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Prologue

I BEGAN TO GROW UP THE DAY MY MOTHER WARNED ME TO stop laughing. She was terrified that even my momentary giggle could bring a strange man to our door, ready to yell, kidnap, or even kill to silence the sounds of a young woman. Don’t dance outside your room, she’d warn me. Don’t sing in the hallways, where the sound can carry. I was eleven years old.

I was more interested in playtime than in my mother’s fears. I escaped the thick heat of Kandahar, my Afghan hometown, by jumping through the water pump inside our family compound, shielded by walls so tall they kissed the cloudless sky. I dragged a speaker into the kitchen to blast the Bollywood music I’d heard on TV, flinging my arms into the air and moving with my sisters and cousins to the strong beat. Outside my home, bombs were exploding. Soldiers patrolled the streets, and the Taliban shot to kill. But in those days, I still woke up mostly oblivious to how brutal a place my country was to live in. I was excited just to race my brothers or buy fried snacks at the crowded bazaar, my skirt hiked up above my knees and the dusty wind sweeping through my tangled hair.

Just before my twelfth birthday, my female cousins and I were biking in our courtyard. We were the only girls in our entire neighborhood who were allowed to ride bicycles. However, we still had to stay behind the walls that closed in our sprawling family compound, where I lived with my parents, siblings, and cousins. I perched precariously on a metal-frame bicycle far too big for me and raced freely in the waning sun, giggling. One of my cousins burst into a popular Bollywood song, and we all sang along, laughing harder and harder as we pedaled across the small squares of pavement that framed the garden.

Suddenly, something came sailing over the walls. Before we could figure out what it was, we heard a group of boys just outside the compound erupt in laughter, whooping at their victory. Their voices were sharp and caustic, and we froze at their tone. They roared even louder once they realized they’d silenced us.

Eventually, after the sound of their voices receded into the alleyways behind our house, I turned to see what the boys had thrown over. Two unidentifiable packages lay just a few feet away from me. Immediately, I grew afraid. I wondered for a moment if the packages might be bombs or containers of acid meant to blind or disfigure us. I stepped forward for a closer look and then recoiled in disgust. The boys had thrown two large plastic sacks stuffed with excrement. One of them burst and leaked across the grass and toward our rose bushes. The awful scent assaulted our senses, but we stood still, stunned and horrified and unable to move.

After that day, I listened to my mother’s warnings. I began to understand her fear. I started to live the same life as so many women and girls in Afghanistan, trapped within the four walls of our kitchen. I was deeply jealous of my brothers who would go on road trips together, talk politics, and speak of visiting bazaars and enjoying street food. By age thirteen, I rarely left the house. When I did go outside, I viewed the world through the crisscross slats cut into my first burqa.




Part One




CHAPTER ONE

IN SECRET, BABA LOVES TO DANCE. MY FATHER’S BARE FEET move slowly across the embroidery on our Afghan carpet, as the sleeves of his dove-gray kameez billow to a beat emanating from a portable stereo. My mother peeks out of the kitchen, laughing softly as he throws his arms into the air. Like most Afghan men, Baba is guarded, steeled by the memories of war and the demands of a patriarchal culture. His tufted beard and piercing black eyes often intimidate. In photographs, he rarely smiles. But music betrays him, forcing a sheepish, mischievous grin across his face.

As a young girl, I was ashamed by these glimpses into my father’s more joyful dispositions. Our family and our province are ethnically Pashtun. In Pashtun culture, the strength of a man and the honor of his family are determined by his stoicism and authority. He is expected never to display emotion.

A man is also obligated to keep a tight rein on the women in his household. In the most traditional communities, it is the deepest shame for a man to ever allow his wife or daughters to be seen, even through the whispered shadows of a doorway.

Men in Afghanistan spend lazy afternoons under the dusty shade of local pomegranate groves, gather at restaurants to enjoy Indian biryani and cans of ice-cold Coca-Cola, and maneuver motorcycles every morning into the city for work. Women spend their days indoors, with only a brief respite to drink tea with friends before lunch. They squat low to the ground and sweep cracked tiles with brooms made of dried grass, the embroidered hems of their salwaar kameez dresses just brushing the floor. They wring sopping-wet, hand-washed laundry and hang it on clotheslines to dry. In the evenings, as a hazy dusk falls on the city, the women emerge from the kitchen. They serve elaborate meals to their husbands and sons, meals that they have taken the entire day to prepare: lamb soup with vegetables and coriander, rice crispy with crystallized sugar, lentil stews, fresh tomato salads, half-moon flatbreads studded with caraway seeds. It is only after the men eat that many women do, spooning cold leftovers onto their plates from behind the kitchen doors.

Baba could never devote himself completely to this culture of conservatism. He grew up with a gravely ill father, so his mother filled the traditional male role at home. He was one of only a handful of university-educated men in our province. He had spent years in the bustling capital city of Kabul and even visited Russia, a land devoid of restrictions in the name of religion. So he never forced the women in our house to inform him when they left for the bazaar or to visit a friend. He let his daughters go to school. When no other fathers would, he danced, listened to his children sing, and allowed us all to take photographs and watch movies.

The neighbors gossiped about us: Did you know he allows his little girl to go swimming in that river near the pomegranate groves? Look, look! His wife’s sleeves aren’t long enough to cover her wrists. I was ashamed that my father was seen as weak. Why, I wondered, did he care so much about preserving our little delights and liberties, even in the face of ridicule?

Perhaps it was because he understood what I didn’t yet: in Afghanistan, freedom is transient and every small happiness is fleeting, forever threatened by the weight of tradition and the crossfire of war.

IN 1952, BABA WAS born in Kandahar, a city ringed by mountains and accented by teal-blue mosques and brightly painted food stalls. The streets are without lane markings and swell with people. A cacophony of blaring horns and sputtering motorcycles pierces the air, and smells of stale oil and roasted meat emanate from open-air butcheries and street vendors. A thick, dusty heat snakes through the city, enveloping gray buildings, slinking between the folds of ubiquitous blue burqas and pastel turbans.

Baba grew up in the decades after the British retreated from their occupation of our country, as an exhilarating spirit of patriotism surged across the nation. Under colonial influence, Afghanistan had been a poor country, one without electricity or a basic educational system. But independence offered the promise of cultural and institutional reform, led by King Zahir Shah and his cousin, Prime Minister General Mohammed Daoud Khan. Beginning in 1953, Khan enacted widely popular social measures centered on women’s rights. Most notably, he lifted restrictions on women entering the workforce and allowed them to decide on their own whether to wear a veil in public.

As a part of his broader push toward modernization, the prime minister also solicited investment and military assistance from foreign nations. Brimming Cold War tensions served Afghanistan well, as both Moscow and Washington poured money into the country in an attempt to secure political influence. In northern Afghanistan, the Soviets were dominant. They spearheaded massive infrastructure projects, improved the education system, and funded scholarships for young Afghans. In the south, where Kandahar is located, the United States had more influence. American engineers flew in to help build new highways, dams, and electric power plants. They started construction on the Kandahar International Airport, whose terminals were meant to have the same grandeur as those in neighboring India and Pakistan, with state-of-the-art underground refueling stations and massive airport hotels for travelers who would spend layovers in Kandahar while traveling between Europe and East Asia. Local schools suddenly offered English lessons taught by volunteers from the Peace Corps. It wasn’t uncommon to witness groups of sixteen- and seventeen-year-old boys belting out American nursery rhymes like “The Itsy Bitsy Spider.”

Americans affiliated with government-aid organizations or private contractors settled in southern Afghanistan. In Kandahar, many lived in homes or barracks erected at Manzel Bagh, a palace gifted to a private contracting company by the king. The nearby city of Lashkar Gah was nicknamed “Little America” for the number of American vacationers and workers who stayed there. As a child, I heard many stories of what my family thought of these visitors from the West. “They were wealthy and so different—we loved to just peek at them as they walked down the street,” my aunt would tell me. “But … well, they were a little uncultured,” someone would chime in, before describing the brazen assurance with which American women walked through Kandahar. “They let doors slam behind them! When they would eat dinner—Sola!—they spoke so loudly, their voices carried to the next house over.”

As a child, Baba was mostly oblivious to this whirlwind of change occurring outside his door. Instead, he was consumed by domestic troubles. His father, whom I called Agha Jan, had been struck with an undiagnosed illness, likely diabetes. That left Baba’s mother, whom I called Ana Bibi, to care for their ten children and help provide for the family.

In the beginning, Agha Jan’s illness was not too serious, and he tried to maintain his dominance as the patriarch of the household. As Baba remembers him, his father was a simple man. He was set in his ways, stuck in the past, and cantankerous about the cultural liberalization occurring around him. In contrast, Ana Bibi, came from an educated family, though she herself never attended school. She possessed a fierce intellect and often wielded it against her husband.

For instance, Agha Jan did not believe that girls should be allowed to attend school. Ana Bibi disagreed but brokered a compromise. “Our daughters will attend school until fifth grade,” she said. “After that, we will pull them out.”

Agha Jan agreed. But somehow their daughters never seemed to reach the fifth grade. One girl supposedly failed the fourth-grade final exam several years in a row. Another seemed suspiciously old for her class, but Ana Bibi promised she was still finishing second grade. Agha Jan was confused and exasperated. “How can these girls still not be in the fifth grade?!” he would ask. But somehow he trusted Ana Bibi, who cleverly managed to educate five of her six daughters right underneath her husband’s nose.

In the late 1960s, when Baba was a young teenager, his father was struck with constant, debilitating pain that forced him to quit his job as a driver. He soon became bedridden, leaving Ana Bibi with the responsibility of supporting the children and paying for his medical care. She expanded her small sewing business and sold clothes to neighbors and friends. But it wasn’t enough. So Baba got a job after school laying bricks for the Kandahar International Airport, helping to construct the characteristic arches that line the building today. When that project was completed, he moved through a series of odd jobs before landing at the local ice factory as a teenager. At the time in Kandahar, there was no refrigeration, so Baba’s job was to pack and deliver ice at four in the morning to all the restaurants and shops in the city. His bosses refused to provide him with food or any breaks, so he sneaked slices of bread from home and ate them when no one was looking. He was paid just ten afghanis, or around ten U.S. cents, per day.

Meanwhile Agha Jan grew sicker, lying listless in bed for days at a time. Baba often considered leaving school to work full-time and provide better for the family, but Ana Bibi refused to allow him to quit. “You must study hard and make it to university,” she insisted. “You have to leave Kandahar and make something better for yourself.” So, urged on by his mother, Baba continued at school. He split long days between the ice warehouse and his science classrooms. He spent nights studying, squinting at calculus problems in the unsteady candlelight.

AS BABA GREW OLDER, the political modernization in Afghanistan continued. King Zahir Shah attempted to transition the country into a constitutional monarchy, where political parties would have influence and power alongside the king. A traditional assembly of tribal elders and community leaders approved Shah’s new constitution, which created representative bodies made up mostly of elected officials. In 1965, spurred by these increasing political freedoms, a group of men met secretly at the home of Nur Mohammad Taraki to form the Marxist People’s Democratic Party of Afghanistan (PDPA). The group became especially attractive to young people with its promises of equality and progressive social reform. But it faced stiff political competition from another rising group, the Islamic Society. Members of the society, known as Islamists, were firmly against the recent trends toward liberalization. Deeply religious and conservative, they valued a return to an Afghanistan of the past by whatever means necessary, including violence.

As the two political parties gained momentum, King Zahir Shah—likely afraid of what he’d unleashed—stalled the reforms he had promised to enact, effectively nullifying major elements of the new constitution. This only increased tensions between the Communists and the Islamists as they tried to assert their authority against the increasingly unpopular monarchy.

In 1970 Baba was accepted to the brand-new Kabul Polytechnic University in Afghanistan’s capital city. He left his home in Kandahar and settled into a campus whose vibrancy rivaled that of many Western universities. At college, Baba was exposed for the first time to Afghanistan’s political forces. Universities had become centers of national political expression, and groups with affiliations ranging from Chinese Maoism to the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood sprang up across campuses. Baba regularly stumbled upon peaceful protests by the university gates and fended off eager recruiters from a range of ideological groups. Most disagreements on campus stemmed from the fundamental question of Communist versus Islamist, which seemed to infiltrate every classroom and conversation.

Baba faced enormous pressure to join one of the student political groups. Maintaining any sense of neutrality between the Communists and the Islamists was nearly impossible, and he believed it would serve only to anger both political behemoths. So he sided casually with the Communists but refused to commit to attend their innumerable peaceful protests or serve as a recruiter of other students. He was going to college with one goal: to land a job that could support his large family. Baba couldn’t afford the dangers and distractions that would come with political engagement.

His unyielding neutrality ultimately served as a boon. Baba was able to make many friends across political, ethnic, and religious lines. Though he often forwent college parties in order to study, he still managed to find a circle of friends who spent evenings together enveloped in puffs of cigarette smoke, laughing about everything and nothing at all. Years later, when some of my brothers and cousins were able to leave Afghanistan to attend college, my father would wink at them and say, “Don’t forget to have fun!” It wasn’t until I heard stories from a family friend about Baba’s time at university that I understood the mirthful, remembering look I’d seen in his eyes.

But Baba’s collegiate escape from his troubles at home didn’t last long. Just months into his first year, he received word that Agha Jan had taken a turn for the worse. Alone, Baba boarded a rickety, overcrowded bus bound for Kandahar. He gazed blankly out the mud-splattered window, steadying himself by grasping the tattered seat in front of him. Once he arrived home and saw how ill his father was, Baba decided to take Agha Jan back with him to Kabul to seek medical treatment. By then, diabetes had caused his father to lose control of his legs. Baba carried him across his shoulders through the streets of Kabul, searching for a doctor who might be able to help him. When Baba finally found an open office and lowered Agha Jan onto the dilapidated examination table, the doctor confirmed what the family had feared: Agha Jan’s disease was incurable. He lived for only a few more painful weeks before dying at home in Kandahar, tucked into the bed he’d been confined to for Baba’s entire adult life.

After the burial, Baba wondered what was going to happen to Ana Bibi. He couldn’t imagine leaving his mother alone in Kandahar to fend for herself as he returned to his carefree university life in Kabul. So he sat down to talk with her, steeling himself for her reaction to what he was about to say.

“I am the head of the family now,” he began. “I won’t go back to school. Instead, I’ll get whatever job I can to support you. Who will look after you if I am so far away, wasting precious time studying?” Ana Bibi stood up and met his eyes with an unmoving gaze. Her response would become a legend in our family, a story told to me often as I grew up.

“I am the head of this family,” she said, emphatically. “And you absolutely must go back to university.”

Her outburst made him hesitate, but he refused to yield.

Ana Bibi grabbed Baba’s wrist and pulled him roughly toward the front door. “Look out there,” she said, pointing to the dirt path just outside their home. “I will disown you and you will never again enter through this door unless you swear to me you will continue your studies.”

Faced with that ultimatum, my father boarded a bus back to Kabul Polytechnic a few weeks later. Though Agha Jan had been sick for many years, the finality of his death made Baba solemn, introspective. He devoted himself to circuit diagrams and physics courses and little else.

IN 1973 THE AFGHAN monarchy was unstable and clinging to power, threatened by the surging popularity of the Communist and Islamist political parties. Sensing an opportunity, former prime minister Daoud Khan partnered with a faction of the Communist PDPA and staged a coup. Khan eradicated the country’s monarchy and declared a new Republic of Afghanistan. He also enacted several modernization policies that built on what he had accomplished as prime minister a decade earlier. For his newfound alliance with the Afghan Communists, Khan earned the nickname “the Red Prince.”

Yet soon after he seized power, Daoud Khan pivoted away from Afghan Communism. He demoted and transferred government officials aligned with the PDPA and decreased Afghanistan’s dependence on the Soviet Union, instead making deals with wealthy Islamic nations like Iran and Saudi Arabia. Khan also courted American government officials and investors, urging them to continue financing development efforts in the south of the country. When asked to explain his foreign policy strategy, Khan was apparently known to say, “I’m lighting my American cigarette with a Soviet match.”

When Daoud Khan came into power, my father had just graduated from Kabul Polytechnic. At the time, all men were required to complete a mandatory service in the Afghan military. Given his college degree, Baba was considered an intellectual and so was required to complete only a six-month military mission with limited exposure to dangerous conditions. He served alongside Mohammad Najibullah, a future president of Afghanistan. When Baba returned to Kabul, he took a well-paying job in the mining industry, surveying potential resource-rich sites. He rented a small house in western Kabul and sent for his mother, brother, and younger sister to move in with him.

Living with his family again, Baba found it impossible to dodge the topic of marriage. At thirty, he was considered the perfect age to settle down with a wife. In Afghanistan, most marriages are arranged, and it is extremely rare for a couple to have a “love match” and get engaged without the help of their families. Instead, a young man’s mother and sister bring him potential wives to choose from. They take note of his preferences: Tall or short? Educated or not? Fair-skinned or darker? Then they tell anyone they know to keep an eye out for a suitable girl.

Baba had few requirements. He wanted to marry someone educated, and his family would never consider a woman from outside their ethnic group, the Pashtuns. Millions of Pashtuns live throughout South Asia, most of them Muslim, united by the soft-toned Pashto language and the Pashtunwali code of conduct that emphasizes principles of family honor, hospitality, and the protection of women.

So Ana Bibi, acting on recommendations from family members and friends, visited dozens of families to assess in person if a suggested girl was right for her son. As is customary, she was shown into the house of every potential daughter-in-law and given the chance to speak with her mother. Then the girl would have to enter demurely, her hair draped loosely in a scarf to project modesty. She would wear delicate clothes and intricate jewelry to try to impress Ana Bibi. The girl would never stay longer than two minutes—that was all the time Ana Bibi needed to assess her beauty.

If Ana Bibi was dissatisfied, she would not return for another visit. However, if she liked the girl, she would make preparations for Baba to meet her in person.

But my father wasn’t eager to marry anyone whom his mother presented. And so he stayed an unmarried man in Kabul, working during the day and gathering with his friends in the cool evenings, waiting unhurriedly for the right girl.




CHAPTER TWO

MY MATERNAL GRANDMOTHER, ANA JANA, WAS CONSIDERED an unlucky woman. In 1942, at age seventeen, she was married off to a dried-fruit merchant. Within the next three years, she gave birth to two daughters. They both died, and a few years later her husband did too. After the funeral, as is the custom in Afghanistan, Ana Jana remained with her husband’s parents in their family home. In the beginning, her parents-in-law were struck by an all-consuming grief at the loss of their son. But their sadness quickly turned to virulent anger that they directed toward Ana Jana. In tearful outbursts, they declared her the cause of all their suffering. They insisted it was her presence that had killed their son, her shortcomings that had given them sickly granddaughters instead of healthy grandsons.

As Ana Jana shrank from these blistering accusations, she also had to fend off advances from her husband’s brother. In Pashtun culture, it is tradition for a man to marry his brother’s widow in order to take care of her and keep her within the family, even if he has to take her on as a second wife. But Ana Jana couldn’t bear the thought of marrying her brother-in-law, a married man who leered at every woman he saw and beat his wife.

My mother’s father, Agha, lived next door to Ana Jana. At just seventeen, he became deeply affected by the predicament of his young neighbor. One morning he approached his own father and declared his intent to marry Ana Jana and rescue her from her miserable living conditions. Agha’s parents were horrified. “She is nine years older than you are!” they shouted. “She’s bad luck, she’s a widow!” They told Agha that he had his whole life ahead of him, that there was no reason to settle down so abruptly. They threatened to withhold any financial support and refused to pay for his wedding. Not surprisingly, Ana Jana seized the opportunity to marry Agha. Despite his family’s objections, my grandparents wed in 1952 in a modest ceremony in Kandahar.

Agha and Ana Jana moved into a small house on the outskirts of the city. In 1955 Ana Jana gave birth to my aunt, Yasmin. Five years later my mother, whom I call Moor, was born.

In this second marriage, Ana Jana had only the two children, which was unusual in a time when most families numbered upward of ten. People gossiped about how she’d failed to give birth to any sons and insinuated that she was bad for her young husband, that maybe she was cursed.

Moor remembers Ana Jana as a quiet, almost silent woman. She was a devout Muslim who woke up early every morning to read her Quran. She prayed five times every day, first at the crack of dawn and finally after sunset, as the muddy streets and thatched roofs outside their home faded into blackness. By the time Moor woke up in the mornings, her mother was sequestered behind the doors of their small kitchen. She stayed there for most of the day, chopping onions, grinding spices, and washing dishes as her husband went to work and her daughters played.

Agha was the indubitable head of their household. He had the exuberance and forceful personality of a former revolutionary. As a young teenager, he’d been a member of the political group Weekh Zalmian (Awakened Youth). Their goal was to promote Afghan liberalization in the decades after the country became fully independent. Agha spent hours debating causes like socialism and women’s rights, heady from thick clouds of hookah smoke and the aura of intellectualism that surrounded him.

Though Weekh Zalmian disbanded before Yasmin and Moor were born, Agha remained deeply committed to its principles. He supported reformist policies that advanced gender equality and political representation. He wanted his daughters to grow up in a modern Afghanistan, one that eschewed religion and outdated cultural norms in favor of scientific thought and personal freedoms. Ana Jana disagreed. Her own conservative Islamic values contrasted sharply with Agha’s progressive idealism. But even though she was married to a liberal who spoke eloquently on the issue of women’s rights, she was powerless to object. In Afghanistan, the man of the house always has the final say, regardless of his political leanings.

One autumn afternoon just before Moor was born, her family attended a reunion of former Weekh Zalmian families. They didn’t know it, but the gathering would soon explode into a cultural firestorm, drastically altering Kandahar’s political landscape. The group planned to defy traditional Afghan customs that required men to have long facial hair and women to wear burqas. Agha followed the men into one room, where they stood together and shaved their beards. Tufts of hair fell to the ground and blanketed the concrete floors.

My grandmother and Yasmin entered another room with all the Weekh Zalmian wives. Around them, women struggled out of their burqas and into Western-style coats that brushed against their ankles. Ana Jana stood uncomfortably in the corner, clutching Yasmin’s hand. She did not change her clothes. To her, removing a burqa in public was akin to stripping naked.

As the women around her undressed, they spoke excitedly of a banquet that the governor of Kandahar was hosting that evening for former Weekh Zalmian families. Ana Jana listened silently. She gathered that the dinner was another attempt to promote Afghan modernization. In direct opposition to how meals were usually conducted in Afghanistan, the governor planned to seat men and women next to each other that night. Ana Jana was horrified. Like most Afghans, she believed it was the gravest offense for a man to sit beside another’s wife. It was an insult to the husband’s pride and an affront to the woman’s dignity.

In a rare display of conviction, Ana Jana yanked Yasmin through the front door and marched home. Later that evening, Agha met her at home and asked her to join him at the dinner banquet. Ana Jana refused. Shocked by her uncharacteristic boldness, Agha yelled and threatened to divorce her if she didn’t oblige. Ana Jana insisted she would not sacrifice her modesty to dine with him among other men, and Agha stormed away.

Agha returned home early the next morning, their fight forgotten. He assured Ana Jana that the dinner had been harmless. But within a few days, he was proven wrong. Word of the governor’s party spread among religious conservatives living in Kandahar. Islamists and religious leaders known as mullahs harnessed the public disaffection with the governor’s actions through impassioned speeches delivered at local mosques.

The religious ideologues grew even angrier at news of the events following the banquet. Apparently, on the night of the party, a former Weekh Zalmian member had brought his servant to the dinner. His wife, like Ana Jana, had refused to attend, and the man presumed that in such a large crowd, no one would notice the difference. But the next day a guest reported him to the governor. “Who is this man to come and ogle our wives without showing us his own?” he asked angrily. In an attempt to make peace, the governor asked the former member to display his wife at the homes of several prominent figures who had attended the previous evening’s party.

The governor’s actions sparked instant controversy. Local mullahs and their followers were enraged. “Have our women become showpieces?” they demanded. “Will we allow them to be paraded around Kandahar upon orders from the Afghan government?” The so-called modernizers, they claimed, were stripping Afghan women of their bodily integrity and stripping the Afghan nation of its moral compass.

In the early 1960s, tensions boiled over. Religious conservatives set fire to the new girls’ school in Kandahar. They declared that it was against Islam for women to be educated, and that the modernizers would pay the price for driving Afghans away from their religion.

Agha and Ana Jana learned of the attack when Yasmin came home from school early, sobbing. Her bare feet were scraped and blistered, her skin was blackened with soot. She had crouched under her desk and watched flames consume the classroom door. Somehow she managed to escape and run home, losing her shoes in the chaos.

The arson was an affront to the Afghan government’s policies of modernization. Police forces mobilized throughout Kandahar, but the religious conservatives were undeterred. They orchestrated the burning of Kandahar’s cinema, another symbol of modernization.

In response, the police arrested anyone even faintly suspected of involvement in the violence. They stopped people in the street and asked, “Do you think it is acceptable for a woman to show herself in public?” The Afghans who responded no were promptly arrested.

It was a time of heightened extremes in Kandahar. Many women faced an impossible choice between betraying their religious beliefs and relinquishing their personal freedoms. And in either case, men were still the ones dictating the way women should look and behave.

GROWING UP, MOOR WAS mostly oblivious to the cultural and political strife occurring around her. She was the younger child, and her father chose to shelter her even more than he had Yasmin.

When Moor was five years old, Agha enrolled her in the same, newly repaired all-girls school in downtown Kandahar that her sister attended. He was so devoted to his daughters’ education that he soon moved the entire family into a new rental home at the center of the city so that the girls could be closer to school. They excelled there, continuing on to secondary school even as many other female students dropped out. Agha insisted that education would be his daughters’ ticket to illustrious careers or futures living abroad. He believed it should always be their first priority. So unlike their other classmates, Moor and Yasmin didn’t spend hours every day with their mother, learning all the domestic skills necessary to be a desirable wife. They never sat by the stove learning to fry spices, watching as they browned in the shimmering oil. They were never instructed on how to prepare tea for their future mothers-in-law, how to steep the loose tea leaves in a pot and stir in the sugar and milk rapidly, how to pour the tea into a glass while it was still at a rolling boil. They didn’t learn how to prepare a lunch for their future husbands, or how to wrap a diaper on a baby.

The girls in Moor’s school got married one by one—her sister was one of the lucky ones allowed to graduate. Moor heard stories of their bejeweled green wedding gowns; of their husbands, some of them angry, some indifferent; and of her friends’ first times giving birth. Meanwhile Agha asked her questions about her geography diagrams and her physics exams. He cajoled Ana Jana into letting Moor study instead of doing laundry or preparing dinner. My mother adored him.

Moor’s friends couldn’t comprehend the life she lived. Their lives were filled with the constant drudgery of household responsibilities. They came from large families and took care of their younger siblings—from the age of eight or nine, they usually had a baby on their hip and a toddler by their side. Their own fathers never took an interest in their studies unless it was to wonder aloud why their daughter was wasting her time. But Moor’s life was strikingly different. Her father was thrilled when, a few months before her graduation from secondary school, she declared her desire to attend university and major in chemistry.

MY MOTHER WAS ACCEPTED into Kabul University in 1978. College life surprised her. Though Kabul University lacked the glamour and prestige of an international college, the campus was imbued with a vibrancy she had never experienced. Like any modern college student, Moor was ready to reinvent herself and throw herself into new experiences. She exchanged her conservative salwaar kameez for skirts and short-sleeve blouses and sported a fashionable bob haircut that she rarely covered with a veil. She lived alongside Communists and Islamists in a dormitory that buzzed with political activity.

Moor drank milk tea with her roommates every morning, sharing her extra sugar packets with girls who liked their cups sweeter. She ate dinner every night at an affordable college cafeteria that served meat only once a week, and so she subsisted mostly on rice, potatoes, and lentils. On the weekends, she explored Kabul with packs of friends, both male and female. They visited luscious gardens, lounging on stone benches set among scarlet buds. She and her friends loved attending concerts—one summer night she even managed to catch the wildly popular singer Ahmad Zahir at the historic Gardens of Babur. During a break from classes, she traveled without her father as a chaperone for the first time and hauled her luggage onto a mud-splashed bus headed to Kandahar. She chatted and laughed with her friends the whole ride home, sandwiched between them in a row smelling of sweat and motor oil and someone’s groceries.

But just a few months after she enrolled in college, the mood on Kabul University’s campus turned tense. President Daoud Khan was in deep political trouble. On top of a recent nepotism scandal, he faced intense criticism for abandoning the Communist principles that had allowed him to take power. Multiple factions of the Communist PDPA, including the party’s student chapters, organized massive demonstrations against his government. Khan’s retaliation followed swiftly. He ordered the arrest of leftist opposition leaders and called for politically motivated assassinations.

The Communists were undeterred by the government’s response. Instead, as Daoud Khan’s popularity continued to plummet, they saw an opportunity. PDPA member Hafizullah Amin made contact with allies in Afghanistan’s army in an attempt to garner support for a coup. His bid was successful, and on April 27, 1978, the PDPA overthrew the government. They killed Daoud Khan and eighteen members of his family, and installed Nur Mohammad Taraki as the leader of the new Democratic Republic of Afghanistan.

Taraki declared himself a leader for the people and promised not to be unduly influenced by the Soviet Union, though he did sign an Afghan-Soviet friendship treaty. Throughout his tenure, he instituted Marxist land reforms and social policies that pushed equality for Afghan women. However, these reforms were extremely unpopular, especially among religious conservatives living in rural areas. Violent antigovernment riots broke out across the country.

Though many Afghans didn’t support the new regime, they stayed silent because Taraki and his supporters quickly cracked down on dissent. One of Moor’s school friends was kidnapped and taken in for questioning by the government. His only offense was his long beard, which government officials took to be a sign that he was a radicalized, anti-Communist Muslim.

Moor began to worry for her own safety. She was a practicing Muslim, used to praying five times a day. She was afraid Taraki’s supporters might single her out on campus for her beliefs. Soon her fears came true. She faced regular interrogations about her religious beliefs from fellow students who were ardent supporters of the new regime. In an attempt to calm the situation, she told them that her father was a Marxist who held a government job. That seemed to satisfy them, but by that point her carefree university days were over. She felt uneasy, as though someone were watching her, waiting for a fatal misstep.

Later that year Moor applied for a scholarship to finish her studies in Russia. For decades, the Soviet Union had offered opportunities for promising students to attend university in Moscow, in an attempt to secure influence in the Afghan government and to expose young Afghans to the perks of life under Soviet-style leadership. Every applicant to this program was eager to visit a completely different country, one rumored to have towering feats of modern architecture, dazzling school campuses, and uncrowded, peaceful streets. But the girls were the hungriest for opportunity. Even if their fathers were liberals, even if their mothers let them leave the house with their hair uncovered and go on dates, they were still imprisoned by a culture and community that believed they deserved less.

A few years earlier my aunt Yasmin had been awarded one of the highly coveted Soviet scholarships. She had traveled to Kabul and boarded a plane with thirteen other lucky young Afghan women. She was just seventeen years old, as she left the language, country, and family that had defined her existence. It was impossibly expensive to phone home, so for the six years that she was there, earning a degree in psychology, she didn’t even hear the voices of her parents or sister. Agha was proud of Yasmin beyond measure. But Ana Jana was inconsolable, mourning for her faraway daughter as though she had died.

Soon after Moor applied, she received news that she had been accepted into the same scholarship program as Yasmin. She was ecstatic. But Ana Jana wept uncontrollably and begged her not to go. “I cannot lose both of my daughters,” she cried. She tried to convince Moor that Russia was an infidel nation, that she would scarcely find another Muslim there. My mother waited for Agha to take her side and admonish Ana Jana for stamping out their daughter’s dreams. But by then Agha was tired and unwilling to live an additional six years alongside his wife’s unrestrained grief. He told my mother she would have to convince Ana Jana herself.

Moor approached her mother gently, but her arguments were futile. Ana Jana was sick with desperation and threatened to starve herself unless her daughter promised to stay in Afghanistan. My mother lay awake at night, racked by guilt and indecision.

Eventually, Moor quietly shelved her dreams of a new life in Moscow. As a dozen young Afghan women boarded the international flight without her, she packed her suitcases for the bus ride back to Kabul.

ON FEBRUARY 14, 1979, U.S. ambassador to Afghanistan Adolph Dubs was killed under suspicious circumstances. In response, the U.S. government withdrew all aid from the country. This forced President Taraki to turn to the Soviet Union, as antigovernment riots grew increasingly out of hand. Along with military assistance, Soviet officials allegedly offered Taraki some political advice. They claimed that his close colleague Hafizullah Amin was growing greedy and would soon be a danger to Afghanistan’s stability. They suggested Amin be removed from power.

Amin, the man who had engineered the PDPA coup, did indeed have significant influence over the new Communist government. He initially served as a deputy prime minister but became prime minister in March 1979. That same year, on September 14, Amin was called to Kabul for a meeting that turned out to be a trap. He was ambushed with gunfire but managed to escape. In a shocking turn of events, Amin used his supporters in the military, arrested Taraki, and orchestrated a coup, installing himself as Afghanistan’s new president.

Amin’s reign was ruthless. He targeted politicians, intellectuals, and religious figures who posed even the slightest threat to his grasp on power. The scholars and professors teaching Moor at Kabul University were suddenly in danger. One of Moor’s beloved teachers was abducted and died when Amin’s supporters threw him out of a
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