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PART I




CHAPTER 1

TALIBAN RAID

KABUL, 2022

When the Taliban official arrived at the Kabul offices of Moby, the media company I founded with my siblings over twenty years ago, Khpolwak Sapai, our head of news, expected him to be angry. Sapai was prepared to be yelled at, told to cancel or to censor a television show, to pull a news story, to apologize on air, even to be detained. If possible, he was ready to negotiate. Interactions like this had become commonplace since the Taliban had taken over six months earlier in August 2021, in the wake of the American withdrawal, and we did what we needed to do, not just to survive but to coexist.

The Taliban were the government now. If we expected there to remain an Afghan media operating within Afghanistan, and not to be reduced to screaming from the margins in DC or London, we had to learn to adapt. The Taliban themselves understood, or claimed to understand, the importance of having a free Afghan media. Months after the fraught early days after the fall of Kabul, when people clung desperately to planes taking off at the airport and thousands of others crowded the gates to get inside, things had appeared to calm down. But, in the midst of that relative calm, the new government had begun to put more pressure on the Afghan media, and one of my Taliban contacts had called me. “You’re not going to leave, are you?” he asked, worried that, from abroad, I was strategizing how to close down our Kabul offices.

“Not if I can help it,” I had said. But I was thinking, That’s kind of up to you, isn’t it?

Sapai is a legendary figure in Afghanistan with a commanding presence tempered only slightly by a preference for authorial brown suit jackets and wire-framed glasses. When Kabul fell, he was in his midsixties and had been working as a journalist in the country for nearly two decades. He was determined and decorated; he had contacts in the Taliban, and he knew how to talk to them, most helpfully to their spokesperson, Zabihullah Mujahid. Like most of the Taliban, he was Pashtun himself. Over the last four tumultuous decades of his life he had never felt compelled to leave Afghanistan, his beloved country, home to his children. Unlike most of the hundreds of staffers and guests who had come through Moby over those two decades—those who had lived for a generation as refugees in Pakistan, rich Afghans who had been educated in the West, international consultants, actors and journalists and DJs and countless on-air guests—Sapai wasn’t scared of the Taliban. He knew that beneath the cloak of extremism they were Afghans, and he wanted to understand them. A good journalist, Sapai thought, doesn’t see anyone as an enemy or as a friend while they’re working. “You only become a human being again with likes and dislikes after you close the story,” he would tell our staff.

It had been Sapai who ultimately made the call to run the story that had so angered the Taliban official in the first place, bringing him to our offices to conduct a raid. The decision hadn’t come easily—Sapai might have been more comfortable than his colleagues talking to the Taliban spokesperson, but he wasn’t naïve about what the organization was capable of—yet he felt he had no choice. After six months in charge, during which they worked to cement their power over the Afghans who remained in the country, Taliban officials had begun asserting their authority over our offices, summoning Moby employees or dropping by the offices almost daily. Abdul Nafay Khaleeq, a young man who was the head of Moby’s legal department, had been detained twice and in secret, without any warning given to his colleagues or his family. Like Sapai, Nafay was more comfortable around the Taliban than the average Kabul resident; although he had lived most of his early life as a refugee and student in Pakistan, his roots were in Kandahar, also the Taliban’s birthplace and where its leadership was based. It was Nafay who had been one of our main on-the-ground negotiators with the Taliban in the months after their assumption of power in August 2021, visiting judges and ministries, fielding text messages and phone calls, trying to argue against the rules and demands made regarding the programming on our radio and TV stations, which grew harsher with each passing day.

Kabul had fallen so quickly. In the aftermath, our company stayed afloat hour by hour. Moby survived the first few days by helping staffers who wanted to leave—in the end, the majority of our on-air staff—fill out the paperwork necessary to show they were at particular risk because of their role in the media. Sapai had to replace the staffers who were fleeing daily, train the new ones, and keep the programs going. He had made the call to air footage of the panicked crowds around the airport, to make the story the human toll of the withdrawal. When one of his high-ranking Taliban contacts asked to come on air at TOLO to, he said, reassure the public that this government will be different from the Taliban of the 1990s, Sapai allowed it, assigning a female journalist to do the interview, viewers relishing the official’s obvious discomfort. “Saad,” Sapai promised me. “I won’t let the screens go dark.”

Every day, we adjusted to the new reality, sometimes by trying to anticipate what decisions the Taliban might make next. Our music programs on both TV and radio were the first to go—no surprise there; playing and listening to music had been banned under the first Taliban regime. Then we canceled all the programs where men and women appeared together, including on radio shows that had been on air for nearly the entire twenty years. We accepted that our employees would now have to pass through Taliban security when they came to work; the same group who, in 2016, had declared TOLOnews an “important tool of warfare of America and the crusaders” and a legitimate target, were now our best defense against other lethal threats like the Islamic State–Khorasan (IS-KP), the local branch of ISIS. All female employees made sure that their heads were scrupulously covered and, after a Taliban edict in May 2022, their mouths and noses too, although we staged a protest requiring male presenters and guests, including Taliban officials, to wear black surgical masks on air. “It’s hard to talk, isn’t it?” one of our journalists asked a Taliban minister during an interview.

We stopped using the term “Taliban” to refer to the new government and instead started referring to them as representatives of the “Islamic Emirate.” We put up curtains in our offices to separate the seating areas for men and women and, after women were banned from appearing in them, canceled many of our entertainment shows—singing competitions, some foreign dramas, locally produced mixed-gender comedy and talk shows—which we knew Taliban leadership would find irredeemably offensive. Because morale in the office, and in the country, was so low—not only had President Ashraf Ghani and the ruling elite fled, but so had authors, writers, academics, doctors, schoolteachers, and, of course, media personnel—we wrote PSAs intended to promote national unity in a time of crisis. “They’re part of this country,” we sighed. “Let’s send a message of peace.”

When Kabul fell, I was by coincidence abroad. I avoided being consumed by dread by consenting to almost every interview request that came my way; there were hundreds. “There’s no government, there’s no one else, no one understands what’s going on,” my friend Tom Freston, the cofounder of MTV and former CEO of Viacom and a Moby board member, told me. “You need to talk to them.” Meanwhile, I implored the pragmatists I knew within my own contacts in the Taliban to make their objections to the hard-liners known.

When we could, we have rebelled. In April 2022, an Islamic scholar delivered a Ramadan sermon on TOLO TV wearing a suit and tie, going against the Taliban’s preference for traditional dress. While we separated male and female hosts, we tried to give them equal speaking time on air. Sometimes, that meant that, while men appeared on camera, women read the promotional material off-screen. We worked on the studio classroom where we planned to film educational shows for children, now mostly girls banned from going to school beyond sixth grade. We hired more and more women, in Kabul and in the provinces, until in some departments they outnumbered the men on staff. We booked a female Islamic scholar, educated at Egypt’s Al-Azhar University, to appear on a segment of our popular Ramadan talk show. (Afterward, a Taliban contact called one of my colleagues to say, just between them, that he had been “impressed” by her knowledge of Islam.)

But no matter what we did, and no matter how many times the pragmatists assured me we would be able to continue to operate in Kabul, the Taliban seemed to harden its stance against media independence and what role it might play in people’s lives. Within three months, despite much negotiation and resistance, nearly half of Afghanistan’s media outlets shut down. Each day delivered a heated phone call, a threat, more questions. At our Moby offices in Kabul, we scrambled to balance our mission with the reality of the new government, continuing to run our reporting but looking over our shoulder, wondering what the next day would look like. Our news remained robust, but our entertainment suffered; since November, all remaining media companies had been grappling with a Taliban directive that we drastically cull our entertainment offerings. Still, we managed. As with so many of the changes under the Taliban, new rules were often laid out slowly, enforced sporadically, intentionally misinterpreted, or rebelled against with the hope that the overwhelmed government might lose interest. The shape of the new government, thrust upon the country so suddenly, was sinking in slowly. And so when one morning, a few months after they had taken power, a Taliban representative called Nafay and told him, “Your television shows do not comply with our cultural values. You have to cancel them all, now,” it took many anxious weeks to understand what, exactly, he meant.

Foreign shows—Indian and Turkish soap operas, mainly—had been a mainstay of our programming since Moby’s television station, TOLO, was launched. Without resources to make original Afghan serials, we purchased content from abroad, and Afghans had received these dubbed soap operas with an almost instant and obsessive love, which now, with so little available to distract from the reality of a second Taliban era, had only grown stronger. Asking for the sudden disappearance of these shows was, as Sapai said to me, like asking us to suddenly turn off the water to a thirsty village. “They are basically telling us to shut ourselves down,” he said.

Without knowing what to do, and thinking perhaps the new edict was more the grievance of one man than the new policy of the entire organization, we ignored him. We weren’t going to start digging our own grave just because one guy from the ministry told us to, and we weren’t the only media company to push back. For a few weeks, soap operas, foreign dramas, and comedies were broadcast into Afghan homes as though nothing had changed, and although every time the phone rang in our offices we were sure it would be the Taliban official, nothing happened and no one complained. But we were foolish to think a rebellion, even one via soap opera, would sail under the Taliban radar, and soon enough Nafay, along with representatives from all the remaining media companies, were ordered to attend a meeting at the General Directorate of Intelligence for a scolding. Once there, we continued to push back, a more or less united front against an unreasonable request. “Getting rid of all the foreign content is impossible,” one of the media heads complained in the meeting. “There’s just not enough Afghan content.”

“Why not broadcast some nice scenery?” GDI officials suggested, echoing what their colleagues at the Ministry of Information and Culture and the Ministry for the Propagation of Virtue and the Prevention of Vice had been telling the Afghan media since September 2021. “You can send people to villages and take some nice videos,” the officials said. “Play those instead.”

“They have no idea how the media works, or what the audience wants,” Nafay complained to me. “They suggested airing recitations of the Koran. We’re supposed to do that for sixteen hours a day?” The government channel had been airing such footage, but only, Nafay assumed, because they were at a loss for how else to fill the airwaves. No Afghan was really sitting down to watch hours of water flowing over rocks in some remote part of Afghanistan, no matter how beautiful that part of the country might be.

Among the GDI officials at the meeting was Jawad Sargar, a young Talib whom Nafay had dealt with more than once and thought of as relatively sensible and open-minded. Sargar was well educated and spoke fluent English, following contemporary religious scholars from Egypt, and once or twice, during Nafay’s many visits to the ministry during those months, the two had joked together. Prior to 2021, Sargar had a job delivering newspapers around Kabul, including to the Moby offices, but since the withdrawal he had risen quickly through the ranks. As negotiations stalled, and the media heads resoundingly rejected the idea of replacing popular soap operas with footage of village life, he took the lead at the meeting.

“By tomorrow you need to have cleaned up the shows or replaced them with something else,” Sargar told the room. It was very important, he stressed, that we not air any program that featured a woman who was not wearing a hijab. As always, the most important part seemed to be about women.

It was five in the evening, though, when the meeting was dismissed, too late to reasonably change or censor that night’s lineup, and so we went to bed again hoping that our small rebellion would fly under the radar but waking up with the sneaking suspicion that it would not. “You have one more day,” Sargar told Nafay over the phone, annoyance creeping into his voice. “That’s it.”

Now a little shaken, but still feeling we were in the right to push back, we reached out to ministry officials who might be less zealous than those in intelligence at enforcing the rules. Nafay appealed directly to officials he knew at the culture ministry and the vice and virtue ministry, who were more open to negotiation. Sargar’s directive, that we cease airing shows that went against Islamic values or Afghan culture, was too subjective, he said. If we didn’t know what the red line was, how could we avoid crossing it? One of our most popular Turkish soap operas at the time was based in the early Ottoman era, and the actresses were exquisitely but chastely dressed. (Built around a flattering, nostalgic depiction of Muslim warrior-leaders, it was also a favorite of the Turkish president Erdoğan.) Nafay invited an official from the vice and virtue ministry to visit our editing room, where he could approve of the changes our editors were making to certain scenes. In place of our Indian shows, where Hinduism and other elements of Indian culture were on display, we added in a few more bombastic hours of Kuruluş: Osman.

But the few other remaining media companies didn’t make as many changes as we did. Maybe they weren’t as organized, or didn’t have as much expertise or as many resources to snap into action quickly, or they didn’t take the government as seriously. Perhaps it was a protest, which they were willing to take further than we were. Whatever the reason, they continued to broadcast as usual, with the same images that had gotten them into trouble before, and sure enough a few weeks later Nafay and the other media heads were called back to the Taliban offices, where the mood in the room let Nafay know this would not be another round table on the beauty of rural Afghanistan.

The meeting started late, “by design,” Nafay told me. “To intimidate us.” Taking his position at the front of the room of men—at least none of the companies had thought it an appropriate provocation to send a woman representative—the young official now felt personally insulted. Sargar began by rebuking them. “We support the media continuing to operate in Afghanistan,” he insisted. “But it has to be within the limitations and boundaries set by the government.”

When that didn’t work, he tried explaining why, now that they were in charge, the Taliban were obligated to carry out their vision for the country. “The people who sacrificed their lives for our cause, their families are looking to us now,” he told them. “Their families say, our sons died to bring this kind of law to Afghanistan and when you don’t implement it, you are betraying us.”

Finally, seeing that he was getting nowhere, Sargar lost what remained of his patience. “If you don’t do this,” he threatened, “then don’t blame us for what happens next.”

What might happen exactly, he did not say. “Will they come to our offices? Will they shut us down? Will they take us from our homes and detain us?” Nafay asked me over the phone, and I had to admit that I didn’t know. It could be all of that, I thought. It could be worse. It could be nothing; it was often nothing.

Not for the first time since the American withdrawal, we had no idea what to expect. And so, without any other ideas and not wanting to abruptly abandon the Afghans who watched our soaps for comfort, we defied the Taliban yet again. That evening, we aired three hours of the epic retelling of the founding of the Ottoman Empire. “Surely it is compliant enough,” we all agreed, Sapai and Nafay in the Kabul office, my brother Jahid and me on Zoom from outside the country. “The women are covered. Islam is triumphant. There is no valid way the officials can argue in good faith that it goes against their values.” But the next day, Nafay was detained.

This time, after waiting in Sargar’s office for hours without any information, our head of legal knew he would be kept overnight. Nafay was blindfolded and taken into a room both so intimidating and in such disrepair that he thought it must have been used for interrogation by the previous governments. A table fitted with a metal loop for securing handcuffs sat in the middle surrounded by a couple of rickety chairs, a fluorescent overhead light blinking on and off. “I don’t know whether it was broken, or meant to be that way,” he told me. It felt too much like something out of a movie. Either way, the light hurt his eyes.

Security searched through Nafay’s phone; he assumed they were looking for incriminating text messages or emails. When he asked to use the bathroom, he was blindfolded again and escorted roughly down the hall, told to hurry. Otherwise, though, he was treated mostly with indifference. Every once in a while, an official would come in and ask him, “Do you have anything you want to say?” and Nafay would shake his head. “It didn’t matter what I said at that point,” he told me later. “They were going to keep me overnight no matter what.” His holding cell was cold and uncomfortable; he heard screams from other parts of the building and assumed it must be other detainees. But he told me he stayed calm. Mainly, he worried about his family, who didn’t know where he was and who would, understandably, imagine the worst.

“My life was transformed by the terrible things that forced my family to leave Afghanistan in the first place,” he told me later, when I asked about his mental state. “I studied Islam really intensely after that.” Growing up, Nafay had read the Koran and Islamic scholars, and he was familiar with many different varieties of Islamic thought. His devotion and religious education, he told me, gave him courage during his family’s moves and now, through all the upheaval in Afghanistan. “Islam changed me, Saad,” he said. I needn’t worry about him, he insisted.

In the morning, Nafay said his prayers, ate breakfast, and spent a few hours reading the Koran, which the guards had delivered to his room the night before along with a prayer mat. Around 2:30 that afternoon, after nearly twenty-four hours in detention, Nafay was blindfolded again, and his wrists bound. He was taken to a car and, he thinks, driven around in circles for a while to confuse him, although he sensed that he had never been very far from our office, where he was deposited. At the Moby gate, Sargar, who had been in the car with Nafay, told him to call Naim Sarwari, Moby’s managing director. “What should I say to him?” Nafay asked. He sensed Sargar was irritated by his calmness.

“Tell him to promise that the company will do what we say from now on,” Sargar replied. “Tell him there are three conditions. One, you cannot air any television dramas. Two, you cannot air any foreign content at all, of any type. And three, you will not tell anyone why you stopped airing these shows, or what has happened over the past few days.” Sarwari would have to send someone to the entrance to sign a form pledging to observe those terms or come himself.

Nafay made the phone call. He quickly explained that he was safe; we had been waiting, anxious, to hear from him. To Sarwari he explained the Taliban’s first two conditions. “No foreign content at all,” he said, the official watching him. “Not even the Turkish show.” Then he called Sapai. “No one can find out about my detention,” he said. “Or the reasons we’ve taken the shows off the air, or who we met at the GDI.” Sarwari sent the head of security, who signed and stamped Sargar’s pledge. Once the Taliban official was satisfied, Nafay got out of the car.

“I now understand that the Taliban expects you not only to do what they say but to do it quietly,” Sapai told me after getting off the phone with Nafay. His voice was strained; as a journalist he felt obligated to report on what had happened, but he worried about the consequences. “What should we do?” he asked.

I was too far away to make the call, knowing it would be the staff on the ground who were at risk. “It’s not fair for me to say,” I said. “What do you think?”

“I think if we let them do this in secret,” Sapai replied, “then one day we’ll wake up and there will be no more Moby.”

Sapai wrote the copy himself for the anchor to read on that evening’s news.

SEEING HIM LEADING the raid later that evening, Nafay wondered how he had ever considered Sargar to be sensible, even funny. Now, storming through the Moby gates, the young Taliban official was trailed by a handful of his armed guards, his car left haphazardly on the street, the young official too furious even to close the doors. Sapai had gone home. Whatever reaction he had expected from the Taliban to TOLO’s story about the ministry’s new edict on foreign programming, he hadn’t been prepared for the degree of anger.

In early spring, Kabul air is crisp and clean, the city glowing with new plants. Our compound, a repurposed residential block full of bright green lawns and lovingly pruned delphinium bushes, wild roses growing over archways, and flowering plum trees—surrounded, as most things are in Kabul, with blast walls and armed guards—is also at its most beautiful in spring. When Taliban fighters had first set foot behind our gates in August 2021, they had seemed at first a little stunned, then curious. They asked to look in the studios, to meet presenters, to see inside the offices, like schoolkids on a field trip. Sargar himself, for the first time passing easily by the front gate where he had once left his stacks of newspapers, seemed keen to explore this previously off-limits place. It was the lack of animosity on display in those days that had been unnerving, Sapai had told me.

But that day, there was no curiosity, and certainly no admiration. Sargar walked quickly, pushed along by his fury at having been, in his mind, personally defied and embarrassed by the evening news segment. Sitting around the long wooden table in Sapai’s office, a tranquil space that the head of news had filled with potted green plants and flowers, Sargar told the Moby team what he really thought about Afghan media.

“You are lucky,” one staffer remembers him saying, “that we are giving you a chance to talk to us at all.”

For two decades, the Taliban’s plan for how to deal with media companies like Moby had been violence, he said. There had been no fewer than fifteen proposed attacks against us, he told the team, and he didn’t know how we had avoided greater bloodshed; in twenty years, there had been only one successful targeted attack against us, in 2016, when a suicide bomber in a car exploded himself beside a bus carrying three dozen Moby staffers, killing seven of them. “The only reason you are still alive is because we were told to spare Afghans who stayed in the country,” Sargar said. Taliban’s leadership, in an effort to foster stability after the withdrawal, had declared general amnesty for all Afghans. In a press conference, Mujahid, their spokesperson, had addressed the private media specifically, saying we would be permitted to continue working as long as journalists “did not work against national values.” As vague as the wording had been, we had in fact been allowed to function. Now, confronted with some of those independent journalists, the young official whined the amnesty was “unfortunate.”

Sargar began presenting, in alarming detail, evidence of Moby’s disobedience over the previous few months, producing tweets and Facebook posts; stills from television shows; instances when a woman’s headscarf slipped past her hairline. He recited headlines that depicted the Taliban in a negative light, that crossed the red lines that seemed to be reset daily, or that he said undermined the Taliban’s ability to rule the country. Here was a story about IS-KP in Afghanistan, while the Taliban was trying to project an image of peace; here was a story that was about resistance fighters in the north; here was a woman reporting on a bustling street. “What Afghan with a sound mind and sound faith would want to see his wife or sister like this?” he shouted to the room.

One of our employees raised his hand. “I would watch it,” he said. “I have no issue with that.”

This sent Sargar over the edge. Angrily, he gestured to one of his armed security guards who brought over three pairs of handcuffs. “You are not real Afghans,” he said. “You are all just leftovers of the occupation.”

Nafay was summoned to the office and again arrested. This time, they made him wait blindfolded, standing in a room where he could hear every voice around him, every footstep over his head, and the ones thundering down the hall. Not wanting to anger the officials further, he stayed upright as long as he could and kept his eyes closed under his blindfold. Bahram Aman, the young presenter who had delivered the story on the nightly news, had also been arrested. He’d be held for twenty-four hours, slapped by his interrogators, he later told us, but nothing too bad.

Sapai was at home when Sarwari called him to say that Taliban officials were at the office. “They are not happy with the story,” Sarwari said. “They are looking for you.” Sapai was put into the back of a government car and told he would be taken to the same interrogation office as Nafay. His first thought was he wished he had been able to explain to his wife what was happening, that Moby had crossed a Taliban line and there had been a raid. In the moment he hadn’t wanted to worry her.

Sapai braced himself for questioning. But while the car inched slowly down the street, I had been reaching out to every relevant contact that I had—multiple people in the UN, foreign reporters, Taliban—imploring them for help. Even before the car door closed on Sapai, foreign media was drafting stories about the raid. From the back seat, Sapai could hear the constant buzz of Sargar’s phone. The Taliban official was being told he had gone too far, even his colleagues could see that; it was written all over the news. After a few minutes of arguing, he angrily turned to Sapai. “You’re going home,” he said. “But keep your phones off until the morning.” Sargar wanted it to appear, Nafay later thought, that Sapai had in fact been detained.

That night, Sapai had a late dinner with his family He assured his wife that everything was going to be fine, a line, as a journalist, he had often repeated to loved ones. The next morning, partly in a bid to prove to his anxious wife that everything was really okay, he went back to work, joined soon by Nafay, who’d also been released within a few hours the previous night. Aman, still in detention, would arrive later.

With Jahid and me on Zoom, the TOLO team held a meeting to discuss what could replace the soap operas—a sketch comedy show set two hundred years ago, before even the British invaded Afghanistan? A documentary about the wars that led to Afghanistan’s independence?—it was harder, now, to imagine any programming that could possibly adhere to the Taliban’s shifting guidelines. After Aman was released, I called my Taliban contacts, fuming over the treatment of my colleagues, and although they were annoyed that I referred to Sargar as a “child,” they had to agree that his behavior was hotheaded and eventually he was demoted, removed from any work having to do with media.

Our head of news knew he had been lucky. He stood by his decision to run the story, and to write the copy himself. But he was shaken, he told me. What would happen next? For the first time in his life—through six decades that began with a peaceful childhood, and since then witnessing coups, a civil war, the Soviet and American occupations, two Taliban regimes, and the mass exodus and return and exodus again of refugees in his country—Sapai wondered if he would now have to finally leave Afghanistan. Thousands of miles away in Austria, I imagined, not for the first time, whether we would have to close the Kabul offices of Moby forever, and if we did, what we would be leaving behind.




CHAPTER 2

ARIANA AIRLINES

DUBAI, 2002

In March 2002, the only airline running commercial flights in and out of Kabul was consistently rated among the worst in the world, used in decades prior, with some trepidation, only by aid workers or businesspeople daring enough to set up shop in a Communist and later Taliban-run Afghanistan. A few decades earlier, during the relatively peaceful 1960s and 1970s, Ariana Afghan Airlines had been Afghanistan’s premier airline, and had for years been part owned by Pan Am, shepherding thousands of Western tourists, with their scruffy hair and backpacks, in search of figurative and literal highs in the exotic East; opening up the world to well-to-do Afghans, who could themselves now leave Kabul for New Delhi or Istanbul or Frankfurt, where visas for Afghans were issued freely. Decades later, the airline had been reduced to two aging 727 jets and a harried, threadbare staff, unable to cope that day with the throng of Afghans descending on them at the Dubai airport, begging to be let on a flight. Among them were my younger brother Zaid and me.

Neither of us had been to Afghanistan since 1978, when I was twelve years old, and Zaid was nine, and we fled with our family in the wake of a coup d’état, first for Japan, where my father worked as a diplomat, and then, after he resigned from the diplomatic corps in protest of the 1979 Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, Australia, where I graduated from high school and tried, a few times, to finish university. My personal story involves many moves to many different continents, some of them in a rush, at least one in a panic, and several encounters with violence. But in the context of my country, what happened to me is ordinary, even enviable. We were only one family in an entire generation of Afghans forced to leave, and we were lucky; we didn’t become refugees, like the millions of Afghans who crossed the eastern border and eked out a living while stuck in camps and urban slums in Pakistan, but relatively privileged political asylees, with two educated, working parents and a welcoming Australian community to cushion our fall.

Even before our exile, my three siblings and I—my brothers, Zaid and Jahid, and our baby sister, Wajma—had lived only part of our young lives in Kabul. I hadn’t even been born in the country; my parents had me while my father was posted on a diplomatic mission in London years before the coup. We were adaptable, and I easily felt at home wherever I was, something I still take pride in. We learned to speak Japanese and then, after moving to Melbourne, Australian English. Although I admired the effortless Australian drawl, I never fully let go of the American accent I had acquired at our schools in Tokyo, which I thought made me seem a bit worldly in our new suburban life. Regardless of how we sounded, we all always felt fundamentally Afghan.

Our attachment to Afghanistan as our homeland was in a strange way strengthened by our physical distance from it. My parents spoke Dari, the Afghan dialect of Farsi, and cooked rice with Afghan spices. They read Afghan poetry, discussed Afghan politics, and listened to Afghan music. My uncles had once owned a business recording and distributing music, a complement to their main venture importing electronics, and they told us stories of Afghan musicians, both folk and pop, in their heyday in the ’70s, who they took me as a young boy to see in concert; the most important birthday gift I have probably ever received in my life was a cassette player when I turned eleven or twelve, and I dreamed of visiting the music studio one of those uncles was in the process of finishing when the coup d’état upended everything.

Afghan friends came over weekly to talk politics in my parents’ small drawing room, conversations that only grew more rousing the more closed off and inscrutable the country became. Eavesdropping was my favorite after-school pastime, and it became how I formed most of my early ideas about my home country, ideas that were no less passionate for being secondhand; I got into trouble a lot in school, but the instance I remember most vividly was early in my Tokyo high school when I was reprimanded by my speech and debate teacher for refusing to talk about anything other than Afghanistan.

We lived as though our lives in Australia were only temporary, and yet there was an unspoken assumption that we would never be able to go back home. For my parents, this was a daily struggle we never quite understood until we were old enough for them to tell us. My father hated the endless commutes to jobs he felt were beneath him. My mother worked long days to keep our household afloat, starting as a teacher before opening a bakery and catering operation in Melbourne. As connected as we felt to our country, the longer we stayed off Afghan soil, the less claim it seemed we had to our Afghan identity. And losing that felt like a slow death.

By 1996, when I turned thirty, the closest I had come to returning home was by living across the northern border in Uzbekistan. I had moved there, I told people, to take advantage of the post-Soviet business opportunities. And it was true that I had grown utterly bored in Australia, and London, where I had lived for a brief time, making a good salary as a banker, and that compared to the Melbourne suburbs where I’d whiled away my teenage years, Tashkent felt euphoric, a place of transition as it emerged from the Soviet years. It was also true that I started a business when I got there, however halfheartedly, buying and selling any commodity I thought could do well—electronics, pantry staples like sugar and cooking oil. But when I failed miserably at the business, only ever making enough to keep things afloat month to month, I wasn’t really bothered. I stayed in Tashkent for four years, barely breaking even, just to be close to Afghanistan.

Uzbekistan looked and smelled like the Afghanistan I remembered. The trees were familiar, blooming bright purple in the spring. Like Afghans, Uzbeks have an almost mystical attachment to the mountains and the sunrise and sunset they create—colors like knives slicing through the city. I bought dried fruits and nuts from the Tashkent markets; the taste brought me back to my grandfather’s orchard, just north of Kabul, where I had spent so much of my childhood. You could calculate in your head the amount of time it would take to get to Kabul—two days of driving through daylight southwest through Samarkand and crossing the border if those borders had been open to the casual traveler, which of course they were not.

In Tashkent, I could get news that was coming out of Afghanistan, which in the mid- to late 1990s with the Taliban in power rivaled North Korea as a hermit state. I was interested in meeting anyone—politician, intellectual, or fighter—coming through or from Afghanistan, with any information, but Tashkent was no Peshawar, overrun with Afghans, and once the Friendship Bridge at the border was shut down in spring 1997, even fewer managed to come through, making use of a slow and expensive privately owned barge that crossed the Amu Darya. Still, I did what I could to gather information, inserting myself into conversations with strangers, trying to blend in; everyone smoked, so I started smoking. I began making connections at embassies and NGOs and foreign businesses—a lot of the seconds-in-command at the embassies were in their early thirties like me—eventually following those connections to Washington, DC, and London.

Islam Karimov, the president of Uzbekistan, had a vested interest in Afghanistan, seeing the rise of the Taliban as a threat to his country’s national security. In an attempt to help quell the fighting, a regional priority, Karimov hosted peace talks between warring parties in Tashkent. Nothing substantial came out of it, but it drew leaders and information across the border, and while the vats of cooking oil failed to sell at a high enough margin to make me anything close to a rich man, I sat in front of my computer, compiling what I heard into a newsletter, which I emailed to everyone I knew, whether they cared about Afghanistan or not, and which I called, rather unimaginatively, the “Afghanistan update.”

One of those US State Department friends introduced me over email to Ahmed Rashid, a Pakistani reporter who would go on to write what is still the most important book on the Taliban, and we became fast friends. Ahmed was one of the many people I spoke to who regularly went inside Afghanistan, and the only writer I knew who had the courage to question his country’s intelligence agency, whose support and influence over the Taliban were becoming apparent, about what they were doing on the ground. He had an unsurpassed understanding of the Taliban in an era when no one really cared to or knew how to look very closely.

The news I did manage to compile was always horrific. I feel foolish now saying that any of it came as a surprise. When the Taliban was sweeping through Afghanistan and after they took over Kabul in September 1996, without any real understanding of what was happening on the ground, I naïvely assumed they would realize that they were not up to the task of governance and reinstate the monarchy. If they didn’t bring back the king, I expected that they would try to institute something resembling the traditional jirgas, a local variation on participatory democracy, something that made good on their claims to represent the people. My father had nothing but disdain for the Afghan Communists, who he blamed for his family’s exile and who he was certain had led Afghanistan to ruin. Because of this, like many Afghans, and in fact like the American government, he initially invested hope, however warily, in the mujahideen during the ’80s who seemed strong enough to defeat the Communists. Later he simply wished for anything that might put an end to the civil war. But the Taliban of the 1990s, once in power, didn’t care about all the different ethnic groups and political affiliations who made up the country. In fact, they seemed intent on destroying it.

Refugees who’d found shelter in Uzbekistan sometimes snuck back into Afghanistan, at great risk, to attend to a dying relative or settle a land dispute, and they might return to Tashkent with stories of a dictatorial regime ruling with a brutal interpretation of Islam. The Taliban, they said, watched you anytime you left the house. If you were a woman, you couldn’t walk alone. “They would ask us questions about Islam,” they said. “And if we didn’t know, or didn’t agree with them, we could be arrested.” Almost all Afghans are Muslim, but the sect, the manner of practice, and the degree of devotion can differ. I identify as a Muslim. Islam provided a structure to my family, especially when we were so far from home. One of my beloved great-uncles was a hafiz, an honorific given to a Muslim who has memorized the Koran. That said, if either of us had been in Kabul during the first Taliban regime, I have no doubt we would have been thrown into jail.

A terrible drought during those years left most of Afghanistan impoverished and close to starving; evidence of hardship, arduously catalogued in human rights reports, was impossible to ignore. Still, after many of the foreign aid workers who published those reports were forced to leave by the Taliban in summer 1998, even news of the suffering became harder to access. The northeast was partly and tenuously under the control of the Northern Alliance, the strongest military opposition to the Taliban, and their fighters would cross the border with information. They told me that the sporadic fighting was brutal and bloody. Reporters, the few who cared to investigate stories about Afghanistan, traveled in and out across the Pakistani border in the south, and Northern Alliance territory via Tajikistan. These rare pieces of vetted news along with the bits I gathered from other sources, such as reports by the human rights organizations that remained on the ground, began to paint a picture for me of Afghanistan under Taliban rule.

People were starving. There were no jobs, and no money. Many Afghan farmers in the north survived by growing poppies, despite the Taliban’s draconian ban on the narcotics trade. We heard about Afghans being executed in the Kabul football stadium, or being punished with amputations because they were hungry and had stolen food. And so they became too petrified of an unforgiving regime to transgress. This gave the illusion of order, of security. People used to say that under the Taliban, no matter how hungry you were, if you found money on the road, you wouldn’t pick it up out of fear that you would be punished for stealing. These were stories told in whispers, carried across the borders, and catalogued among the Afghans living as refugees into the lore of the Taliban.

By now, the horrors of that first Taliban rule are well known. Famine, public executions, massacres, and expulsion of ethnic minorities from their villages. A capital city reduced to a fraction of its size. Women disappearing from public life. Dynamite strapped to centuries-old Buddhas in Bamiyan, destroying them and a part of Afghan heritage. Only three countries—Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, and the UAE—recognized the Taliban as Afghanistan’s lawful government; the rest of the world almost completely disengaged, out of disgust or disinterest. And there I was being fed details in bits and pieces, sometimes hidden in propaganda, sometimes reluctantly told weeks or months after the fact, occasionally coming over email from Ahmed Rashid or another reporter, while I sat in the middle of nowhere Tashkent, pretending to care about the price of cooking oil. It was maddening.

Two years after I closed my commodities business for good and reluctantly moved back to Australia, I watched the Twin Towers fall on CNN. Practically overnight, Afghanistan went from being a forgotten place to the center of the universe. Taliban crimes, particularly their persecution of girls and women, would no longer be the fodder of despairing newsletters by obsessives like me or human rights organizations, but headline news, the subject of speeches delivered at the UN, the promises made by a First Lady. In the weeks after the attack, every big news outlet in the world sent a reporter to try to get into the country, or at least to provide dispatches from neighboring countries. After the initial shock and horror of 9/11 wore off, my next thought was, Now we can go back.

ZAID AND I pushed our way to the front of the crowd surging against the Ariana desk. “There are no tickets.” The airline employees shrugged apologetically. Flustered, they seemed to be choosing people at random, anointing them with seats. Afghans themselves, they understood the desire to return. But there was only so much space on an airplane. “You’ll have to wait a few days,” they said. “Then we can get you on.”

Back then, Terminal 2 was the pathetic, withered branch of the newly glitzy Dubai airport. While most of the airport was a luxury shopping mall, luring travelers in with thick clouds of designer perfume, Terminal 2 offered a McDonald’s and some vending machines. It hosted short flights to poor, often war-torn, countries; I used to affectionately refer to it as the “terror terminal.” Once I saw a group of men on a connecting flight from the Maldives, well dressed in loafers and blazers and colored slacks, wide-eyed and appearing lost. I still laugh remembering the way they looked at us—as though a bunch of Afghans, Pakistanis, and Iraqis, some of us in traditional clothing, yes, but quite a few of us in loafers and slacks and blazers ourselves, were intergalactic travelers, something out of the bar scene from Star Wars. But I would come to love Terminal 2 before its big renovation many years later. The constant delays and the close quarters with little to distract meant you could arrive there alone and land in Kabul hours later with three new business connections and a handful of new friends.

Zaid is a few years younger than me, hyperengaged with the world and blessed with an excellent memory and a gift for storytelling. By 2002, he was a decade into what had become a thriving law career in Melbourne, and he reveled in arguing for what he thought was right, usually getting his way. Unlike our youngest brother, Jahid, who is a bit more skeptical, particularly when it came to politics, Zaid and I are both optimists, sometimes excessively. We share the same assumption that things will work out in the end, possibly because unlike our younger siblings we remember the day of the coup, and that we all made it out of Kabul safely. That’s not to say either of us is naïve. Zaid is animated, often ebullient, but he sees the world as a lawyer does. Justice can prevail, but you have to be prepared to fight for it. Sometimes, in that fight, you have to get creative.

That day in Dubai, Ariana was back in operation and the Taliban regime had been toppled, Kabul looked fairly intact in the news coverage, and American officials were glowing about how quickly they’d succeeded; beauty parlors were reopening when moments before women could not leave their homes unless wearing a burka; NGOs were scoping out buildings to establish offices; the UN was sending investigators to chronicle Taliban crimes, itself a declaration that those crimes were in the past. But I knew how Afghanistan worked. Things could change any moment. If we didn’t go back now, who knew when we would be able to return? Through a family connection, Zaid and I got a meeting in the airline manager’s office, where we set out to charm him. “Your son-in-law is a family friend in Melbourne,” I told him. “Can you believe it? Uncle, what a small world.”

“Oh yes,” he said. “You’re right, he knows your father.” It was the kind of conversation Afghans had a lot in exile. The script changed, but the content was more or less the same. “I think in Kabul my cousin knows your cousin,” someone would say. “And I think my father also knows his cousin,” another replied. “I think they went to university together, possibly, or their cousins did.”

Every connection had meaning. Our relatives both lived in Pakistan; they both worked for the government; we went to the same school; we have the same family name. Our mothers’ mothers lived on the same street in Kabul; we were originally from the same village; we loved the same Persian poems; we ate the same food; we left for the same reason and eventually returned at the same time, fighting for a seat on Ariana Airlines.

My father has a large blood family, and also a vast chosen one. The kinds of conversations like the one we had in the manager’s office, establishing connections that could go back generations, are both lighthearted and profound. In Afghanistan, everyone has a cousin, everyone is a cousin, friends who become so close that the word “friend” hardly seems sufficient become uncles, sisters, brothers, aunts. Although we had no idea that day that we would start a media company, it wouldn’t be long before Moby itself would become a family, and not in a false corporate retreat way but in a full-throated Afghan way. “Here.” The manager offered us tickets for the following day. “You’re up front, as well.”

The old plane was full beyond capacity. People crowded the aisles, shoving their bags into the overhead bins and pushing the groaning doors shut. Children much too old sat on the laps of parents and siblings, the seat belts straining to contain them all. Flight attendants, having given up their seats to customers, clung to the door handles during takeoff.

Zaid and I sat up front, where passengers were allowed to smoke. I matched my seatmate cigarette for cigarette. I cannot remember what he told me when I asked him why he was returning to Kabul. He was going back to claim some long-lost piece of land, or to visit a relative’s grave, or to find a job in the new government, or to start a business, or just to live; he was going back to do all of the above. Everyone had urgent business to settle in the home they hadn’t seen for years.

Over the Persian Gulf and then Iran, the flight was uneventful. Passengers opened up newspapers and books. Music leaked out of headphones. Mothers quieted their children with sweets. Zaid and I talked about what we would do when we landed, mundane, dispassionate things that could calm our nerves—who was coming to pick us up, whether we had all the right papers to pass through immigration, checking for our Australian passports one more time. I noticed the fabric on the seat in front of me was fraying, and the ashtray on my armrest needed to be emptied.

I had flown over Afghanistan before a few times as a teenager and later as a young businessman taking long flights from Australia. I’ve always been good at passing the time on airplanes, sleeping or reading. The moment we were over Afghanistan, however, I would wake up suddenly, put my book down, become alert to the world outside the airplane window. It was like an alarm went off.

I’m like my father; I resist being overly sentimental (sometimes I succeed, sometimes I don’t). I dislike unnecessary use of metaphors. Life itself is descriptive enough. But there was something supernatural in those alert moments on the flight, something that compelled me to lean over and look out the window, scanning for a break in the clouds so I could see the land below. The Afghan mountains always astonished me. I remembered them from my childhood. Our house in Kabul had been at the foot of
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