazy busy. Thank God people haven’t stopped boozing it up.”

If there was one thing Kat could say about Sunny, it was that the woman worked her butt off. Inheriting a winery without wine, saddled with a crappy house and a crumbling barn, and here she was, eight years later, having turned what Jack left her in his will into a business that supported her, and the handful of locals she employed, quite nicely. Kat could only hope to have that kind of energy when she reached Sunny’s age.

She thought about when she and Sunny had first met, not long after Sunny had arrived in the Pacific Northwest. Kat was barely eighteen and working at that dentist’s office in Seattle. She’d been angry at the world back then, and had barely wanted anything to do with anybody. Sunny, on discovering that Kat was originally from Kabul, had coerced her into teaching English to Layla while she was living with Sunny. One thing had led to another, and before Kat knew it she was practically living out there in Sunny’s house on Twimbly Island as well. It wasn’t long before Sunny became privy to Kat’s story, and the reasons behind her determination to distance herself from everything Afghanistan. Sunny had worked hard at turning that around, too.

“I sure wish they’d let me help down there,” Sunny said. Yazmina had shooed her away when the dinner preparations began.

“You were the one who taught me that a guest is never supposed to offer help in an Afghan home, right?” Kat responded. “You told me it was considered an insult.”

“A guest? Me? Ouch.”

The crackle of loudspeakers signaled the beginning of Maghrib, the evening prayer. Soon the skies were echoing with the staggered melody ringing from the highest minaret of every mosque in the city. The muezzins’ call to prayer reminded Kat of when she was a very little girl, before she and her mother emigrated to the States, before things in her family became so complicated and got so ugly. The tinny sound of their amplified voices never failed to make her miss her mother, dead ten years now. She had not, herself, prayed since that dreadful day.

Kat waited for the sadness to pass. “How are things with Brian?” she asked as the din faded away.

“Good,” Sunny said. “It’s all good.”

To Kat’s ears, Sunny didn’t sound convinced. Kat really liked Brian, whom she’d introduced to Sunny not long after he’d arrived at Kat’s university as a visiting lecturer. She thought Brian was perfect for Sunny, with his background in Islamic Studies. They seemed to hit it off pretty well and were spending a fair amount of time together, but Kat always got the feeling Sunny was holding back. Just the fact she wasn’t elaborating on her answer made Kat wonder. But she wasn’t one to pry.

“Layla seems to be doing well.” Sunny shaded her eyes against the setting sun. “I love that you two are so close now. I remember the days when you fought like cats and dogs.”

Sunny was right. When they’d first met, Kat and Layla were constantly challenging each other’s beliefs. “Yeah. Who knew she’d grow up to be such a loudmouth? She must have learned it from you.”

“Very funny. But I think it’s great she’s out there speaking up for women’s rights. I see all the stuff she posts on Instagram, Twitter, YouTube, Facebook. She’s got tons of followers.”

Kat shrugged.

“What? You don’t like what she’s doing?”

“No, of course I do. She’s awesome. Really dedicated. But, you know, sometimes she can get a bit cocky, like she believes her own press a little too much.”

“No shit. Seriously?”

“Yep. And Ahmet is always freaking out because he thinks she’s not careful enough, that she’s too out there for her own good.”

“Well, he always was the cautious one.”

“But maybe he’s right. There are plenty of people around here who would love to shut up people like Layla. And it’s only going to get worse.”

“I know. I have to say, it all feels kind of weird. I get here, I see all the new buildings, Afghan-run businesses that are doing well, women doing the news on TV, others up there in politics. It’s like there’s a whole new generation ready to take risks, to fight for their freedom, and to keep this country going in the right direction. And I’ve been listening for months now to Yaz and Ahmet telling me how great everything is. But you’ve been here, you know what’s going on. Don’t you think they might be painting too rosy a picture?”

Kat placed her empty cup on the table. “Of course they are. Things are never great in Afghanistan. But they don’t want you to worry. And the truth is, things are actually relatively okay right now, at least in Kabul.”

“Well, of course I’m going to worry. Who wouldn’t? And things being ‘relatively okay right now’ doesn’t really bring me any comfort. The US troops will be out of here in just six weeks. And then what?”

Sunny’s concern was nothing new to Kat. Her friend had squeezed in this visit to make sure she’d have an opportunity to see everyone in person while she still could, before the troops’ departure possibly made travel to the country difficult. Kat also knew that Sunny wanted to get a feel for herself about what the family might be facing once those troops were gone. And, perhaps, to encourage them to leave. “Yeah, I know what you mean,” Kat replied. “But you know how tough these guys are. And the Taliban have been here, like, forever, right?”

“Sure they’ve been here, circling like wolves stalking their prey. But you can only keep the wolves at bay for so long. Once the foreign troops leave and the Taliban gain control again, all bets are off. Who knows what’s going to happen?”

“I don’t think they really believe the Taliban will gain control again, at least not as the sole authority. And, besides, what are they going to do? They’d never leave. You know that.”

“When I lived here, I never wanted to leave either. But Jack convinced me that it wasn’t safe for me anymore. I know it’s different for someone whose roots go back hundreds, maybe even thousands of years, but the writing is on the wall. I think they may need to start preparing for the worst.”

A sudden gust of wind traversed the rooftop, bringing a blast of dust with it. Sunny put down her cup and wiped her eyes with the hem of her T-shirt. “And you?” she asked Kat. “Are you ready to go home?”

A burst of backfire from a car below made both women jump. “Boy, am I.” Kat laughed. “But don’t get me wrong. This year has been incredible, in more ways than I ever imagined. Working with Yaz and Ahmet has taught me so much more than I ever learned at school.” Kat brushed the grit from her jeans. “Seeing what they’ve been able to accomplish with the shelters and meeting so many of the women who’ve been helped has me really jazzed to start something of my own. At least eventually. But I do miss my Popeyes spicy chicken.”

Sunny laughed.

“And going to the movies. And running out of the house in my yoga pants and T-shirt, without having to even think about it.”

“And C.J.? I’m sure you must miss him a ton.”

Kat felt the color rise in her cheeks. “Of course I miss him.”

“Well, if it makes you feel any better, he misses you too.”

Kat’s heart melted at the mere thought of her boyfriend. He was another thing to thank Sunny for. Without her, Kat would have never met Jack’s son—a guy as warm and funny and smart as his father must have been. The way everyone around the coffee shop talked about Jack it seemed as though C.J. had some awfully big shoes to fill. Kat truly wished she’d had the chance to meet him.

“Wait until you see the gorgeous—” Sunny suddenly clamped a hand over her mouth.

“What?” Kat asked.

“Oh, nothing. I was just thinking about how nice the sunsets have been back home.”

“Yeah, right.” Clearly something was up. Sunny had always been a lousy liar.

“By the way, love the hair.”

“Thanks.” Kat brushed the blue-streaked strands away from her face.

“Is that new?” Sunny pointed to the tattoo on the inside of Kat’s forearm. It was a rose, her mother’s favorite flower.

“It is. There’s this amazing woman who has a mobile business. They say she’s the first female tattoo artist in the country.”

“Well that’s ballsy.”

“Yep. That’s why she doesn’t have a permanent location. She’s gotten death threats, not just because tattoos are considered unacceptable here, but also because she’s divorced, an unmarried woman working with men.”

“Wow.” Sunny slipped a pair of reading glasses from the pocket of her shirt and took a closer look. “Well, she did a good job.”

They sat for a moment, silent under the darkening sky, as the lights popped on across the city around them. In the compound next door, a woman was singing, her reedy voice accompanied by the clattering of pots and pans. Kat imagined the woman’s face as her mother’s, in an alternate reality, one in which they’d never left Kabul.

“Are you still planning on seeing him before you leave?”

Sunny’s voice jolted Kat right out of her thoughts.

“Who?”

“Your dad.”

Kat paused before answering. “I think so,” she replied quietly. “I’m not sure.” Kat had not laid eyes on her father since she was sixteen years old. For ten years she’d done everything possible to erase him from her memories. But being in Kabul had really done a number on her. Here, she couldn’t help but think about the man, and about everything that happened after she and her mother had been in the States long enough for her mother to become a permanent resident and have a good enough job to sponsor her husband’s immigration. Kat and her mother had been happy, living in Seattle with the uncle who had been their sponsor, who had encouraged her parents that America would hold greater opportunities for their futures.

However, in the seven years the little family was apart, things had changed. She’d always felt her father’s disappointment in her—simply for being a girl—and had always felt more of an inconvenience to him than a joy. But this was different. Her father had been disgusted by a teenage daughter who dared to talk back, who insisted on wearing clothes so tight that nothing was left to the imagination, who ran around with a rowdy band of long-haired cousins dressed in backward baseball caps and jeans that were more holes than fabric. What had been even more offensive to him was a wife with a job, who dared to talk to men other than her husband. The shouting matches between her parents were brutal and kept Kat away from home as much as possible. At the time, she thought her father was literally crazy. Now she had a better awareness of the cultural dynamics that drove the acts of that fateful day. Her father, proud, steeped in tradition, his manhood taken away by his English-speaking wife becoming the provider for the family. Her mother, knowing that the perceived shame she’d brought on her husband—simply by adapting to her new country—would never be forgotten, leaving her devastated that she’d never be allowed to live the life of freedom she’d dreamed of.

Kat would never be able to forgive her father for what happened. Though there were no witnesses, her mother’s death had clearly been a brutal one. Her charred body had been burned beyond recognition. A suicide? Or a horrendous crime in the name of honor? Either way, her father was not innocent. He’d fled back to Kabul immediately, no doubt knowing that in the US, the blame would have surely been put on him, no matter what.

Kat, left behind in Seattle, had pretty much shut down after that. That is, until Sunny came along. It was thanks to Sunny that she was here in Kabul, a place she’d never in a million years dreamed she’d want to spend time in again. Not after what happened to her family. But she’d come to love the city of her birth and, as she had confided to Sunny, was determined not to allow the ghosts of her past ruin that bond. Kat wanted closure.

“Well,” Sunny said, “the clock is ticking, girl. We’ll be leaving in a few weeks.”

“I know, I know.” Kat sighed. “Honestly? Part of me really wants a confrontation with him, but the other part is petrified of running into him around every corner. And every time I think I’m going to go do it, I chicken out. I psych myself up, and by the time I walk out the door my heart starts beating so fast I think it’s going to leap right out of my chest.”

“Are you scared of him?”

Kat shook her head. “Not really.” She slumped against the plastic slats of the chair and dragged a toe across the baked-mud roof. “Maybe a little. But it’s more like I’m scared of what I might do, what I might say. I don’t know. The whole thought of it kind of freaks me out.”

“Well do me a favor, would you? Promise me that if and when you do go to see him, you won’t go alone, okay? I’ll come with you.”

Again the wind kicked up, and the dust along with it. Kat rose to gather the clothes that had been left on the rooftop line to dry. Sunny stood to help. And then, poof. Darkness and silence, as if someone had pulled a plug. Cursing replaced the singing next door.

“Seriously?” Kat asked. “Again?”

“Some things never change, right?” Sunny said as the familiar noise of the household coming back to life—appliance by appliance—began. “Thank God for those generators,” she added as the water pump started up once again. “A day like this without a shower at the end of it? Not gonna happen.” Sunny wandered to the edge of the roof, her gaze settling on the front courtyard with its hyacinth vines in full bloom. Shangri-La, she told Kat she’d always called it.

Kat wished she could read her friend’s mind, see what Sunny saw. So much had happened here in the old coffeehouse over the years. So many memories, some good, some bad, some downright horrific. Kat had heard the stories, had felt the ghosts of times past kicking around the place. Who knew what the future would bring? Kat shuddered despite the warmth of the wind and hurried to head downstairs.
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The look on Sunny’s face when she saw the room made all the hard work worthwhile. It had been Yazmina’s idea to hold their welcoming dinner for Sunny inside the old coffee shop, as opposed to atop the rugs and toshaks on the floor of Halajan’s house across the courtyard, where the family was all staying to accommodate Kat and Sunny in the bedrooms upstairs. That meant clearing the downstairs of laptops and phones and pens and piles of paper, pushing the tables together in the center of the room, digging out the old napkins and gathering whatever remained of the cups and saucers, the plates and spoons and forks, until it finally looked like a proper dining room instead of the office that it was today. Rashif had even polished the copper espresso machine for the occasion, using the juice of a lime and a soft rag to do the job, just as Sunny’s barista, Bashir Hadi, had done so many years before. Yesterday Yazmina had purchased an extra-large maroon distarkho for covering all the tables to make them look as one. It was said that one can tell a generous man by the length of his dining cloth. Looking at two rows of dark wooden chairs and the place settings stretched out before her, Yazmina felt more grateful than generous to be surrounded by this many friends and family.

“I cannot believe you guys actually did this,” Sunny said as she wiped a tear from her cheek. “I feel as if I’ve gone back in time, or like I’m dreaming.”

“Sit, sit.” Ahmet pulled out a chair at the head of the table. “The place of honor for you, Sunny jan.”

“Stop already! I’m not used to being the one waited on. It’s too much.”

Yazmina laughed. “Did you really think you would arrive here without being welcomed with a special meal? You know better than that.” Yazmina could feel the pride swelling in her chest. She had been planning and preparing this dinner for days—the mantu dough made from scratch, the lamb for the kabobs procured from the best butcher on Butcher Street, the fruits fresh from her favorite vendor up the road, and the bread still warm from the ovens of the women’s bakery a few buildings down. How happy she was to be able to do this for Sunny, to show her appreciation for all Sunny had done for her. She’d been a young woman on the run—penniless, scared, and pregnant, her parents and husband all dead—when Sunny took her under her wing. When she had arrived in Kabul from the mountains of Nuristan she hadn’t had much of a clue about anything, but here she was, running an American-backed NGO, helping women in situations like hers or even worse, keeping them from the fate that befell so many here in Afghanistan. And it was all thanks to Sunny.

Yazmina smiled as she watched her two young daughters circling the table with the aftahbah wa lagan, the copper basin and pitcher with water used to wash one’s hands before a meal. Layla and Yazmina followed, serving from the platters, heaping Sunny’s plate high with the steaming qabili palau Yazmina had made with lamb, the sabzi and two types of boloni—leeks, and potato with onion—chunks of kabob from the skewers, and the little mantu dumplings stuffed with beef and onion that she knew were Sunny’s favorites.

“What are you trying to do to me? My hips are already as wide as a truck.”

“A plump woman is a healthy woman,” Halajan scoffed.

“Well, if it can help keep Covid away, I’m all in.”

Sunny was seated between Halajan and Rashif, the guest and the elders placed the farthest from the door, as was the custom. Once everyone was served, the dua was said. B-ismillāh-ir-rahmān-ir-rahīm. In the Name of Allah, the most Beneficent, and the most Merciful. Then the attention turned to Sunny.

“What?” she asked, her eyes darting from person to person.

“You must be the first to start eating. You are the guest.”

“Enough with the guest thing already. We’re family, right?” Despite her protest, she tore off a piece of naan and popped it into her mouth. Even Sunny was familiar with the tradition of beginning with the naan, to symbolize that bread alone is enough food for man.

For a few moments the room was empty of words, the only sounds were the groans of hunger being sated. The children eagerly scooped at the food with their hands, thrilled to be up so late with a roomful of adults. In his very own chair, next to little Aarezo, sat the pink elephant, who had been given a name that sounded like Phil, which Sunny was told meant elephant in Persian. But it wasn’t long until the chatter resumed. It was a luxury to be able to communicate face-to-face instead of through the screen of a computer.

“So, Hala,” Sunny was saying. “Tell me. What kind of trouble have you been into lately?”

“Me?” the old woman replied without lifting her eyes from the plate. “I don’t do trouble.”

A sharp laugh rang out from the other end of the table. “Are you kidding me?” Kat asked.

“Katayon, what I say to you out in the courtyard stays in the courtyard.”

“Katayon?” Sunny looked incredulous. “You’re going by Katayon now?”

“She only uses that name to piss me off,” Kat replied.

“Ach, that is not true. There are plenty of other names I would use if I wanted to anger you. Like—”

“Maadar!” Ahmet interrupted. “Will you never learn to act your age? How many times must I ask you to please try to set a better example for the children?”

“And why would I want to act my age? I don’t even know what that means to act my age. Should I have to swallow my words just because I have lived for so long? Am I right, Layla?” she asked, deliberately drawing the young woman’s attention away from the phone she had hidden on her lap.

Yazmina quickly glanced at her husband to see if he had noticed. “Please, Sunny jan, eat some more food.” Yazmina jumped up and ladled another portion of mantu onto Sunny’s plate before she could object.

“So what is new with our friend Candace?” Halajan asked between bites. “Is she still bouncing all over the world shaking money out of people’s pockets to play Robin Hood?”

Though the idea for taking in women at risk at the coffeehouse location—once it had ceased being a coffeehouse—had originally been Ahmet’s, it was Candace Appleton who had helped them expand the organization into one that ran two fully operational shelters, one now located elsewhere in Kabul, and one in Kunduz. Through Candace, who had years of experience and plenty of contacts, Ahmet had learned the business end of running an NGO, and Yazmina had been taught the logistics of overseeing the shelters. And, somehow, between them, they’d been able to succeed in helping hundreds of desperate women.

“The last time I saw Candace she breezed in and out of my house so fast I barely knew she was there,” said Sunny.

“Hurricane Candace.” The Candace Show, as Sunny used to say. Princess Candace had been what Halajan first called her. Yazmina thought about the first time she saw Candace, entering the coffee shop with those boots that came all the way up to her knees and hair so light it almost glowed. She remembered watching with envy the way Sunny and Candace used to tease each other without consequence, as if they were sisters instead of just friends.

“Oh, I almost forgot!” Yazmina rose and scurried behind the counter, returning with a chipped teapot that had survived from the old days. Into Sunny’s cup she poured the red wine, now almost brown, that she’d been saving for years. “I hope it is still good.” She turned to the children. “It is your Auntie Sunny’s special juice.”

Sunny took a cautious sip. Yazmina saw her lips pucker, her eyes begin to tear. “It’s perfect, Yaz. I’ve never tasted better.”

“Just the way we used to serve it. Right, Sunny jan?” Yazmina remembered how uncomfortable she’d first been among the foreign customers in the café, alarmed at the men and women sitting together, drinking contraband alcohol. Now she followed Sunny’s gaze as it slowly circled the room, as if she, too, were thinking about the old days. She tried to see the coffeehouse through Sunny’s eyes, imagining the flood of memories that must be coming in strong from the place she’d worked so hard to build—a home far from home for so many, a place where they
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