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			AUTHOR’S NOTE

			
				At a dangerous time, in a dangerous place,

				two strangers took the most dangerous leap of all.

				They trusted each other.

				This is a true story.
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			HOMEIRA

			One bright summer morning in 2021, Homeira Qaderi hurried her eight-year-old son, Siawash, out the door of their Kabul apartment. To speed their exit, she made him a promise that set his heart racing: tonight, after school, we’ll fight the Taliban.

			The electricity was out again in the middle-class Fourth District near Kabul University, so Homeira ignored the elevator and followed Siawash down ten flights of stairs.

			The temperature hovered around eighty degrees Fahrenheit when they stepped outside at 7 a.m. that Tuesday, August 3. Mother and son turned a corner into a cobblestone alley where a van waited to take him to a private international school that taught classes in English. As Siawash scrambled inside, Homeira heard him boast to his friends about her daring battle plan.

			Homeira watched the van drive off, praying as always that a suicide attack wouldn’t kill him.

			She returned to the apartment building where she’d remade her life. Where she regained her balance after Siawash’s father divorced her for challenging his decision to take a second wife. Where, after a forced separation, she was raising Siawash to be an enlightened Afghan man. Where she earned fame, fans, and deadly enemies as an author and activist. And where she intended to spend the rest of her days writing more books and campaigning for women’s equality in a city she loved for its beauty and its possibilities, despite its dangers and its flaws.

			Kabul-jan, she called it, using the Farsi term of endearment for “my dear Kabul.”

			Homeira breathed heavily as she scaled the last of more than a hundred steps in her headscarf and long-sleeved blouse. Inside her apartment, she moved with a dancer’s grace, unwrapping her shawl to reveal a cascade of thick brown hair that fell to her waist. Homeira was thirty-eight but looked younger, with high cheekbones, full lips, and large brown eyes that expressed her every volcanic emotion. A shade taller than five feet, she typically wore three-inch heels, which she removed to climb the stairs. She remained barefoot inside her four-bedroom sanctuary.

			The sunny apartment reflected a life that would have been unimaginable for a single mother in Afghanistan even a few years earlier. She purchased it with earnings from her first book published in English, an acclaimed memoir of her girlhood during the Soviet-Afghan War of the 1980s and under the Taliban’s vicious rule in the 1990s. The book doubled as a love letter to Siawash during their three painful years apart. The title alone made her a heroine to progressives and an infidel to extremists: Dancing in the Mosque.

			Every detail of Homeira’s home delighted her: shiny wood floors with hand-knotted rugs; a tufted white couch where Siawash did his homework while she read; a high-ceilinged office with a desk fit for a prime minister; an old-fashioned gramophone to play dance music when no men were nearby; an exercise room that served as home to Siawash’s pet turtle; shelves brimming with books, honors, and diplomas; a plant-filled balcony; and windows that faced north to the blue domes of a Shiite shrine and, four miles beyond, to Kabul International Airport.

			Homeira went to the kitchen for a handful of grapes and a large cup of sheer chai, tea with boiled milk, to kick-start her day. As she poured the pink tea, the room filled with scents of rosemary and eucalyptus. She carried the steaming cup to her office, where a silver MacBook laptop on her desk connected her to a world spinning out of control.

			The previous night, Homeira spoke by phone with her father, Wakil Ahmad. They were ethnically Pashtun, the same tribe that spawned the Taliban, but the family scorned the fundamentalist insurgents and their repressive, misogynistic interpretation of Islam. Wakil Ahmad was his celebrity daughter’s biggest supporter. He lived with his wife, Homeira’s mother Ansari, and four of Homeira’s five younger siblings in Herat, an oasis city near the border with Iran, five hundred miles west of Kabul. During the war with the Russians that consumed much of Homeira’s childhood, her father and several uncles fought among the militants known as mujahideen. Since then, Wakil Ahmad made a threadbare living teaching literature, with a special fondness for Russian novels.

			Internet phone service was spotty in Herat, so Wakil Ahmad had climbed to his roof to speak with Homeira. The call broke up repeatedly, but each time they connected Homeira heard gunshots from nearby clashes between the Afghan Army and the Taliban. Unconfirmed reports circulated that the Taliban had laid siege to Herat, Afghanistan’s third-largest city, as its fighters sought to expand recent gains in rural areas, with an eye toward provincial capitals and Kabul.

			The call with her father confirmed Homeira’s fears: the suicide bombers, as she called them, were approaching her family’s door.

			

			—

			Homeira’s worries about her family and her country were rooted in a tortured history that long predated the chaotic summer of 2021.

			An abbreviated account begins in late 2001, when American troops invaded Afghanistan to destroy the al-Qaeda terrorists who planned the 9/11 attacks and to topple the Taliban government that sheltered them. Within weeks the Taliban fled Kabul. Al-Qaeda leaders were killed or forced into hiding. But that was just the start. For nearly two decades, the United States and its close allies remained in Afghanistan to prevent the return of the Taliban and al-Qaeda, while working to create democracy, build the economy, combat endemic corruption, and champion women’s rights. The Taliban, meanwhile, returned to its guerrilla origins to battle Afghan, U.S., and NATO troops.

			As years passed, Americans’ support for the war faded. So did hope for a stable, prosperous, modern Afghanistan. One U.S. president after another struggled to find a path to victory or a dignified exit. In February 2020, President Donald J. Trump approved a deal with the Taliban to withdraw the last U.S. forces. In exchange, the Taliban promised “to prevent the use of Afghan soil” by terrorists. In April 2021, President Joe Biden agreed to follow through on that bargain, but delayed the departure date by four months, to the twentieth anniversary of 9/11. The Taliban treated the impending American withdrawal as an invitation to try to overthrow the democratically elected Afghan government and seize power.

			Initially, Homeira felt confident that the Afghan Army, some three hundred thousand soldiers strong, trained and equipped by the United States and NATO, would crush the ragtag Taliban militia, which had perhaps a quarter as many men. She dreaded the deaths of Afghan troops and the collateral killings of civilians, and she even regretted the loss of individual Talib lives. But she hoped the post-American war between the Taliban and the Afghan military would be like a monsoon, passing quickly and leaving her country’s new democratic foundations intact.

			Lately, though, as the withdrawal deadline approached and the Taliban steadily gained ground, doubts crept in. After the phone call with her father, Homeira posted on social media, where she had more than a half-million followers across several platforms: “What is going on in Herat?”

			Within minutes, two high-ranking government officials sent her similar messages. Both claimed reports of Taliban forces sweeping into Herat and other provincial capitals—including Lashkar Gah and Kandahar in the south—were false rumors spread by troublemakers. The officials’ messages alarmed Homeira more. They were either lying or oblivious.

			

			—

			At her desk in the morning light, with the electricity restored and her internet connection strong, Homeira scrolled through news and social media sites. She recoiled at photos of women and children fleeing Herat ahead of oncoming Taliban fighters. Homeira understood the impulse: the long, hard memories of Afghan women had again set them in motion.

			While ruling Afghanistan from 1996 to 2001, the Taliban had cruelly imposed its interpretation of seventh-century Islamic sharia law. Among other harsh decrees, women and girls were excluded from workplaces and schools, stripped of civil and legal rights, and banished from public life unless shrouded by burqas and escorted by male relatives. Punishments were swift, without limit or appeal. Stonings, public executions, and amputations were Taliban specialties.

			Homeira’s tea grew cold as she stared at the images from Herat. She realized her family’s neighbors, some of whom she likely knew, had already been transformed into refugees of war. A shiver passed through her, though she resolved not to show or express fear publicly.

			Homeira spent the lonely hours of Siawash’s school day fretting about her family and her country. She struggled to concentrate, unable to add a single sentence to the short story she was writing. She fretted about her finances, which had dwindled as she went without a full-time job while working on her next book. Her savings had eroded further from countless days in court trying to force her ex-husband to provide financial support, a colossal long shot. Even in the new, more moderate Afghan republic, divorced women were shunned, stigmatized as “unclean,” and ignored by judges. A disturbing number considered suicide by self-immolation to be a viable alternative to the dishonor of divorce.

			Homeira checked the clock as she awaited Siawash’s return. He disliked the food at school, so she returned to the kitchen to cook a family favorite: kitchiri, a mixture of basmati rice, mung beans, spices, and onions she stirred on the stove until it turned golden brown. Soon her urban apartment smelled like the adobe Herat kitchen of Nanah-jan, her beloved grandmother.

			Shortly before 4 p.m., Siawash burst through the door too excited to eat, having spent all day anticipating their promised clash with the Taliban. The sight of her precocious son lifted Homeira’s spirits. He had apple cheeks and his mother’s soulful eyes. A lock of dark hair draped onto his forehead. His round glasses made him look at once studious and impish, a comic scholar.

			Homeira insisted that Siawash try a few bites of kitchiri. As he ate, they resumed a conversation they’d begun that morning. Homeira tried to explain Afghan politics, religious zealotry, and sectarian war in a comprehensible way for an eight-year-old boy. It helped that Siawash had already absorbed Homeira’s revulsion for the Taliban. A video on her phone from two years earlier showed Siawash strumming a guitar and singing, “You damned Talibs. One day you will burn this country to the ground.”

			Still, she worried about how much space the barbarians occupied in his mind. He knew details of beheadings. He kept track of death tolls. He knew why supposed infidels were flogged, stoned, or burned. His knowledge came from Homeira and also from television, his friends, and social media. Homeira sometimes regretted allowing him to use Facebook, where he saw all manner of horrors. But more powerful than her worry about Siawash being traumatized was her desire that he understand and reject the twisted medieval forces around them.

			As daylight ebbed, Homeira explained that Siawash’s most advanced lesson in battling the enemies of modernity would come that night. To a westerner, Homeira’s activism might seem benign, but in Kabul her plan constituted a radical act of courage.

			“At nine p.m.,” Homeira told him, “you have to come on the balcony and we’ll shout Allahu Akbar!” She said the strategy of demonstrators yelling “God is great!” from balconies, rooftops, and streets had originated in Herat and spread nationwide.

			Siawash was confused.

			He knew that Taliban fighters screamed Allahu Akbar! when they sawed off someone’s head, or detonated a suicide bomb, or horsewhipped a woman for meeting a boyfriend. It was their signature cry when they committed hideous acts in the name of purifying the country. Screaming their slogan seemed to Siawash like a vote of support.

			“Why are we shouting Allahu Akbar?” he asked. “What’s going to happen?”

			To fight the fanatics, Homeira told him, we must reclaim that phrase as a celebration of life instead of a shriek of death.

			“We, the people of Kabul, all the people of Afghanistan, are going to speak out against the Taliban and say, ‘We are Muslims. We are more Muslim than they are. We have principles, we are valuable, we are against killing people.’ ” Their protest would rally all good people in Afghanistan, she said, raising morale to finally defeat the Taliban.

			The thought of participating in such important business thrilled Siawash.

			Homeira didn’t tell him that she expected the demonstration to be symbolic at best, futile at worst. She also didn’t scare her son by admitting that her participation would enrage her critics and multiply the death threats against her. In recent months, the Taliban had targeted numerous female judges, journalists, intellectuals, and activists for assassination, many of whom Homeira knew personally or by reputation.

			As nighttime approached, Homeira and Siawash were joined by the three young sons of Homeira’s uncle Abo Ismael, one of her mother’s brothers. A dozen years older than Homeira, Abo Ismael was a doctor who lived with his wife, Samrina, and their children on the building’s fourth floor. The boys ran into the apartment to play with Siawash and eat Homeira’s kitchiri. Close in age with Siawash, they called Homeira “auntie” despite being her cousins.

			“We’re going to go on the balcony and shout Allahu Akbar!” Siawash announced.

			Shocked, the oldest turned to Homeira. “Auntie, can women shout Allahu Akbar? Can they scream on the balcony?”

			“Why not, jan?” she said. “If the Talibs get here, women are the first ones who’ll be treated awfully. I have to stand up to them. If they get here, they’ll flog us. They won’t let me talk about my books. If they see me on the street they’ll make me wear a burqa.”

			The boys burst out laughing at the thought of fashionable, colorful Homeira in a shapeless black shroud, her face hidden behind a mesh veil.

			“You won’t be able to see anything!” one of the boys said. “You’ll trip and fall ten times with every step!”

			After a noisy game of darts her uncle’s sons returned home. Siawash went to work. He charged a wireless microphone. He combed his hair and traded his Western clothes for a long white shirt and loose white pants, a traditional outfit called a shalwar kameez, to be sure he’d stand out in the darkness. Homeira chose a dark dress with beaded cuffs. She covered her hair with a blue silk scarf, pinning it securely so it wouldn’t slip off and fuel the insults of those who already condemned her as immodest.

			As his excitement intensified, Siawash asked, “Why do Talibs kill people?”

			The question caught Homeira off guard. She blurted out her first thought: “Because Talibs didn’t go to school and have no education. They don’t know killing people is bad.”

			“So why didn’t their parents send them to school?” he persisted.

			“Because their parents didn’t go to school.”

			Siawash considered this.

			“So,” he said, “the parents of the parents of their parents didn’t go to school either?”

			“Yes,” Homeira said, “because there weren’t many schools back then.”

			Siawash brightened. With a child’s innocence, he proposed a solution. “There are schools now. They can come to my school and learn English. We also have music and dance.”

			“Siawash-jan,” Homeira said, “Talibs behead anyone who dances or plays music.”

			She instantly regretted saying it. Siawash looked like he’d been slapped.

			“So they’ll behead us because of music and dance if they come to our school?”

			“Don’t say that,” she said. “First, Talibs are not coming. Second, if they do come, your school will no longer have dance and music classes.”

			“What about our music teacher?”

			“He’ll be teaching other lessons.”

			Drained, Homeira persuaded Siawash to watch a movie while they waited for 9 p.m. He tried, but couldn’t relax. He went to the guest room to practice shouting at the top of his lungs, telling Homeira he wanted to be heard beyond the mountains that ringed Kabul.

			“They need to hear that this is Siawash’s voice,” he said, “so when Talibs hear it they know it’s Siawash and they’ll get scared.” She took pleasure in his excitement, even as she wished his biggest concerns were school, friends, toys, and his turtle.

			When the appointed hour approached, Homeira led Siawash next door to a smaller, sparsely furnished apartment owned by one of her younger brothers, Jaber, who worked at the presidential palace as an aide to President Ashraf Ghani. Homeira knew that Jaber, who was twenty-nine, would be working late or joining the Allahu Akbar protesters in the streets.

			One appeal of Jaber’s balcony was an unobstructed view of the blue-domed Sakhi Shrine and the sprawling cemetery surrounding it, which would allow their voices to carry. But Homeira had another motive she didn’t tell Siawash: her bravery had limits. Her immediate concern wasn’t the Taliban. Despite the events in Herat, she still doubted the turbaned killers with Kalashnikov rifles would ever reach Kabul. Instead, she felt anxious about her neighbors. Homeira’s own balcony faced a building directly across the alley, and she didn’t want to endure scorn from traditional men who thought a woman had no right to raise her voice.

			Homeira behaved much bolder when it came to social media, which she used as an outlet for her feelings and a megaphone for her causes. With help from a female neighbor, Homeira and Siawash prepared to share a video of their protest live on Facebook.

			At the stroke of 9 p.m., they stepped to the railing of Jaber’s balcony. Dots of white light twinkled in the distance from homes and cellphones, illuminating a mile-high mountain known as TV Hill for its forest of broadcast towers. The Facebook video captured them yelling Allahu Akbar! dozens of times into the night sky. Siawash’s voice boomed through the wireless microphone as Homeira draped an arm around his shoulders. When they heard the voices of other protesters, Homeira and Siawash punched their fists into the air with each shout.

			Comments flooded Homeira’s Facebook page. Her father’s note affected her the most.

			“My child,” he wrote, “I, too, said Allahu Akbar and I cried.”

			An Afghan man acknowledging tears was rare, but Homeira understood. “He had been in war,” she’d say, “and now he was seeing his daughter and grandson were still doing the same thing, and nothing had changed.” Later, Wakil Ahmad called Homeira to express his pride. She wept with joy.

			A journalist from Reuters contacted Homeira for permission to share the video globally. She agreed despite the risks, but asked that Siawash’s face be blurred.

			When the shouting was over, Homeira and Siawash returned to their apartment triumphant. After more dinner, she tried to settle him to sleep. As Homeira tucked him in, Siawash begged to see the recording. He watched it repeatedly, until she took away the phone.

			“Do you think Talibs feared our Allahu Akbar tonight?” he asked. “Do you think they heard me?”

			She kissed and hugged him. “I promise they heard you and they saw you shouting Allahu Akbar,” she said.

			Siawash closed his eyes and said good night. Before Homeira could leave, his eyes flew open. He asked a question that gutted her.

			“Mom, what if Talibs come to my school tomorrow and kill me?”

			

			—

			In Siawash’s question, Homeira heard an echo of her own early life.

			On the morning of her birth, her mother told her, men filled the streets of Kabul shouting Allahu Akbar! to rally resistance to the Soviet invasion. During the nearly four decades that followed, Homeira’s entire lifetime, the country experienced little respite from war.

			Homeira’s family left Kabul for Herat when she was an infant. One of her earliest memories was of her grandmother, her nanah-jan, tightening her hijab during a Soviet air raid, so she wouldn’t risk going to hell by dying with her head uncovered. Afterward, Homeira made a game of searching for bullet holes on the outer walls of the house where she lived with her parents, four aunts, her father’s parents, and each newly arrived sibling. One Soviet bullet never reached the house. It killed her teenage Aunt Zahra as she led Homeira through their yard toward the safety of their basement. Homeira’s younger sister Zahra was named in tribute.

			As a small child, Homeira laughed when she saw a Russian soldier’s bare bottom as he pressed his hand against a neighbor girl’s mouth. She told the story to her family, expecting to amuse them, too. One of her mujahideen uncles punched a wall. Her grandfather wiped away tears.

			“In this land,” her grandmother explained, “it is better to be a stone than to be a girl.”

			Nanah-jan also told her: “A girl should have fear in her eyes.” Homeira stood before a mirror and turned her eyelids inside out, but couldn’t find any. That troubled her mother, who called Homeira osiyangar, a rebel.

			To escape the war, the family fled to Iran when Homeira was four. One of her most haunting memories was her father’s shouted command—“Run, Homeira!”—as smugglers led them toward the Iranian border at night. He ran alongside her, carrying her baby brother Mushtaq and a bundle of their clothes. She fell and bruised her face, but got back on her feet with her father’s help. When they reached a refugee camp, her mother tried to explain the cost of leaving one’s homeland: “It means becoming a stranger in a foreign country. It means dying alone.”

			Two hungry years later, they returned to Herat, after the defeated Soviets learned why Afghanistan is called the “graveyard of empires.” Although the Soviets lost, Afghans filled most of the actual graves. More than a million civilians died and many more were wounded. Millions became refugees. Cities were leveled and the economy barely functioned.

			Homeira’s house somehow survived amid a moonscape of bomb craters. Two captured uncles returned home, one missing a kidney, the other missing fingernails. During the next two years of relative quiet, Homeira played with friends, earned a reputation for mischief, and tested the patience of her mother and grandmother. Her father quietly tolerated Homeira’s antics, encouraging her to explore her intellect beyond sewing and raising children. When schools reopened, Homeira discovered a love of reading and storytelling. Her mother nicknamed her Scheherazade, after the Sultan’s wife who narrates One Thousand and One Nights.

			At twelve, she caught the predatory eye of a religious leader at their mosque, who exposed himself as Homeira collected water from a river. Later she caught him molesting a child and told her father, who rallied neighbors to expel him from their community.

			Meanwhile, fighting returned to Afghanistan, this time a civil war among a half dozen mujahideen armies divided among ethnic and tribal lines. As she listened to the BBC with her father, Homeira first heard the word Taliban. She tracked the extremists’ rise to power via news reports and local whispers. Homeira expected its fighters to resemble the beefy Russian soldiers with their crisp uniforms and high boots. When Talibs arrived in Herat in 1995 she saw they were skinny men with long beards, their clothing rags, their eyes ringed with black kohl.

			The Taliban’s victory forced women and teenage girls into the shadows, forced to wear burqas when they ventured outside their homes. At thirteen, banned from attending school, Homeira followed her mother’s suggestion and turned their kitchen into a clandestine classroom to teach younger girls to read and write. Her father provided a blackboard he borrowed from the boys’ school where he taught. Less helpful was her brother Mushtaq, who interrupted Homeira’s lessons by shouting, “The Taliban are here!” Frightened girls hid notebooks inside Qurans until they heard Mushtaq laughing at his prank.

			Over the next year of war, drought, and famine, thousands of displaced rural Afghans streamed into Herat. Many settled in tents on a bombed-out, scorpion-infested wasteland across the Injil River from Homeira’s house. Refugee girls befriended the girls from Homeira’s kitchen school, and soon they begged to learn, too. The kitchen was too small, but Homeira had an idea: she could teach them in a large tent the refugees used as a mosque. After the refugee girls’ parents promised to keep it a secret, Homeira’s father carried the blackboard back and forth daily between their home and the mosque tent. If anyone asked, Homeira’s lessons consisted only of Quran readings.

			Homeira blossomed inside the secret school. In the sweltering heat, shielded by thick canvas walls, she shed her burqa. Refugee boys joined the lessons, addressing Homeira as Moalem Sahiba, Madam Teacher.

			One summer day, Homeira’s students told her of a wedding the night before where celebrants had secretly defied the Taliban’s prohibition on dancing. With promises of silence from all the students, two girls offered to teach Homeira to dance. She stood guard at the tent flap as her students spun and swayed, their slender arms swirling like smoke, their fingers fluttering like windblown leaves. “It was magical,” Homeira wrote of the defiant day that gave her memoir its title. “The mosque was transformed. We were all laughing and clapping.”

			The noise attracted two Talib guards from a checkpoint near the refugee camp. Homeira had barely enough time to pull on her burqa and quiet the children. When the Talibs demanded an explanation, Homeira said several boys were chanting Quran verses while the rest clapped in encouragement. The dubious Talibs left her with a warning: don’t do it again. “I believe that on that day in that sacred place,” she wrote, “God smiled on us and loved us more than ever before.”

			But joyful days were few. The Taliban’s cruelty took a particularly heavy toll on women and girls. Homeira often visited the burn ward of Herat’s hospital, comforting girlfriends who’d set themselves on fire to escape the despair of their lives. Homeira could never forget their names, their screams, and the putrid smells of burned flesh and iodine.

			When the Taliban banned television and all books except the Quran, Homeira’s father wrapped his books in plastic, stuffed them in an iron chest, and buried them by a mulberry tree in their yard. Homeira snuck out Pushkin’s novel of romance and war, The Captain’s Daughter. As she read under her covers by kerosene lantern, Homeira savored the story of a teenage girl free to dance and love. The book transported her from a reality in which a girl might be torn apart by her brother’s dogs for disobedience, or throw herself down a well to avoid being stoned, or be forced to become the fourth wife of a Taliban fighter.

			At her mother’s urging, Homeira wrote her own stories as an escape. A male professor agreed to secretly teach storytelling techniques to her and several other girls, under the pretense of training them in tailoring. They called the literary lessons the Golden Needle Sewing Class.

			On the way to one meeting, Homeira suffered a sexual assault by the same man from the mosque whom she’d reported years earlier for abusing a child. He’d returned to Herat as a gun-carrying Talib. When he put his hand to her mouth she bit his fingers and ran off. Another assault followed, by a bicycle repairman. “I wished that my burqa’s folds would turn into the wings of a bird to fly me far, far away,” she wrote of that attack.

			Although she faced danger every time she left home, Homeira refused to quit the class. Her teacher was charmed by a short story she wrote about a hungry Afghan refugee boy who was refused service at an Iranian bakery. A local newspaper published it as “The Little Man with Empty Hands.” Her grandmother couldn’t read, but she begged to be shown Homeira’s name in print. Tracing the letters on the page, the old woman said kindly, “God bless you, evil girl.”

			The happiness lasted barely a few hours. Her father heard local men whispering that if a woman’s name appeared in a newspaper, it meant she had disavowed the Prophet Muhammad. Her punishment would be a public whipping. Wakil Ahmad ran through Herat buying up copies. He buried a few, set fire to the rest, and the threat passed. Later, Homeira learned that a friend named Lida whose poetry was published in Herat had committed suicide rather than face punishment. “None of my close friends has survived under the Taliban,” she once wrote.

			Not long after, the Taliban sent fighters to search houses in Herat for hidden weapons. When Talibs entered Homeira’s home, she and her sister Zahra hid under blankets. Someone pulled them off, and Homeira saw two Talibs standing beside her father, grandfather, and uncles.

			“Allahu Akbar!” one Talib said.

			Homeira braced for a sword on her neck.

			“For the love of God,” her grandfather shouted, “they are both children!”

			The blankets dropped over them. As Homeira relaxed, she realized Zahra had wet herself.

			Later, one of the Talibs, known as Commander Moosa, told her brother Mushtaq he’d soon return to their home. Mushtaq understood the commander wouldn’t be looking for guns. Moosa arrived the next day to announce he was going to Kabul, but when he returned he would take Homeira as a wife. “Marrying a girl will dignify her,” the Talib told her grandfather.

			Two anxious months passed but he didn’t return. “I hope that soil has filled his eyes,” her mother said. Homeira prayed she might avoid a forced or arranged marriage altogether, but a family from Herat approached her father seeking a wife for their son. Homeira’s family agreed without consulting her, in keeping with tradition.

			While her father and grandfather negotiated a steep bride price, Homeira caught a glimpse of her betrothed through a window. At seventeen, on the morning of her wedding, she seethed as she swept the courtyard. “If I had no choice in the matter,” she thought, “what difference did it make whether it was Commander Moosa or this man?” Homeira wished she could live up to her rebel nickname and flee, but she suffered through the ceremony in silence.

			“With a few short verses…I became the property of the groom,” she wrote.

			Her new husband’s father had moved to Iran with his two wives and fifteen children, so the newlyweds crossed the border to live with them.

			To Homeira’s delight, Tehran at the turn of the twenty-first century was a liberal paradise compared with Afghanistan. Homeira cast off her burqa and roamed the bookstores of Revolution Boulevard in a headscarf. Women worked, went to school, drove cars, swam in public pools, and walked alongside their husbands. Sometimes they walked ahead of them.

			Homeira enjoyed small acts of independence, like joining a volleyball team that practiced in a public park. She graduated to bigger rebellions, above all vowing not to get pregnant until she earned a university degree. Her husband was in school, too, and didn’t object. At twenty-one, Homeira earned a bachelor’s degree. A master’s degree followed. She began studying for a PhD in Persian literature at Tehran University.

			In the meantime, the 9/11 attacks plunged Afghanistan into the third war of her lifetime.

			For nearly a decade after the United States invaded and the Taliban fell, Homeira and her husband remained in Iran, although she returned to Herat often to visit her family. Over that time, Homeira warmed to her husband, even feeling something like love. She immersed herself in literature and published several novels, while he studied political science. By 2010, Homeira’s husband wanted to return to Afghanistan to work in government, teach at a university, and build a political career. Homeira had hoped to finish her PhD in Tehran, but she didn’t object to her husband’s plan. The Iranian government also wanted her to leave: she’d joined her university friends at political protests, in violation of her status as a foreign student.

			The couple moved to Kabul, where Homeira advised a government ministry focused on support for widows and orphans. She published another novel and several children’s books, pursued a PhD at Jawaharlal Nehru University in India, and taught literature at Kabul University. By age thirty, she’d achieved goals she could barely dream of as a girl, including a marriage she considered solid and successful.

			In 2013, Homeira gave birth to Siawash. Almost immediately, her marriage soured. In Homeira’s eyes, their son’s arrival, her growing acclaim as an author, and their return to Afghanistan reawakened her husband’s patriarchal impulses. He forbade her from driving or attending social events. He refused to attend the launch of her sixth book, a petulance Homeira attributed to his embarrassment for having such an accomplished wife.

			During the same period, the Taliban reasserted itself. In 2015, the insurgents seized the city of Kunduz for two weeks before U.S. troops and the Afghan Army regained control. The United Nations declared nearly half the country’s thirty-four provinces at high or extreme risk of Taliban violence. Parliamentary elections were postponed, and more than one million Afghans were displaced from their homes. That summer, Homeira avoided the streets of Kabul to protect herself and her toddler, Siawash, from the daily threat of suicide bombings.

			One night during that period, Homeira’s husband exploded her world: he declared that she was no longer his ideal wife, so he would take one of his students as a second wife. He expected her to follow ancient custom and meekly greet guests at the wedding. Heartbroken, Homeira concluded that the man with whom she’d spent half her life had become a Talib.

			Several nights later, she dressed in a gown, polished her nails, and styled her hair. When her husband came home, she declared, “You have no right to bring another woman to this house….I am not allowing it.”

			He ridiculed her. “My right has been decided by my religion and the Prophet, not by you,” he replied.

			When she didn’t back down, he loomed over her and demanded: “Who are you?” Still she wouldn’t relent. His yells woke Siawash, whose cries interrupted the confrontation.

			Several days later, as Homeira taught a class, her phone vibrated with a text message: “Divorce. Divorce. Divorce.” With those three words, her husband ended their marriage, under a practice known as talaq-e-biddah or “triple talaq.” Another text informed Homeira that their son belonged to him. He told Siawash, who was not yet two years old, that his mother was dead.

			Although Homeira had grown independent in many ways, the teachings of her mother and grandmother remained deeply ingrained. Feeling like a failure as a woman and a mother, Homeira at first saw no way to fight back. She accepted a residency at the International Writers Program at the University of Iowa, lived for a time in California, and wrote her memoir as a form of therapy. Slowly, as months then years passed, she regained her confidence.

			Threaded throughout Dancing in the Mosque are letters to Siawash from that period that express her sorrow and her pledge to seek his return. In one, she explained her decision to defy his father: “I always have and always will want to be a mother for you, but I also need to remain Homeira for myself….I could not sacrifice my freedom or my dignity. I could not become just another humiliated woman, banished to the supposed sanctuary of our home.”

			Eventually Homeira found the strength she needed. She returned to Kabul, waged a bruising court fight, and regained custody. By the summer of 2021, she and Siawash had been together again for more than two years.

			Now Homeira worried that if the Taliban regained power, the fundamentalists wouldn’t accept a custody ruling in a woman’s favor, particularly one that benefited a high-profile author and activist who wrote of dancing in a mosque. Homeira knew that a second Taliban regime would endanger her life, her family, her career, and everything else she held dear.

			

			—

			On the same night Homeira and Siawash took part in the Allahu Akbar! protest, the Taliban demonstrated in its own way.

			Around 8 p.m., insurgents carried out their largest and deadliest attack in Kabul in nearly a year. They targeted a top military official in one of the supposedly safest areas of the city, a posh neighborhood less than three miles from Homeira’s apartment.

			The attack began with a car bomb outside the home of Afghanistan’s acting defense minister. Gunmen stormed the building and exchanged fire with security forces who fought to rescue people trapped inside. The minister survived, but eight people were killed and more than twenty were wounded. Among the dead were two police officers and an employee of the Afghan Ministry of Refugees and Repatriation, along with his child.

			The Taliban bragged of the results. Spokesman Zabihullah Mujahid called it “the beginning of retaliatory attacks.”

			He also threatened the Allahu Akbar protesters. “This is our motto,” he tweeted. “This is not the motto of American slaves and secularists. We will hold the slaves accountable for Allah.”

			

			—

			Three days later, on Friday, August 6, the Taliban captured the city of Zaranj, capital of the southern Nimruz province, its biggest military prize in five years. Afghan troops fled with barely a fight, shedding their uniforms and crossing into Iran. Sieges of Herat and Kandahar continued.

			For Homeira, more bad news came the next day, August 7. In court that morning, she learned a judge had dismissed her financial support claims, declaring her evidence insufficient. The house her then-husband bought with her wages and the proceeds of her pawned jewelry belonged only to him. Afterward, he texted her a message as dismissive as their divorce: “You won’t get anything no matter how hard you try. Don’t waste your energy.”

			After their split, Homeira’s ex-husband had pursued his political ambitions, placing a distant fifth in Afghanistan’s 2019 presidential election. His new mother-in-law was chair of the country’s election commission, which named Ashraf Ghani the new president. Homeira believed that her ex-husband’s rising profile multiplied his advantages in court. In fact, seeking office probably wasn’t necessary. Afghan law is so tilted against women that upon a married man’s death, his widow receives only one-eighth of her husband’s estate, while seven-eighths is split among his children. In a divorce, a woman is entitled to nothing. “When he kicked me out of his life,” Homeira said, “I was left with only my clothes.”

			She cried over the judge’s decision, went home, and showered. Then Homeira let anger take over. She resolved to start her court case over from scratch, no matter how long it took. “I failed,” she’d say, “but that doesn’t mean I will give up on this fight.”

			Thinking about the people of Herat made Homeira tearful again. She wept as she stroked the shell of Siawash’s palm-sized turtle, which he called Sangi, or “made of stone.”

			While Siawash was at school, Homeira attended an emergency summit of prominent Heratis in Kabul. They called themselves the Council of Cohesion and Support for Popular Resistance in Herat. She arrived early for the meeting at the Afghanistan Institute for Strategic Studies, a progressive research organization based on the estate-like grounds of an old castle. Sitting among the women, Homeira listened as several men explained that they’d asked the Ghani government to send two thousand guns to the resistance in Herat.

			A successful female lawyer offered to drive Homeira home. On the way, Homeira learned the woman had appealed to multiple foreign embassies to get her and her son out of Afghanistan. The woman shocked Homeira further by saying several others in their circle had already left.

			When Homeira reached her apartment building, Siawash was waiting at her uncle Abo Ismael’s apartment. Homeira told her uncle the situation was worse than they thought.

			“No, jan,” Abo Ismael said. “We’re not going to fall that quickly. This country has built and prepared a military for twenty years.”

			Upstairs, Homeira visited her brother Jaber. He, too, told her not to worry. “We are fighting,” he said. “We believe in a free Afghanistan. Who will hand the country to the Taliban? The world is with us. The U.S. is with us.”

			She nodded but returned to her apartment with Siawash, unconvinced.

			

			—

			Before school the next morning, August 8, Siawash asked Homeira how she planned to spend the day. She told him she would return to court and attend another meeting at the institute.

			“Isn’t the war over?” he asked.

			“War? There is no war,” Homeira said. “I just go there and sit with friends.”

			Siawash frowned. “No, you talk about war there.”

			Surprised, she asked why he thought that. Siawash opened the institute’s Facebook page.

			“I saw your picture. They were talking about Taliban and war.” Siawash locked eyes with his mother. “Mom, are you planning on going to war?”

			“No, honey,” she said. “I don’t know how to use a gun. I don’t know how to fight.”

			“It says you’re going to Herat,” he replied, “to support the people of Herat.”

			In fact, the previous day Homeira had offered to join a delegation planning to fly to Herat to rally anti-Taliban forces. Further details would be discussed at the meeting this afternoon.

			Homeira sent him to school, returned to court, and again arrived early at the institute. She wandered through the lush gardens, sipping a glass of tea as a cool breeze ran through the pomegranate and apple trees. Sparrows picked the season’s last blackberries.

			Homeira collected seeds from fragrant, trumpet-shaped Marvel of Peru flowers to plant on her balcony. She looked up and saw the lawyer who drove her home a day earlier. Homeira opened her hand to display dark beads that would blossom the following summer into bushes bearing vibrant yellow, magenta, red, and white flowers.

			“Take them,” she told the lawyer. “Even one seed can grow big in a vase.”

			The woman shook her head. “Who knows where each of us will be next year.”

			As the meeting began, a former general declared that Homeira shouldn’t join the delegation to Herat. He said the city’s defense was in the hands of Mohammad Ismail Khan, known as Amir Saheb, a white-bearded former warlord in his seventies called the “Lion of Herat.”

			“Amir Saheb is a mujahid and doesn’t have much contact with women,” the former general said. “They have no need for a woman.”

			Even in a supposedly progressive institute, amid a crisis against their shared enemy, the old ways persisted. Homeira swallowed her anger to answer as calmly as she could.

			“I will go,” she said. “If needed, I will go by myself and I will return by myself.”

			As the meeting wound down, a former Afghan national security advisor announced the trip to Herat was canceled altogether. Significant Taliban forces had reached Badghis, a neighboring province. By the time the delegation reached Herat, the Taliban might control the airports and prevent them from leaving.

			Homeira felt like a patient hearing a grim prognosis. Her phone vibrated: a text from Siawash. Again he’d gone to her uncle’s apartment after school, but now he was hungry and wanted her to cook him dinner. With nothing more to accomplish, she left for home.

			Back at their building, Homeira’s uncle Abo Ismael continued to insist Herat wouldn’t fall. She didn’t have the heart to tell him he was wrong.

			The only question was what the Taliban would take next.
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			SAM

			That same day, nearly seven thousand miles away, Sam Aronson woke up hungover at a friend’s beach house on Martha’s Vineyard.

			Sam was thirty-one, five foot ten, with a solid build and an olive complexion. A Roman nose anchored his handsome face. Normally his short, dark hair was neat enough for a job interview and his brown eyes scanned like searchlights. But on this morning his hair was tousled and his eyes were bleary from a night of drinking around a bonfire with his old college crew. The smell of wood smoke clung to the rumpled shorts and T-shirt he pulled back on when he rose.

			Requiring coffee, Sam and his friends rolled up to a little café on Main Street in the quaint harbor village of Vineyard Haven. Notable people were common on the island in summertime, and Sam spotted Harvard legal scholar and former White House official Cass Sunstein reading that morning’s Sunday New York Times. The front page on August 8 had stories on the pandemic, infrastructure, and the Olympics. Nothing on Afghanistan.

			Sam did a double take when a woman with piercing green eyes and strawberry blond hair sat across from Sunstein with her own copy of the newspaper: Sunstein’s wife, Samantha Power, newly confirmed head of the U.S. Agency for International Development.

			During the Obama administration, Power was the United States’ ambassador to the United Nations. In what felt like a previous life, Sam served as one of her bodyguards, as part of his then job as a special agent for the U.S. Diplomatic Security Service.

			Sam’s heart pounded as he walked to their table.

			“Ambassador Power?”

			She looked up, surprised.

			“It’s Sam Aronson. I was on your protective detail—”

			“Oh right, right, Sam! How are you?”

			The adrenaline caught in his throat and made his voice rattle.

			“It’s…it’s so funny to see you,” Sam said. “I’m just on the Vineyard hanging out with friends. What are you doing here?”

			“We had a party to go to last night,” she said discreetly. Power and Sunstein were among the select guests at Barack Obama’s sixtieth birthday party at the former president’s island estate.

			She reintroduced Sam to Sunstein, whom Sam had met when he shadowed the couple on weekend outings in Manhattan. Then she asked, “Remind me what you’re doing?”

			Sam understood Power wanted to know where he was posted in his new job, as a Foreign Service Officer with the U.S. State Department.

			Two years earlier, Sam sent Power an email saying he’d quit being a bodyguard. His experience protecting her at the United Nations—being tantalizingly close but strictly outside the decision-making realm of U.S. foreign policy—had played a major role in his choice to trade his gun, badge, and bulletproof vest for a suit-and-tie career as a junior U.S. diplomat.

			At the time, Power replied by email: “This is such wonderful news! Yay! Boy does the FS [Foreign Service] need great people!”

			Now, standing beside her, wishing he’d combed his hair, Sam updated Power on his professional life.

			“I just got back from Nigeria and I’ll be going to Erbil next. I’m about to start language training in Arabic,” he explained.

			“Iraq, very cool,” Power said. “I’m hoping to make a trip there”—she glanced at her husband—“if Cass will let me.” Sunstein chuckled.

			“That would be great,” Sam said. “Maybe I’ll see you there.”

			“Definitely,” Power said. “It’s such a small world.”

			

			—

			As a boy, Sam’s greatest fear was getting stuck in a small world.

			Born in London, where his family lived briefly, Sam grew up in Tenafly, New Jersey, a privileged suburb fifteen miles from Manhattan, across the Hudson River. The second of four children, Sam watched his mother pivot from homemaker to high school history teacher, and his father climb from accountant to international executive with the National Basketball Association.

			Both sides of Sam’s family descended from Eastern European Jews who immigrated to the United States in the early twentieth century seeking opportunity and escape from persecution. His mother’s great-uncle remained in Poland and was murdered along with his wife and children in a Nazi death camp. Sam’s public schools in Tenafly regularly hosted talks by Holocaust survivors, wizened men and women who shared stories of loss and pain, cruelty and fortitude. Above all, survival. They’d roll up their sleeves to display wrinkled forearms tattooed a half century earlier with concentration camp identification numbers. Sam never forgot them.

			Another boyhood memory came on 9/11, when windblown ash from the Twin Towers of the World Trade Center coated lawns, cars, and streets in Tenafly. Four of the town’s residents were killed that day in the attacks by al-Qaeda hijackers. Eleven-year-old Sam felt compelled to do something in response. Later he learned the terrorists on the planes considered him an enemy, too, because of his religion.

			As a boy Sam took Judaism for granted, or worse, rebelling against the demands of religious education classes and Hebrew lessons for his bar mitzvah. Like many assimilated Jews, the Aronson family adhered more to cultural identity than spiritual practice. Holiday dinners focused less on prayer than on current events. Even during Passover, the holiday celebrating Jews’ deliverance from oppressive rulers in ancient Egypt, the Aronsons skipped scripture for discussions of ethics and politics, pinballing from social justice to global warming.

			Among the four Aronson children, the family star was Sam’s older brother Jacob, a gifted concert pianist by middle school, captain of the track and cross-country teams, a stellar student headed to Princeton. Sixteen months younger than Jacob, Sam loved his brother even as he felt “second tier” by comparison.

			Jacob knew Sam felt overshadowed, but he viewed things differently: “I was very much the obedient child,” Jacob explained, “doing whatever I was told. Sam thought critically much earlier in life. I think he was more mature about it than I was. More questioning of authority, questioning my parents and their authority, and wanting to have more independence.”

			Still, Sam’s teenage self-assessment was ruthless: scrawny, awkward, shy, and nerdy. Difficult on their parents. Unmemorable, untalented, uncool, and unmotivated.

			With one exception.

			At fifteen, Sam felt an intense drive to become an emergency medical technician. Maybe the impulse was born of his father Mark’s emphasis on doing meaningful work. Or maybe it came from his mother, Judy, who frequently clashed with Sam’s strong will but impressed him by teaching in a low-income school district. Maybe Sam wanted to thrive outside Jacob’s shadow. Or maybe it was simpler: helping people spoke to Sam in a way he couldn’t explain.

			New Jersey required EMTs to be sixteen, but Sam discovered that a nearby town allowed volunteer observers to start at fifteen and a half. Sam signed up the day he hit that milestone. He spent most Friday and Saturday nights in the back of ambulances, answering calls at crime scenes and car wrecks, medical emergencies and domestic disputes. When he turned sixteen Sam began formal EMT training several nights a week, then joined the ambulance squads in both Tenafly and neighboring Teaneck.

			When his pager went off during school he bolted from class, running a half mile past ball fields and playgrounds to the Tenafly Volunteer Ambulance Corps station. After treating heart attack victims, mangled motorists, and whatever else presented itself, he completed his paperwork then returned to school hours later. It didn’t improve his grades.

			Sam loved the work, but he didn’t see a career in it, and he worried he might get stuck forever in Tenafly. He shuddered at the thought of a future as an unpaid townie EMT wearing a self-bought uniform and driving a tricked-out car with flashing lights and fancy decals.

			A pathway out, and an awareness of the wider world, came courtesy of his father’s job with the NBA. As senior vice president of content and business affairs, Mark Aronson worked to extend the basketball league’s global reach. At sixteen, Sam accompanied his father on a business trip to Moscow and Saint Petersburg. Next came China, Senegal, South Africa, India, and elsewhere. Occasionally NBA players joined these trips, but Sam found other contacts more fascinating.

			The high profile of the NBA often meant U.S. diplomats abroad would host the league’s representatives at their embassies or consulates. As a teenage boy, Sam was less interested in the ambassadors and their aides, with their binders and briefing notes, than in the earpiece-wearing, pistol-carrying Americans who protected them. Those were the special agents of the U.S. Diplomatic Security Service. When Sam got home, he began focusing hard enough on his grades to consider a career as a government agent.

			When a high school classmate expressed surprise that he’d been accepted at Northeastern University in Boston, where she’d been rejected, Sam took it as an insult to his intelligence and resolved to prove her wrong. He stopped screwing around, chose criminology as a major, and became a serious college student.

			

			—

			At Northeastern, absorbed in his studies and making friends, Sam became fixated on transnational crime, terrorism, illegal arms sales, and human trafficking. He grew curious about how the United States funds law enforcement efforts abroad. As a sophomore he wrangled an internship in Washington, D.C., in the international fugitive division of the U.S. office of Interpol, the International Criminal Police Organization.

			Sam did low-level work on worldwide arrest warrants called Red Notices and helped roll out Interpol’s Stolen and Lost Travel Document program. One day, a special agent from the U.S. Diplomatic Security Service came to work temporarily in Sam’s office. The agent had an air of mystery and movie star looks. Sam peppered him with questions about his work in Senegal, Baghdad, Algiers, and beyond. Nineteen-year-old Sam told himself, “This is the coolest job in the world. How do I sign up?”

			Back in Boston, Sam devoted himself to the study of Kenya, Somalia, and other countries in the Horn of Africa. He published two research papers in a serious academic journal before he turned twenty-one. He won his professors’ approval to create a minor in international affairs and African studies, then spent eight weeks during the summer between sophomore and junior years in Kenya, working on a global health study with a professor
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