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PART ONE

.

Mariam was five years old
the first time she heard the
word harami.

It happened on a Thursday.



It must have, because Mariam
remembered that she had
been restless and preoccupied
that day, the way she was
only on Thursdays, the day
when Jalil wvisited her at
thekolba. To pass the time
until the moment that she
would see him at last,
crossing the knee-high grass
in the clearing and waving,
Mariam had climbed a chair
and taken down her mother's
Chinese tea set. The tea set



was the sole relic that
Mariam's mother, Nana, had
of her own mother, who had
died when Nana was two.
Nana cherished each blue-
and-white porcelain piece, the
graceful curve of the pot's
spout, the  hand-painted
finches and chrysanthemums,
the dragon on the sugar bowl,
meant to ward off evil.

It was this last piece that
slipped  from  Mariam's



fingers, that fell to the
wooden floorboards of
thekolba and shattered.

When Nana saw the bowl,
her face flushed red and her
upper lip shivered, and her
eyes, both the lazy one and
the good, settled on Mariam
in a flat, unblinking way.
Nana looked so mad that
Mariam feared the jinn would
enter her mother's body again.
But the jinn didn't come, not



that time. Instead, Nana
grabbed Mariam by the
wrists, pulled her close, and,
through gritted teeth, said,
"You are a clumsy little
harami This i1s my reward for
everything I've endured An
heirloom-breaking,  clumsy
little harami."

At the time, Mariam did not
understand. She did not know
what this word harami-
bastard -meant Nor was she



old enough to appreciate the
injustice, to see that it is the
creators of theharami who are
culpable, not theharami,
whose only sin is being born.
Mariam did surmise, by the
way Nana said the word, that
it was an ugly, loath-some
thing to be harami, like an
insect, like the scurrying
cockroaches = Nana  was
always cursing and sweeping
out of thekolba.



Later, when she was older,
Mariam did understand. It
was the way Nana uttered the
word-not so much saying it as
spitting it at her-that made
Mariam feel the full sting of
it. She understood then what
Nana meant, that aharami was
an unwanted thing; that she,
Mariam, was an illegitimate
person who would never have
legitimate claim to the things
other people had, things such
as love, family, home,



acceptance.

Jalil never called Mariam
this name. Jalil said she was
his little flower. He was fond
of sitting her on his lap and
telling her stories, like the
time he told her that Herat,
the city where Mariam was
bom, in 1959, had once been
the cradle of Persian culture,
the home of writers, painters,
and Sufis.



"You couldn't stretch a leg
here without poking a poet in
the ass," he laughed.

Jalil told her the story of
Queen Gauhar Shad, who had
raised the famous minarets as
her loving ode to Herat back
in the fifteenth century. He
described to her the green
wheat fields of Herat, the
orchards, the vines pregnant
with plump grapes, the city's
crowded, vaulted bazaars.



"There 1s a pistachio tree,"
Jalil said one day, "and
beneath 1t, Mariam jo, 1s
buried none other than the
great poet Jami." He leaned in
and whispered, "Jami lived
over five hundred years ago.
He did. I took you there once,
to the tree. You were little.
You wouldn't remember."

It was true. Mariam didn't
remember. And though she
would live the first fifteen



years of her life within
walking distance of Herat,
Mariam would never see this
storied tree. She would never
see the famous minarets up
close, and she would never
pick fruit from Herat's
orchards or stroll in its fields
of wheat. But whenever Jalil
talked like this, Mariam
would listen with
enchantment. She would
admire Jalil for his vast and
worldly  knowledge.  She



would quiver with pride to
have a father who knew such
things.

"What rich lies!" Nana said
after Jalil left. "Rich man
telling rich lies. He never
took you to any tree. And
don't let him charm you. He
betrayed us, your beloved
father. He cast us out. He cast
us out of his big fancy house
like we were nothing to him.
He did it happily."



Mariam would listen
dutifully to this. She never
dared say to Nana how much
she disliked her talking this
way about Jalil. The truth was
that around Jalil, Mariam did
not feel at all like aharami.
For an hour or two every
Thursday, when Jalil came to
see her, all smiles and gifts
and endearments, Mariam felt
deserving of all the beauty
and bounty that life had to
give. And, for this, Mariam



loved Jalil.

* %k 3k

Even if she had to share
him.

Jalil had three wives and
nine children, nine legitimate
children, all of whom were
strangers to Mariam. He was
one of Herat's wealthiest men.
He owned a cinema, which
Mariam had never seen, but



at her insistence Jalil had
described it to her, and so she
knew that the fa9ade was
made of blue-and-tan terra-
cotta tiles, that it had private
balcony seats and a trellised
ceiling. Double swinging
doors opened into a tiled
lobby, where posters of Hindi
films were encased in glass
displays. On Tuesdays, Jalil
said one day, kids got free ice
cream at the concession stand



Nana smiled demurely when
he said this. She waited until
he had left thekolba, before
snickering and saying, "The
children of strangers get ice
cream. What do you get,
Mariam?  Stories of ice
cream."

In addition to the cinema,
Jalil owned land 1n Karokh,
land in Farah, three carpet

stores, a clothing shop, and a
black 1956 Buick



Roadmaster. He was one of
Herat's best-connected men,
friend of the mayor and the
provincial governor. He had a
cook, a driver, and three
housekeepers.

Nana had been one of the
housekeepers. Until her belly
began to swell.

When that happened, Nana
said, the collective gasp of
Jalil's family sucked the air



out of Herat. His in-laws
swore blood would flow. The
wives demanded that he
throw her out. Nana's own
father, who was a lowly stone
carver in the nearby village of
Gul Daman, disowned her.
Disgraced, he packed his
things and boarded a bus to
Bran, never to be seen or
heard from again.

"Sometimes," Nana said
early one morning, as she was



feeding the chickens outside
thekolba, "I wish my father
had had the stomach to
sharpen one of his knives and
do the honorable thing. It
might have been better for
me." She tossed another
handful of seeds into the
coop, paused, and looked at
Mariam. "Better for you too,
maybe. It would have spared
you the grief of knowing that
you are what you are. But he
was a coward, my father. He



didn't have thedil, the heart,
for it."

Jalil didn't have thedil either,
Nana said, to do the
honorable thing. To stand up
to his family, to his wives and
inlaws, and accept
responsibility for what he had
done. Instead, behind closed
doors, a face-saving deal had
quickly been struck. The next
day, he had made her gather
her few things from the



servants'  quarters, where

she'd been living, and sent her
off.

"You know what he told his
wives by way of defense?
That Iforced myself on him.
That 1t was my fault.Didi?
You see? This i1s what it
means to be a woman in this
world."

Nana put down the bowl of
chicken feed. She lifted



Mariam's chin with a finger.
"Look at me, Mariam."
Reluctantly, Mariam did.

Nana said, "Learn this now
and learn 1t well, my
daughter: Like a compass
needle that points north, a
man's accusing finger always
finds a woman. Always. You
remember that, Mariam."



2.

To Jalil and his wives, I was
a pokeroot. A mugwort. You
too. And you weren't even
born yet."

"What's a mugwort?"
Mariam asked

"A weed," Nana said.
"Something you rip out and
toss aside."



Mariam frowned internally.
Jalil didn't treat her as a weed.
He never had. But Mariam
thought it wise to suppress
this protest.

"Unlike weeds, I had to be
replanted, you see, given food
and water. On account of you.
That was the deal Jalil made
with his family."

Nana said she had refused to
live in Herat.



"For what? To watch him
drive hiskinchini WI1vVes
around town all day?"

She said she wouldn't live in
her father's empty house
either, in the village of Gul
Daman, which sat on a steep
hill two kilometers north of
Herat. She said she wanted to
live somewhere removed,
detached, where neighbors
wouldn't stare at her belly,
point at her, snicker, or,



worse yet, assault her with
insincere kindnesses.

"And, believe me," Nana
said, "it was a relief to your
father having me out of sight.
It suited him just fine."

It was Mubhsin, Jalil's eldest
son by his first wife, Khadija,
who suggested the clearing- It
was on the outskirts of Gul
Daman. To get to it, one took
a rutted, uphill dirt track that



branched off the main road
between Herat and Gul
Daman. The track was
flanked on either side by
knee-high grass and speckles
of white and bright yellow
flowers. The track snaked
uphill and led to a flat field
where poplars and
cottonwoods soared and wild
bushes grew in clusters. From
up there, one could make out
the tips of the rusted blades of
Gul Daman's windmill, on the



left, and, on the right, all of
Herat spread below. The path
ended perpendicular to a
wide, trout-filled stream,
which rolled down from the
Safid-koh mountains
surrounding Gul Daman. Two
hundred yards upstream,
toward the mountains, there
was a circular grove of
weeping willow trees. In the
center, in the shade of the
willows, was the clearing.



Jalil went there to have a
look. When he came back,
Nana said, he sounded like a
warden bragging about the
clean walls and shiny floors
of his prison.

"And so, your father built us
this rathole."

* %k 3k

Nana had almost married
once, when she was fifteen.



The suitor had been a boy
from Shindand, a young
parakeet seller. Mariam knew
the story from Nana herself,
and, though Nana dismissed
the episode, Mariam could
tell by the wistful light in her
eyes that she had been happy.
Perhaps for the only time in
her life, during those days
leading up to her wedding,
Nana had been genuinely

happy.



As Nana told the story,
Mariam sat on her lap and
pictured her mother being
fitted for a wedding dress.
She 1magined her on
horseback, smiling shyly
behind a veiled green gown,
her palms painted red with
henna, her hair parted with
silver dust, the braids held
together by tree sap. She saw
musicians blowing theshahnai
flute and banging ondohol
drums, street children hooting



and giving chase.

Then, a week before the
wedding  date,ajinn  had
entered Nana's body. This
required no description to
Mariam. She had witnessed it
enough times with her own
eyes: Nana collapsing
suddenly, her body
tightening, becoming rigid,
her eyes rolling back, her
arms and legs shaking as if
something were throttling her



from the inside, the froth at
the corners of her mouth,
white, sometimes pink with
blood. Then the drowsiness,
the frightening disorientation,
the incoherent mumbling.

When the news reached
Shindand, the  parakeet
seller's family called off the
wedding.

"They got spooked" was
how Nana put it.



The wedding dress was
stashed away. After that,
there were no more suitors.

* %k 3k

In the clearing, Jalil and two
of his sons, Farhad and
Muhsin, built the smallkolba
where Mariam would live the
first fifteen years of her life.
They raised it with sun-dried
bricks and plastered it with
mud and handfuls of straw. It



had two sleeping cots, a
wooden table, two straight-
backed chairs, a window, and
shelves nailed to the walls
where Nana placed clay pots
and her beloved Chinese tea
set. Jalil put in a new cast-
iron stove for the winter and
stacked logs of chopped
wood behind thekolba He
added a tandoor outside for
making bread and a chicken
coop with a fence around it.
He brought a few sheep, built



them a feeding trough. He
had Farhad and Muhsin dig a
deep hole a hundred yards
outside the circle of willows
and built an outhouse over it.

Jalil could have hired
laborers to build thekolba.
Nana said, but he didn't.

"His 1dea of penance."

* %k 3k



LstNana'S account of the
day that she gave birth to
Mariam, no one came to help.
It happened on a damp,
overcast day in the spring of
1959, she said, the twenty-
sixth year of King Zahir
Shah's mostly uneventful
forty-year reign. She said that
Jalil hadn't bothered to
summon a doctor, or even a
midwife, even though he
knew thatthejinn might enter
her body and cause her to



have one of her fits in the act
of delivering. She lay all
alone on thekolba's floor, a
knife by her side, sweat
drenching her body.

"When the pain got bad, I'd
bite on a pillow and scream
into it until I was hoarse. And
still no one came to wipe my
face or give me a drink of
water. And you, Mariam jo,
you were in no rush. Almost
two days you made me lay on



that cold, hard floor. I didn't
eat or sleep, all 1 did was
push and pray that you would
come out."

"I'm sorry, Nana."

"I cut the cord between us
myself. That's why I had a
knife."

"I'm sorry."

Nana always gave a slow,



burdened smile here, one of
lingering recrimination or
reluctant forgiveness, Mariam
could never tell It did not
occur to young Mariam to
ponder the unfairness of
apologizing for the manner of
her own birth.

By the time itdid occur to
her, around the time she
turned ten, Mariam no longer
believed this story of her
birth. She believed JaliPs



version, that though he'd been
away he'd arranged for Nana
to be taken to a hospital 1n
Herat where she had been
tended to by a doctor. She
had lain on a clean, proper
bed in a well-lit room. Jalil
shook his head with sadness
when Mariam told him about

the knife.

Mariam also came to doubt
that she had made her mother
suffer for two full days.



"They told me it was all
over within under an hour,"
Jalil said. "You were a good
daughter, Mariam jo. Even in
birth you were a good
daughter."

"He wasn't even there!"
Nana spat. "He was in Takht-
e-Safar, horseback riding
with his precious friends."

When they informed him
that he had a new daughter,



Nana said, Jalil had shrugged,
kept brushing his horse's
mane, and stayed in Takht-e-
Safar another two weeks.

"The truth is, he didn't even
hold you until you were a
month old. And then only to
look down once, comment on
your longish face, and hand
you back to me."

Mariam came to disbelieve
this part of the story as well.



Yes, Jalil admitted, he had
been horseback riding 1n
Takht-e-Safar, but, when they
gave him the news, he had
not shrugged. He had hopped
on the saddle and ridden back
to Herat. He had bounced her
in his arms, run his thumb
over her flaky eyebrows, and
hummed a lullaby. Mariam
did not picture Jalil saying
that her face was long, though
it was true that 1t was long.



Nana said she was the one
who'd picked the name
Mariam because 1t had been
the name of her mother. Jalil
saild he chose the name
because Mariam, the
tuberose, was a lovely flower.

"Your favorite?" Mariam
asked.

"Well, one of," he said and
smiled.



One of Mariam's earliest
memories was the sound of a
wheelbarrow's squeaky iron
wheels bouncing over rocks.
The wheelbarrow came once
a month, filled with rice,
flour, tea, sugar, cooking oil,
soap, toothpaste. It was
pushed by two of Mariam's
half brothers, usually Muhsin
and Ramin, sometimes Ramin
and Farhad. Up the dirt track,



over rocks and pebbles,
around holes and bushes, the
boys took turns pushing until
they reached the stream.
There, the wheelbarrow had
to be emptied and the items
hand-carried across the water.
Then the boys would transfer
the wheelbarrow across the
stream and load it up again.
Another two hundred yards of
pushing followed, this time
through tall, dense grass and
around thickets of shrubs.



Frogs leaped out of their way.
The brothers waved
mosquitoes from their sweaty
faces.

"He has servants," Mariam
saild. "He could send a
servant."

"His 1dea of penance," Nana
said.

The sound of the
wheelbarrow drew Mariam



and Nana outside. Mariam
would always remember
Nana the way she looked on
Ration Day: a tall, bony,
barefoot woman leaning in
the doorway, her lazy eye
narrowed to a slit, arms
crossed in a defiant and
mocking way. Her short-
cropped, sunlit hair would be
uncovered and uncombed.
She would wear an 1ll-fitting
gray shirt buttoned to the
throat. The pockets were



filled with  walnut-sized
rocks.

The boys sat by the stream
and waited as Mariam and
Nana transferred the rations
to thekolba They knew better
than to get any closer than
thirty yards, even though
Nana's aim was poor and
most of the rocks landed well
short of their targets. Nana
yelled at the boys as she
carried bags of rice inside,



and called them names
Mariam didn't wunderstand.
She cursed their mothers,
made hateful faces at them.
The boys never returned the
insults.

Mariam felt sorry for the
boys. How tired their arms
and legs must be, she thought
pityingly, pushing that heavy
load. She wished she were
allowed to offer them water.
But she said nothing, and if



they waved at her she didn't
wave back. Once, to please
Nana, Mariam even yelled at
Muhsin, told him he had a
mouth shaped like a lizard's
ass-and was consumed later
with guilt, shame, and fear
that they would tell Jalil.
Nana, though, laughed so
hard, her rotting front tooth in
full display, that Mariam
thought she would lapse into
one of her fits. She looked at
Mariam when she was done



and said, "You're a good
daughter."

When the barrow was
empty, the boys scuffled back
and pushed 1t away. Mariam
would wait and watch them
disappear into the tall grass
and flowering weeds.

"Are you coming?"

"Yes, Nana."



"They laugh at you. They
do. I hear them."

"I'm coming."
"You don't believe me?"
"Here I am."

"You know I love you,
Mariam jo."

* %k 3k



In the mornings, they awoke
to the distant bleating of
sheep and the high-pitched
toot of a flute as Gul Daman's
shepherds led their flock to
graze on the grassy hillside.
Mariam and Nana milked the
goats, fed the hens, and
collected eggs. They made
bread together. Nana showed
her how to knead dough, how
to kindle the tandoor and slap
the flattened dough onto its
inner walls. Nana taught her



to sew too, and to cook rice
and all the  different
toppings:shalgam stew with
turnip, spinachsabzi,
cauliflower with ginger.

Nana made no secret of her
dislike for wvisitors-and, i1n
fact, people in general-but she
made exceptions for a select
few. And so there was Gul
Daman's leader, the
villagearbab, Habib Khan, a
small-headed, bearded man



with a large belly who came
by once a month or so, tailed
by a servant, who carried a
chicken, sometimes a pot
ofkichiri rice, or a basket of
dyed eggs, for Mariam.

Then there was a rotund, old
woman that Nana called Bibi
jo, whose late husband had
been a stone carver and
friends with Nana's father.
Bibi jo was invariably
accompanied by one of her



six brides and a grandchild or
two. She limped and huffed
her way across the clearing
and made a great show of
rubbing her hip and lowering
herself, with a pained sigh,
onto the chair that Nana
pulled up for her. Bibi jo too
always  brought  Mariam
something, a box ofdishlemeh
candy, a basket of quinces.
For Nana, she first brought
complaints about her failing
health, and then gossip from



Herat and Gul Daman,
delivered at length and with
gusto, as her daughter-in-law

satlistening  quietly  and
dutifully behind her.

But Mariam's favorite, other
than Jalil of course, was
Mullah Faizullah, the elderly
village Koran tutor, itsakhund
He came by once or twice a
week from Gul Daman to
teach Mariam the five
dailynamaz prayers and tutor



her in Koran recitation, just
as he had taught Nana when
she'd been a little girl It was
Mullah Faizullah who had
taught Mariam to read, who
had patiently looked over her
shoulder as her lips worked
the words soundlessly, her
index finger lingering beneath
each word, pressing until the
naill bed went white, as
though she could squeeze the
meaning out of the symbols.
It was Mullah Faizullah who



had held her hand, guided the
pencil 1n 1t along the rise of
cachalef, the curve of
eachbeh, the three dots of
eachseh.

He was a gaunt, stooping
old man with a toothless
smile and a white beard that
dropped to his navel. Usually,
he came alone to thekolba,
though sometimes with his
russet-haired son Hamza,
who was a few years older



than Mariam. When he
showed up at thekolba,
Mariam  kissed ~ Mullah
Faizullah's hand-which felt
like kissing a set of twigs
covered with a thin layer of
skin-and he kissed the top of
her brow before they sat
inside for the day's lesson.
After, the two of them sat
outside thekolba, ate pine
nuts and sipped green tea,
watched the bulbul birds
darting from tree to ftree.



Sometimes they went for
walks among the bronze
fallen leaves and alder
bushes, along the stream and
toward the mountains. Mullah
Faizullah twirled the beads of
histasbeh rosary as they
strolled, and, in his quivering
voice, told Mariam stories of
all the things he'd seen in his
youth, like the two-headed
snake he'd found in Iran, on
Isfahan's Thirty-three Arch
Bridge, or the watermelon he



had split once outside the
Blue Mosque in Mazar, to
find the seeds forming the
wordsAllah on one
half, Akbar on the other.

Mullah Faizullah admitted
to Mariam that, at times, he
did not understand the
meaning of the Koran's
words. But he said he liked
the enchanting sounds the
Arabic words made as they
rolled off his tongue. He said



they comforted him, eased his
heart.

"They'll comfort you too,
Mariam jo," he said. "You
can summon them in your
time of need, and they won't
fail you. God's words will
never betray you, my girl"

Mullah Faizullah listened to
stories as well as he told
them. When Mariam spoke,
his attention never wavered



He nodded slowly and smiled
with a look of gratitude, as if
he had been granted a coveted
privilege. It was easy to tell
Mullah Faizullah things that
Mariam didn't dare tell Nana.

One day, as they were
walking, Mariam told him
that she wished she would be
allowed to go to school.

" mean a real
school,akhund sahib. Like in



a classroom. Like my father's
other kids."

Mullah Faizullah stopped.

The week before, Bibi jo
had brought news that Jalil's
daughters Saideh and Naheed
were going to the Mehri
School for girls in Herat.
Since then, thoughts of
classrooms and teachers had
rattled around Mariam's head,
images of notebooks with



lined pages, columns of
numbers, and pens that made
dark, heavy marks. She
pictured herself in a
classroom with other girls her
age. Mariam longed to place
a ruler on a page and draw
important-looking lines.

"Is that what you want?"
Mullah Faizullah said,
looking at her with his soft,
watery eyes, his hands behind
his stooping back, the shadow



of his turban falling on a
patch of bristling buttercups.

"Yes.

"And you want me to ask
your mother for permission."

Mariam smiled. Other than
Jalil, she thought there was
no one in the world who
understood her better than her
old tutor.



"Then what can I do? God,
in His wisdom, has given us
each weaknesses, and
foremost among my many is
that I am powerless to refuse
you, Mariam jo," he said,
tapping her cheek with one
arthritic finger.

But later, when he broached
Nana, she dropped the knife
with which she was slicing
onions. "What for?"



"If the girl wants to learn, let
her, my dear. Let the girl
have an education."

"Learn? Learn what, Mullah
sahib?" Nana said sharply.
"What is there to learn?"

She snapped her eyes
toward Mariam.

Mariam looked down at her
hands.



"What's the sense schooling
a girl like you? It's like
shining a spittoon. And you'll
learn nothing of value in
those schools. There is only
one, only one skill a woman
like you and me needs 1n life,
and they don't teach 1t in
school. Look at me."

"You should not speak like
this to her, my child," Mullah
Faizullah said.



"Look at me."
Mariam did.

"Only one skill And it's
this:1ahamulL Endure."

"Endure what, Nana?"

"Oh, don't you fret
aboutthat, " Nana said. "There
won't be any shortage of
things."



She went on to say how
Mil's wives had called her an
ugly, lowly stone carver's
daughter. How they'd made
her wash laundry outside in
the cold until her face went
numb and her fingertips
burned.

"It's our lot in life, Mariam.
Women like us. We endure.
It's all we have. Do you
understand? Besides, they'll
laugh at you in school. They



will. They'll call youharaml
They'll say the most terrible
things about you. I won't have
it."

Mariam nodded.

"And no more talk about
school. You're all 1 have. 1
won't lose you to them. Look

at me. No more talk about
school."



"Be reasonable- Come now.
If the girl wants-" Mullah
Faizullah began.

"And you,akhund sahib,
with all due respect, you
should know better than to
encourage these foolish i1deas
of hers. Ifyou really care
about her, then you make her
see that she belongs here at
home with her mother.
Thereis nothing out there for
her. Nothing but rejection and



heartache. I know,akhund
sahib. Iknow. "

4

Mariam loved having
visitors at thekolba. The
villagearbab and his gifts,
Bibi jo and her aching hip
and endless gossiping, and, of
course, Mullah Faizullah. But
there was no one, no one, that

Mariam longed to see more
than Jalil.



The anxiety set in on
Tuesday  nights. Mariam
would sleep poorly, fretting
that some business
entanglement would prevent
Jalil from coming on
Thursday, that she would
have to wait a whole other
week to see him. On
Wednesdays, she  paced
outside, around thekolba,
tossed chicken feed
absentmindedly into the coop.
She went for aimless walks,



picking petals from flowers
and batting at the mosquitoes
nibbling on her arms. Finally,
on Thursdays, all she could
do was sit against a wall, eyes
glued to the stream, and wait.
If Jalil was running late, a
terrible dread filled her bit by
bit. Her knees would weaken,
and she would have to go
somewhere and lie down.

Then Nana would call, "And
there he is, your father. In all



his glory."

Mariam would leap to her
feet when she spotted him
hopping stones across the
stream, all smiles and hearty
waves. Mariam knew that
Nana was watching her,
gauging her reaction, and it
always took effort to stay in
the doorway, to wait, to
watch him slowly make his
way to her, to not run to him.
She restrained herself,



patiently watched him walk
through the tall grass, his suit
jacket  slung over  his
shoulder, the breeze lifting
his red necktie.

When Jalil entered the
clearing, he would throw his
jacket on the tandoor and
open his arms. Mariam would
walk, then finally run, to him,
and he would catch her under
the arms and toss her up high.
Mariam would squeal.



Suspended in the air,
Mariam would see Jalil's
upturned face below her, his
wide, crooked smile, his
widow's peak, his cleft chin-a
perfect pocket for the tip of
her pinkie-his teeth, the
whitest in a town of rotting
molars. She liked his trimmed
mustache, and she liked that
no matter the weather he
always wore a suit on his
visits-dark brown, his favorite
color, with the white triangle



of a handkerchief 1n the
breast pocket-and cuff links
too, and a tie, usually red,
which he left loosened
Mariam could see herself too,
reflected in the brown of
Jalil's  eyes:  her  hair
billowing, her face blazing

with excitement, the sky
behind her.

Nana said that one of these
days he would miss, that she,
Mariam, would slip through



his fingers, hit the ground,
and break a bone. But
Mariam did not believe that
Jalil would drop her. She
believed that she would
always land safely into her

father's clean, well-manicured
hands.

They sat outside thekolba, in
the shade, and Nana served
them tea. Jalil and she
acknowledged each other
with an uneasy smile and a



nod. Jalil never brought up
Nana's rock throwing or her
cursing.

Despite her rants against
him when he wasn't around,
Nana was subdued and
mannerly when Jalil visited.
Her hair was always washed.
She brushed her teeth, wore
her besthijab for him. She sat
quietly on a chair across from
him, hands folded on her lap.
She did not look at him



directly and never used
coarse language around him.
When she laughed, she
covered her mouth with a fist
to hide the bad tooth.

Nana asked about his
businesses. And his wives
too. When she told him that
she had heard, through Bibi
jo, that his youngest wife,
Nargis, was expecting her
third child, Jalil smiled
courteously and nodded.



"Well. You must be happy,"
Nana said. "How many 1s that
for you, now? Ten, 1s
it,mashallah1? Ten?"

Jalil said yes, ten.

"Eleven, if you count
Mariam, of course."

Later, after Jalil went home,
Mariam and Nana had a small
fight about this. Mariam said
she had tricked him.



After tea with Nana, Mariam
and Jalil always went fishing
in the stream. He showed her
how to cast her line, how to
reel in the trout. He taught her
the proper way to gut a trout,
to clean it, to lift the meat off
the bone in one motion. He
drew pictures for her as they
waited for a strike, showed
her how to draw an elephant
in one stroke without ever
lifting the pen off the paper.
He taught her rhymes.



Together they sang:

Lili M1 birdbath, Sitting on a
dirt path, Minnow sat on the
rim and drank, Slipped, and
in the water she sank

Jalil brought clippings from
Herat's  newspaper,liiifag-i
Islam, and read from them to
her. He was Mariam's link,
her proof that there existed a
world at large, beyond
thekolba, beyond Gul Daman



and Herat too, a world of
presidents with
unpronounceable names, and
trains and museums and
soccer, and rockets that
orbited the earth and landed
on the moon, and, every
Thursday, Jalil brought a
piece of that world with him
to thekolba.

He was the one who told her
in the summer of 1973, when
Mariam was fourteen, that



King Zahir Shah, who had
ruled from Kabul for forty
years, had been overthrown in
a bloodless coup.

"His cousin Daoud Khan did
it while the king was 1n Italy
getting medical treatment-
You remember Daoud Khan,
right? I told you about him.
He was prime minister in
Kabul when you were bom.
Anyway, Afghanistan is no
longer a monarchy, Mariam.



You see, it's a republic now,
and Daoud Khan 1is the
president. There are rumors
that the socialists in Kabul
helped him take power. Not
that he's a socialist himself,
mind you, but that they
helped him. That's the rumor
anyway."

Mariam asked him what a
socialist was and Jalil
beganto explain, but Mariam
barely heard him.



"Are you listening?"
"Tam."

He saw her looking at the
bulge 1in his coat's side
pocket. "Ah. Of course. Well.
Here, then. Without further
ado..."

He fished a small box from
his pocket and gave it to her.
He did this from time to time,
bring her small presents. A



carnelian bracelet cuff one
time, a choker with lapis
lazuli beads another. That
day, Mariam opened the box
and found a leaf-shaped
pendant, tiny coins etched
with moons and stars hanging
from it.

"Try 1t on, Mariam jo."

She did. "What do you
think?"



Jalil beamed "I think you
look like a queen."

After he left, Nana saw the
pendant around Mariam's
neck.

"Nomad jewelry," she said.
"I've seen them make it. They
melt the coins people throw at
them and make jewelry. Let's
see him bring you gold next
time, your precious father.
Let's see him."



When it was time for Jalil to
leave, Mariam always stood
in the doorway and watched
him exit the clearing, deflated
at the thought of the week
that stood, like an immense,
immovable object, between
her and his next visit. Mariam
always held her breath as she
watched him go. She held her
breath and, in her head,
counted seconds. She
pretended that for each
second that she didn't breathe,



God would grant her another
day with Jalil.

At night, Mariam lay in her
cot and wondered what his
house in Herat was like. She
wondered what 1t would be
like to live with him, to see
him every day. She pictured
herself handing him a towel
as he shaved, telling him
when he nicked himself. She
would brew tea for him. She
would sew on his missing



buttons. They would take
walks 1n Herat together, in
the vaulted bazaar where Jalil
said you could find anything
you wanted. They would ride
in his car, and people would
point and say, "There goes
Jalil Khan with his daughter."
He would show her the famed
tree that had a poet buried
beneath it.

One day soon, Mariam
decided, she would tell Jalil



these things. And when he
heard, when he saw how
much she missed him when
he was gone, he would surely
take her with him. He would
bring her to Herat, to live in
his house, just like his other
children.

5.

I know what I want,"
Mariam said to Jalil.



It was the spring of 1974,
the year Mariam turned
fifteen. The three of them
were sitting outside thekolba,
in a patch of shade thrown by
the willows, on folding chairs
arranged in a triangle.

"For my birthday...I know
what I want."

"You do?" said Jalil, smiling
encouragingly.



Two weeks before, at
Mariam's prodding, Jalil had
let on that an American film
was playing at his cinema. It
wasa special kind of film,
what he'd called a cartoon.
The entire film was a series
of drawings, he said,
thousands of them, so that
when they were made into a
film and projected onto a
screen you had the illusion
that the drawings were
moving. Jalil said the film



told the story of an old,
childless toymaker who 1s
lonely and desperately wants
a son. So he carves a puppet,
a boy, who magically comes
to life. Mariam had asked him
to tell her more, and Jalil said
that the old man and his
puppet had all sorts of
adventures, that there was a
place called Pleasure Island,
and bad boys who turned into
donkeys. They even got
swallowed by a whale at the



end, the puppet and his father.
Mariam had told Mullah

Faizullah all about this film.

"I want you to take me to
your cinema," Mariam said
now. "I want to see the
cartoon. I want to see the

puppet boy."

With this, Mariam sensed a
shift in the atmosphere. Her
parents stirred in their seats.
Mariam could feel them



exchanging looks.

"That's not a good idea,"
said Nana. Her voice was
calm, had the controlled,
polite tone she used around
Jalil, but Mariam could feel
her hard, accusing glare.

Jalil shifted on his chair. He
coughed, cleared his throat.

"You know," he said, "the
picture quality isn't that good.



Neither 1s the sound. And the
projector's been
malfunctioning recently.
Maybe your mother is right.
Maybe you can think of
another present, Mariam jo."

"Aneh,"Nana said. "You
see? Your father agrees."

* %k 3k

But later, at the stream,
Mariam said, "Take me."



"'l tell you what," Jalil
said. "I'll send someone to
pick you up and take you. I'll
make sure they get you a
good seat and all the candy
you want."

"Nay.Iwant you to take me."
"Mariam jo-"

"And I want you to invite
my brothers and sisters too. I
want to meet them. I want us



all to go, together. It's what I
want."

Jalil sighed. He was looking
away, toward the mountains.

Mariam remembered him
telling her that on the screen a
human face looked as big as a
house, that when a car
crashed up there you felt the
metal twisting in your bones.
She pictured herself sitting in
the private balcony seats,



lapping at 1ce  cream,
alongside her siblings and
Jalil. "It's what I want," she
said.

Jalil looked at her with a
forlorn expression.

"Tomorrow. At noon. I'll
meet you at this very spot. All
right? Tomorrow?"

"Come here," he said. He
hunkered down, pulled her to



him, and held her for a long,
long time.

* %k 3k

At first. Nana paced around
thekolba, clenching and
unclenching her fists.

"Of all the daughters I could
have had, why did God give
me an ungrateful one like
you? Everything I endured
for you! How dare you! How



dare you abandon me like

this, you treacherous
littleharamil"
Then she mocked.

"What a stupid girl you are!
You think you matter to him,
that you're wanted in his
house? You think you're a
daughter to him? That he's
going to take you in? Let me
tell you something- A man's
heart 1s a wretched, wretched



thing, Mariam. It 1sn't like a
mother's womb. It won't
bleed, 1t won't stretch to make
room for you. I'm the only
one who loves you. I'm all
you have in this world,
Mariam, and when I'm gone
you'll have nothing. You'll
have nothing. Youare
nothing!"

Then she tried guilt.

"I'll die 1f you go.The jinn



will come, and I'll have one
of my fits. You'll see, I'll
swallow my tongue and die.
Don't leave me, Mariam jo.
Please stay. I'll die if you go."

Mariam said nothing.

"You know I love you,
Mariam jo."

Mariam said she was going
for a walk.



She feared she might say
hurtful things 1f she stayed:
that she knewthe jinn was a
lie, that Jalil had told her that
what Nana had was a disease
with a name and that pills
could make it better. She
might have asked Nana why
she refused to see Jalil's
doctors, as he had insisted she
do, why she wouldn't take the
pills he'd bought for her. If
she could articulate 1it, she
might have said to Nana that



she was tired of being an
instrument, of being lied to,
laid claim to, used. That she
was sick of Nana twisting the
truths of their life and making
her, Mariam, another of her
grievances against the world.

You 're afraid, Nana,she
might have said.You 're afraid
that 1 might find the
happiness you never had. And
you don '1 want me to be
happy. You don't want a good



life for me. You 're the one
with the wretched heart

* %k 3k

There was A lookout, on the
edge of the clearing, where
Mariam liked to go. She sat
there now, on dry, warm
grass. Herat was visible from
here, spread below her like a
child's board game: the
Women's Garden to the north
of the city, Char-suq Bazaar



and the ruins of Alexander
the Great's old citadel to the
south. She could make out the
minarets in the distance, like
the dusty fingers of giants,
and the streets that she
imagined were milling with
people, carts, mules. She saw
swallows  swooping and
circling overhead. She was
envious of these birds. They
had been to Herat. They had
flown over its mosques, its
bazaars. Maybe they had



landed on the walls of Jalil's
home, on the front steps of
his cinema.

She picked up ten pebbles
and arranged them vertically,
in three columns. This was a
game that she played
privately from time to time
when Nana wasn't looking.
She put four pebbles in the
first column, for Khadija's
children, three for Afsoon's,
and three in the third column



for Nargis's children. Then
she added a fourth column. A
solitary, eleventh pebble.

* %k 3k

The next morning, Mariam
wore a cream-colored dress
that fell to her knees, cotton
trousers, and a greenhijab
over her hair. She agonized a
bit over thehijab, its being
green and not matching the
dress, but 1t would have to



do-moths had eaten holes into
her white one.

She checked the clock. It
was an old hand-wound clock
with black numbers on a mint
green face, a present from
Mullah Faizullah. It was nine
o'clock. She wondered where
Nana was. She thought about
going outside and looking for
her, but she dreaded the
confrontation, the aggrieved
looks. Nana would accuse her



of betrayal. She would mock
her for her mistaken
ambitions.

Mariam sat down. She tried
to make time pass by drawing
an elephant in one stroke, the
way Jalil had shown her, over
and over. She became stiff
from all the sitting but
wouldn't lie down for fear
that her dress would wrinkle.

When the hands finally



showed eleven-thirty, Mariam
pocketed the eleven pebbles
and went outside. On her way
to the stream, she saw Nana
sitting on a chair, in the
shade, beneath the domed
roof of a weeping willow.
Mariam couldn't tell whether
Nana saw her or not.

At the stream, Mariam
waited by the spot they had
agreed on the day before. In
the sky, a few gray,



cauliflower-shaped clouds
drifted by. Jalil had taught her
that gray clouds got their
color by being so dense that
their top parts absorbed the
sunlight and cast their own
shadow along the base.That's
what you see, Mariam jo, he
had said,the dark 1n their
underbelly.

Some time passed.

Mariam went back to



thekolba This time, she
walked around the west-
facing periphery of the
clearing so she wouldn't have
to pass by Nana. She checked
the clock. It was almost one
o'clock.

He's a businessman,Mariam
thought.Something has come

up.

She went back to the stream
and waited awhile longer.



Blackbirds circled overhead,
dipped 1into the  grass
somewhere. She watched a
caterpillar inching along the
foot of an immature thistle.

She waited until her legs
were stiff. This time, she did
not go back to thekolba She
rolled up the legs of her
trousers to the knees, crossed
the stream, and, for the first
time 1n her life, headed down
the hill for Herat.



Nana was "wrong about
Herat too. No one pointed.
No one laughed. Mariam
walked along noisy, crowded,
cypress-lined boulevards,
amid a steady stream of
pedestrians, bicycle riders,
and mule-drawngaris, and no
one threw a rock at her. No
one called her aharami.
Hardly anyone even looked at
her. She was, unexpectedly,



marvelously, an ordinary
person here.

For a while, Mariam stood
by an oval-shaped pool in the
center of a big park where
pebble paths crisscrossed.
With wonder, she ran her
fingers over the beautiful
marble horses that stood
along the edge of the pool
and gazed down at the water
with opaque eyes. She spied
on a cluster of boys who were



setting sail to paper ships.
Mariam saw flowers
everywhere, tulips, lilies,
petunias, their petals awash in
sunlight. People walked along
the paths, sat on benches and
sipped tea.

Mariam could hardly believe
that she was here. Her heart
was battering with
excitement. She  wished

Mullah Faizullah could see
her now. How daring he



would find her. How brave!
She gave herself over to the
new life that awaited her in
this city, a life with a father,
with sisters and brothers, a
life in which she would love
and be loved back, without
reservation or agenda,
without shame.

Sprightly, she walked back
to the wide thoroughfare near
the park. She passed old
vendors with leathery faces



sitting under the shade of
plane trees, gazing at her
impassively behind pyramids
of cherries and mounds of
grapes. Barefoot boys gave
chase to cars and buses,
waving bags of quinces.
Mariam stood at a street
corner and watched the
passersby, unable to
understand how they could be
so indifferent to the marvels
around them.



After a while, she worked
up the nerve to ask the elderly
owner of a horse-drawngari if
he knew where Jalil, the
cinema's owner, lived. The
old man had plump cheeks
and wore a  rainbow-
stripedchapan. "You're not
from Herat, are you?" he said
companionably.  "Everyone
knows where Jalil Khan
lives."

"Can you point me?"



He opened a foil-wrapped
toffee and said, "Are you
alone?"

"Yes."
"Climb on. I'll take you."

"I can't pay you. I don't have
any money."

He gave her the toffee. He
sald he hadn't had a ride in

two hours and he was



planning on going home
anyway. Jalil's house was on
the way.

Mariam climbed onto
thegari. They rode 1n silence,
side by side. On the way
there, Mariam saw herb
shops, and open-fronted
cubbyholes where shoppers
bought oranges and pears,
books, shawls, even falcons.
Children played marbles in
circles drawn in dust. Outside



teahouses, on carpet-covered
wooden platforms, men drank

tea and smoked tobacco from
hookabhs.

The old man turned onto a
wide, conifer-lined street. He
brought his horse to a stop at
the midway point.

"There. Looks like you're in
luck,dokhiarjo.  That's his
car."



Mariam hopped down. He
smiled and rode on.

* %k 3k

Mariam had never before
touched a car. She ran her
fingers along the hood of
Jalil's car, which was black,
shiny, with glittering wheels
in which Mariam saw a
flattened, widened version of
herself. The seats were made
of white leather. Behind the



steering wheel, Mariam saw
round glass panels with
needles behind them.

For a moment, Mariam
heard Nana's voice 1n her
head, mocking, dousing the
deep-seated glow of her
hopes. With shaky legs,
Mariam approached the front
door of the house. She put her
hands on the walls. They
were so tall, so foreboding,
Jalil's walls. She had to crane



her neck to see where the tops
of cypress trees protruded
over them from the other
side. The treetops swayed in
the breeze, and she imagined
they were nodding their
welcome to her. Mariam
steadied herself against the
waves of dismay passing
through her.

A barefoot young woman
opened the door. She had a
tattoo under her lower lip.



"I'm here to see Jalil Khan.
I'm Mariam. His daughter."

A look of confusion crossed
the girl's face. Then, a flash
of recognition. There was a
faint smile on her lips now,
and an air of eagerness about
her, of anticipation. "Wait
here," the girl said quickly.

She closed the door.

A few minutes passed. Then



a man opened the door. He
was tall and  square-
shouldered, with sleepy-
looking eyes and a calm face.

"I'm Jalil Khan's chauffeur,"
he said, not unkindly.

"His what?"

"His driver. Jalil Khan is not
here."

"I see his car," Mariam said.



"He's away on urgent
business."

"When will he be back?"
"He didn't say."

Mariam said she would
wait-He closed the gates.
Mariam sat, and drew her
knees to her chest. It was
early evening already, and
she was getting hungry. She
ate thegaridriver's toffee. A



while later, the driver came
out again.

"You need to go home
now," he said. "It'll be dark in
less than an hour."

"I'm used to the dark."

"It'll get cold too. Why don't
you let me drive you home?
I'll tell him you were here."

Mariam only looked at him.



"I'll take you to a hotel, then.
You can sleep comfortably
there. We'll see what we can
do in the morning."

"Let me 1n the house."

"T've been instructed not to.
Look, no one knows when
he's coming back. It could be
days."

Mariam crossed her arms.



The driver sighed and
looked at her with gentle
reproach.

Over the years, Mariam
would have ample occasion
to think about how things
might have turned out if she
had let the driver take her
back to thekolba But she
didn't. She spent the night
outside Jalil's house. She
watched the sky darken, the
shadows engulf the



neighboring housefronts. The
tattooed girl brought her
some bread and a plate of
rice, which Mariam said she
didn't want. The girl left it
near Mariam. From time to
time, Mariam heard footsteps
down the street, doors
swinging open, muffled
greetings. Electric lights came
on, and windows glowed
dimly. Dogs barked. When
she could no longer resist the
hunger, Mariam ate the plate



of rice and the bread. Then
she listened to the crickets
chirping  from  gardens.
Overhead, clouds slid past a
pale moon.

In the morning, she was
shaken awake. Mariam saw
that during the night someone

had covered her with a
blanket.

It was the driver shaking her
shoulder.



"This 1s enough. You've
made a scene.Bos. It's time to

go "

Mariam sat up and rubbed
her eyes. Her back and neck
were sore. "I'm going to wait
for him."

"Look at me," he said. "Jalil
Khan says that I need to take
you back now. Right now. Do
you understand? Jalil Khan
says so."



He opened the rear
passenger door to the car."Bia
Come on," he said softly.

"I want to see him," Mariam
said. Her eyes were tearing
over.

The driver sighed. "Let me
take you home. Come
on,dokhtarjo. "

Mariam stood up and
walked toward him. But then,



at the last moment, she
changed direction and ran to
the front gates. She felt the
driver's fingers fumbling for a
grip at her shoulder. She shed
him and burst through the
open gates.

In the handful of seconds
that she was in Jalil's garden,
Mariam's eyes registered
seeing a gleaming glass
structure with plants inside it,
grape vines clinging to



wooden trellises, a fishpond
built with gray blocks of
stone, fruit

trees, and bushes of brightly
colored flowers everywhere.
Her gaze skimmed over all of
these things before they
found a face, across the
garden, 1in an  upstairs
window. The face was there
for only an instant, a flash,
but long enough. Long
enough for Mariam to see the



eyes widen, the mouth open.
Then 1t snapped away from
view. A hand appeared and
frantically pulled at a cord.
The curtains fell shut.

Then a pair of hands buried
into her armpits and she was
lifted off the ground. Mariam
kicked. The pebbles spilled
from her pocket. Mariam kept
kicking and crying as she was
carried to the car and lowered
onto the cold leather of the



backseat.

* %k 3k

The driver talked in a
muted, consoling tone as he
drove. Mariam did not hear
him. All during the ride, as
she bounced in the backseat,
she cried. They were tears of
grief, of anger, of
disillusionment. But mainly
tears of a deep, deep shame at
how foolishly she had given



herself over to Jalil, how she
had fretted over what dress to
wear, over the
mismatchinghijab,  walking
all the way here, refusing to
leave, sleeping on the street
like a stray dog. And

she was ashamed of how she
had dismissed her mother's
stricken looks, her puffy eyes.
Nana, who had warned her,
who had been right all along.



Mariam kept thinking of his
face in the upstairs window.
He let her sleep on the
street.On the street Mariam
cried lying down. She didn't
sit up, didn't want to be seen.
She i1magined all of Herat
knew this morning how she'd
disgraced herself. She wished
Mullah Faizullah were here
so she could put her head on
his lap and let him comfort
her.



After a while, the road
became bumpier and the nose
of the car pointed up. They
were on the wuphill road
between Herat and Gul
Daman.

What would she say to
Nana, Mariam wondered.
How would she apologize?
How could she even face
Nana now?

The car stopped and the



driver helped her out. "I'll
walk you," he said.

She let him guide her across
the road and up the track.
There = was  honeysuckle
growing along the path, and
milkweed too. Bees were
buzzing  over  twinkling
wildflowers. The driver took
her hand and helped her cross
the stream. Then he let go,
and he was talking about how
Herat's famous one hundred



and twenty days' winds would
start blowing soon, from
midmorning to dusk, and how
the sand flies would go on a
feeding frenzy, and then
suddenly he was standing in
front of her, trying to cover
her eyes, pushing her back
the way they had come and
saying, "Go back! No. Don't
look now. Turn around! Go
back!"

But he wasn't fast enough.



Mariam saw. A gust of wind
blew and parted the drooping
branches of the weeping
willow like a curtain, and
Mariam caught a glimpse of
what was beneath the tree: the
straight-backed chair,
overturned. The rope
dropping from a high branch.
Nana dangling at the end of
1t.

6.



1 hey buried Nana in a
corner of the cemetery in Gul
Daman. Mariam stood beside
Bibi jo, with the women, as
Mullah  Faizullah  recited
prayers at the graveside and
the men lowered Nana's
shrouded body into the
ground-Afterward, Jalil
walked Mariam to thekolba,
where, in front of the
villagers who accompanied
them, he made a great show
of tending to Mariam. He



collected a few of her things,
put them 1n a suitcase. He sat
beside her cot, where she lay
down, and fanned her face.
He stroked her forehead, and,
with a woebegone expression
on his face, asked if she
neededanything? anything? -
he said it like that, twice.

"I want Mullah Faizullah,"
Mariam said.

"Of course. He's outside. I'll



get him for you."

It was when Mullah
Faizullah's slight, stooping
figure appeared in thekolba's
doorway that Mariam cried
for the first time that day.

"Oh, Mariam jo."

He sat next to her and
cupped her face in his hands.
"You go on and cry, Mariam
jo. Go on. There 1s no shame



in it. But remember, my girl,
what the Koran says, 'Blessed
1s He in Whose hand i1s the
kingdom, and He Who has
power over all things, Who
created death and life that He
may try you.! The Koran
speaks the truth, my girl.

Behind every trial and every
sorrow that He makes us
shoulder, God has a reason."

But Mariam could not hear



comfort in God's words. Not
that day. Not then. All she
could hear was Nana
saying,I'll die if you go. I'll
just die. All she could do was
cry and cry and let her tears
fall on the spotted, paper-thin
skin of Mullah Faizullah's
hands.

* %k 3k

On the ride to his house,
Jalil sat in the backseat of his



car with Mariam, his arm
draped over her shoulder.

"You can stay with me,
Mariam jo," he said. "I've
asked them already to clean a
room for you. It's upstairs.
You'll like it, T think. You'll
have a view of the garden."

For the first time, Mariam
could hear him with Nana's
ears. She could hear so
clearly now the insincerity



that had always lurked
beneath, the hollow, false
assurances. She could not
bring herself to look at him.

When the car stopped before
Jalil's house, the driver
opened the door for them and
carried Mariam's  suitcase.
Jalil guided her, one palm
cupped around each of her
shoulders, through the same
gates outside of which, two
days before, Mariam had



slept on the sidewalk waiting
for him. Two days before-
when Mariam could think of
nothing in the world she
wanted more than to walk in
this garden with Jalil-felt like
another lifetime. How could
her life have turned upside
down so quickly, Mariam
asked herself. She kept her
gaze to the ground, on her
feet, stepping on the gray
stone path. She was aware of
the presence of people in the



garden, murmuring, stepping
aside, as she and Jalil walked
past. She sensed the weight of
eyes on her, looking down
from the windows upstairs.

Inside the house too,
Mariam kept her head down.
She walked on a maroon
carpet with a repeating blue-
and-yellow octagonal pattern,
saw out of the corner of her
eye the marble bases of
statues, the lower halves of



vases, the frayed ends of
richly colored tapestries
hanging from walls. The
stairs she and Jalil took were
wide and covered with
asimilar carpet, nailed down
at the base of each step. At
the top of the stairs, Jalil led
her to the left, down another
long, carpeted hallway. He
stopped by one of the doors,
opened 1t, and let her in.

"Your sisters Niloufar and



Atieh play here sometimes,"
Jalil said, "but mostly we use
this as a guest room. You'll be
comfortable here, I think. It's
nice, isn't it?"

The room had a bed with a
green-flowered blanket knit
in a  tightly  woven,
honeycomb  design. The
curtains, pulled back to reveal
the garden below, matched
the blanket. Beside the bed
was a three-drawer chest with



a flower vase on it. There
were shelves along the walls,
with framed pictures of
people Mariam did not
recognize. On one of the
shelves, Mariam saw a
collection of identical
wooden dolls, arranged in a
line in order of decreasing
size.

Jalil saw her
looking."Matryoshka dolls. I
got them in Moscow. You



can play with them, if you
want. No one will mind."

Mariam sat down on the
bed.

"Is there anything you
want?" Jalil said.

Mariam lay down. Closed
her eyes. After a while, she
heard him softly shut the
door.



Except for "when she had to
use the bathroom down the
hall, Mariam stayed in the
room. The girl with the tattoo,
the one who had opened the
gates to her, brought her
meals on a tray: lamb
kebab,sabzi, aush soup. Most
of it went uneaten. Jalil came
by several times a day, sat on
the bed beside her, asked her
if she was all right.



"You could eat downstairs
with the rest of us." he said,
but without much conviction.
He understood a little too
readily when Mariam said she
preferred to eat alone.

From the window, Mariam
watched 1mpassively what
she had wondered about and
longed to see for most of her
life: the comings and goings
of Jalil's daily life. Servants
rushed in and out of the front



gates. A gardener was always
trimming bushes, watering
plants in the greenhouse. Cars
with long, sleek hoods pulled
up on the street. From them
emerged men In  suits,
inchapcms and caracul hats,
women inhijabs, children
with neatly combed hair. And
as Mariam watched Jalil
shake these strangers' hands,
as she saw him cross his
palms on his chest and nod to
their wives, she knew that



Nana had spoken the truth.
She did not belong here.

But where do I belong?
What am I going to do now?

I'm all you have in this
world, Mariam, and when I'm
gone you'll have nothing.
You'll have nothing.
Y ouarenothing!

Like the wind through the
willows around thekolba,



gusts of an inexpressible
blackness  kept  passing
through Mariam.

On Mariam's second full day
at Jalil's house, a little girl
came into the room.

"I have to get something,"
she said.

Mariam sat up on the bed
and crossed her legs, pulled
the blanket on her lap.



The girl hurried across the
room and opened the closet
door. She fetched a square-
shaped gray box.

"You know what this 1s?"
she said. She opened the box.
"It's called a
gramophone.Gramo. Phone.
It plays records. You know,
music. A gramophone."

"You're Niloufar. You're
eight."



The little girl smiled. She
had Jalil's smile and his
dimpled chin. "How did you
know?"

Mariam shrugged. She didn't
say to this girl that she'd once
named a pebble after her.

"Do you want to hear a
song?"

Mariam shrugged again.



Niloufar plugged in the
gramophone. She fished a
small record from a pouch
beneath the box's lid. She put
it on, lowered the needle.
Music began to play.

1 will use a flower petal for
paper, And write you the
sweetest letter, You are the
sultan of my heart, the sultan
of my heart

"Do you know 1t?"



"NO."

"It's from an Iranian film. I
saw it at my father's cinema.
Hey, do you want to see
something?"

Before Mariam could
answer, Niloufar had put her
palms and forehead to the
ground She pushed with her
soles and then she was
standing upside down, on her
head, 1n a three-point stance.



"Can you do that?" she said
thickly.

"NO "

Niloufar dropped her legs
and pulled her blouse back
down. "I could teach you,"
she said, pushing hair from

her flushed brow. "So how
long will you stay here?"

"I don't know."



"My mother says you're not
really my sister like you say
you are."

"I never said I was," Mariam
lied.

"She says you did. I don't
care. What I mean i1s, I don't
mind if you did say it, or if
you are my sister. I don't
mind."

Mariam lay down. "I'm tired



"

now.

"My mother saysa jinn made
your mother hang herself."

"You can stop that now,"
Mariam said, turning to her
side. "The music, I mean."

Bibi jo came to see her that
day too. It was raining by the
time she came. She lowered
her large body onto the chair
beside the bed, grimacing.



"This rain, Mariam jo, it's
murder on my hips. Just
murder, I tell you. I hope...
Oh, now, come here, child.
Come here to Bibi jo. Don't
cry. There, now. You poor
thing.Ask You poor, poor
thing."

That night, Mariam couldn't
sleep for a long time. She lay
in bed looking at the sky,
listening to the footsteps
below, the voices muffled by



walls and the sheets of rain
punishing the window. When
she did doze off, she was
startled awake by shouting.
Voices downstairs, sharp and
angry. Mariam couldn't make
out the words. Someone
slammed a door.

The next morning, Mullah
Faizullah came to visit her.
When she saw her friend at
the door, his white beard and
his amiable, toothless smile,



Mariam felt tears stinging the
corners of her eyes again. She
swung her feet over the side
of the bed and hurried over.
She kissed his hand as always
and he her brow. She pulled
him up a chair-He showed her
the Koran he had brought
with him and opened it. "I
figured no sense in skipping
our routine, eh?"

"You know I don't need
lessons anymore, Mullah



sahib. You taught me
everysurrah andayat in the
Koran years ago."

He smiled, and raised his
hands i1n a gesture of
surrender. "I confess, then.
I've been found out. But I can
think of worse excuses to
visit you."

"You don't need excuses.
Not you."



"You're kind to say that,
Mariam jo."

He passed her his Koran. As
he'd taught her, she kissed it
three times-touching it to her
brow between each kiss-and
gave 1t back to him.

"How are you, my girl?"

"I keep," Mariam began. She
had to stop, feeling like a
rock had lodged itself in her



throat. "I keep thinking of
what she said to me before I
left. She-"

"Nay, nay, nay."Mullah
Faizullah put his hand on her
knee. "Your mother, may
Allah forgive her, was a
troubled and unhappy
woman, Mariam jo. She did a
terrible thing to herself. To
herself, to you, and also to
Allah. He will forgive her, for
He is all-forgiving, but Allah



1s saddened by what she did.
He does not approve of the
taking of life, be it another's
or one's own, for He says that
life 1s sacred You see-" He
pulled his chair closer, took
Mariam's hand in both of his
own. "You see, I knew your
mother before you were born,
when she was a little girl, and
[ tell you that she was
unhappy then. The seed for
what she did was planted long
ago, I'm afraid. What I mean



to say 1s that this was not
your fault. It wasn't your
fault, my girl."

"I shouldn't have left her. |
should have-"

"You stop that. These
thoughts are no good, Mariam
jo. You hear me, child? No
good. They will destroy you.
It wasn't your fault. It wasn't
your fault. No."



Mariam nodded, but as
desperately as she wanted to
she could not bring herself to
believe him.

* %k 3k

One apternoon, a week later,

there was a knock on the
door, and a tall woman
walked 1n. She was fair-
skinned, had reddish hair and
long fingers.



"I'm Afsoon," she said.
"Niloufar's mother. Why don't
you wash up, Mariam, and
come downstairs?"

Mariam said she would
rather stay in her room.

"No,nafahmidi, you don't
understand. Youmedio come
down. We have to talk to you.
It's important."

7.



They sat across from her,
Jalil and his wives, at a long,
dark brown table. Between
them, in the center of the
table, was a crystal vase of
fresh marigolds and a
sweating pitcher of water.
The red-haired woman who
had introduced herself as
Niloufar's mother, Afsoon,
was sitting on Jalil's right.
The other two, Khadija and
Nargis, were on his left. The
wives each had on a flimsy



black scarf, which they wore
not on their heads but tied
loosely around the neck like
an afterthought. Mariam, who
could not imagine that they
would wear black for Nana,
pictured one of them
suggesting it, or maybe Jalil,
just  before she'd been
summoned.

Afsoon poured water from
the pitcher and put the glass
before @ Mariam on a



checkered cloth  coaster.
"Only spring and it's warm
already," she said. She made

a fanning motion with her
hand.

"Have you  been
comfortable?" Nargis, who
had a small chin and curly
black hair, asked. "We hope
you've been comfortable.
This... ordeal...must be very
hard for you. So difficult."



The other two nodded.
Mariam took 1n their plucked
eyebrows, the thin, tolerant
smiles they were giving her.
There was an unpleasant hum
in Mariam's head. Her throat
burned. She drank some of
the water.

Through the wide window
behind Jalil, Mariam could
see a row of flowering apple
trees. On the wall beside the
window stood a dark wooden



cabinet. In it was a clock, and
a framed photograph of Jalil
and three young boys holding
a fish. The sun caught the
sparkle in the fish's scales.
Jalil and the boys were
grinning.

"Well," Afsoon began. "I-
that is, we-have brought you
here because we have some
very good news to give you."

Mariam looked up.



She caught a quick
exchange of glances between
the women over Jalil, who
slouched in his chair looking
unseeingly at the pitcher on
the table. It was Khadjija, the
oldest-looking of the three,
who turned her gaze to
Mariam, and Mariam had the
impression that this duty too
had been discussed, agreed
upon, before they had called
for her.



"You have a suitor," Khadija
said.

Mariam's stomach fell. "A
what?" she said through
suddenly numb lips.

"Akhasiegar. A suitor. His
name 1s Rasheed," Khadija
went on. "He 1s a friend of a
business acquaintance of your
father's. He's a Pashtun, from
Kandahar originally, but he
lives in Kabul, in the Deh-



Mazang district, in a two-
story house that he owns."

Afsoon was nodding. "And
he does speak Farsi, like us,
like you. So you won't have
to learn Pashto."

Mariam's chest was
tightening. The room was
reeling up and down, the
ground shifting beneath her
feet.



"He's a shoemaker," Khadija
was saying now. "But not
some kind of ordinary street-
sidemoochi, no, no. He has
his own shop, and he is one
of the most sought-after
shoemakers in Kabul He
makes them for diplomats,
members of the presidential
family-that class of people.
So you see, he will have no
trouble providing for you."

Mariam fixed her eyes on



Jalil, her heart somersaulting
in her chest. "Is this true?
What she's saying, 1s it true?"

But Jalil wouldn't look at
her. He went on chewing the
corner of his lower lip and
staring at the pitcher.

"Now heis a little older than
you," Afsoon chimed in. "But
he can't be more than...forty.
Forty-five at the most.
Wouldn't you say,Nargis?"



"Yes. But I've seen nine-
year-old girls given to men
twenty years older than your
suitor, Mariam. We all have.
What are you, fifteen? That's
a good, solid marrying age
for a girl." There was
enthusiastic nodding at this. It
did not escape Mariam that
no mention was made of her
half sisters Saideh or Naheed,
both her own age, both
students in the Mehri School
in Herat, both with plans to



enroll in Kabul University.
Fifteen, evidently, was not a
good, solid marrying age for
them.

"What's more," Nargis went
on, "he too has had a great
loss in his life. His wife, we
hear, died during childbirth
ten years ago. And then, three
years ago, his son drowned in
a lake."

"It's very sad, yes. He's been



looking for a bride the last
few years but hasn't found
anyone suitable."

"I don't want to," Mariam
said. She looked at Jalil. "I
don't want this. Don't make
me." She hated the sniffling,
pleading tone of her voice but
could not help it.

"Now, be reasonable,
Mariam," one of the wives
said.



Mariam was no longer
keeping track of who was
saying what. She went on
staring at Jalil, waiting for
him to speak up, to say that
none of this was true.

"You can't spend the rest of
your life here."

"Don't you want a family of
your own?"

"Yes. A home, children of



your own?"
"You have to move on."

"True that 1t would be
preferable that you marry a
local, a Tajik, but Rasheed is
healthy, and interested in you.
He has a home and a job.
That's all that really matters,
isn't 1t? And Kabul 1s a
beautiful and exciting city.
You may not get another
opportunity this good."



Mariam turned her attention
to the wives.

"' 'Live with Mullah
Faizullah," she said. "He'll
take me in. I know he will."

"That's no good," Khadija
said. "He's old and so..." She
searched for the right word,
and Mariam knew then that
what she really wanted to say
wasHef s so close. She
understood what they meant



to do.You may not get
another opportunity this good
And neither would they. They
had been disgraced by her
birth, and this was their
chance to erase, once and for
all, the last trace of their
husband's scandalous
mistake. She was being sent
away because she was the
walking, breathing
embodiment of their shame.

"He's so old and weak,"



Khadija eventually said. "And
what will you do when he's
gone? You'd be a burden to
his family."

As you are now to
us.Mariam almostsaw the

unspoken words exit
Khadija's mouth, like foggy
breath on a cold day.

Mariam pictured herself in
Kabul, a big, strange,
crowded city that, Jalil had



once told her, was some six
hundred and fifty kilometers
to the east of Herat.Six
hundred and fifty kilometers.
The farthest she'd ever been
from thekolba was the two-
kilometer walk she'd made to
Jalil's house. She pictured
herself living there, in Kabul,
at the other end of that
unimaginable distance, living
In a stranger's house where
she would have to concede to
his moods and his 1ssued



demands. She would have to
clean after this man, Rasheed,
cook for him, wash his
clothes. And there would be
other chores as well-Nana
had told her what husbands
did to their wives. It was the
thought of these intimacies in
particular, which she
imagined as painful acts of
perversity, that filled her with
dread and made her break out
In a sweat.



She turned to Jalil again.
"Tell them. Tell them you
won't let them do this."

"Actually, your father has
already given Rasheed his
answer," Afsoon said.
"Rasheed is here, in Herat; he
has come all the way from
Kabul. Thenikka will be
tomorrow morning, and then
there is a bus leaving for
Kabul at noon."



"Tell them!" Mariam cried

The women grew quiet now.
Mariam sensed that they were
watching him too. Waiting. A
silence fell over the room.
Jalil  kept twirling his
wedding band, with a bruised,
helpless look on his face.
From inside the cabinet, the
clock ticked on and on.

"Jalil jo?" one of the women
said at last.



Mil's eyes lifted slowly, met
Mariam's, lingered for a
moment, then dropped. He
opened his mouth, but all that
came forth was a single,
pained groan.

"Say something," Mariam
said.

Then Jalil did, in a thin,
threadbare voice. "Goddamn
it, Mariam, don't do this to
me," he said as though he was



the one to whom something
was being done.

And, with that, Mariam felt
the tension vanish from the
room.

As JaliPs wives began a
new-and more  sprightly-
round of reassuring, Mariam
looked down at the table. Her
eyes traced the sleek shape of
the table's legs, the sinuous
curves of 1its corners, the



gleam of its reflective, dark
brown surface. She noticed
that every time she breathed
out, the surface fogged, and
she disappeared from her
father's table.

Afsoon escorted her back to
the room upstairs. When
Afsoon closed the door,
Mariam heard the rattling of a
key as it turned in the lock.

8.



In the morning, Mariam was
given a long-sleeved, dark
green dress to wear over
white cotton trousers. Afsoon
gave her a green hijab and a
pair of matching sandals.

She was taken to the room
with the long, brown table,
except now there was a bowl
of sugar-coated almond candy
in the middle of the table, a
Koran, a green veil, and a
mirror. Two men Mariam had



never seen before- witnesses,
she presumed-and a mullah
she did not recognize were
already seated at the table.

Jalil showed her to a chair.
He was wearing a light brown
suit and a red tie. His hair
was washed. When he pulled
out the chair for her, he tried
to smile encouragingly.
Khadija and Afsoon sat on
Mariam's side of the table this
time.



The mullah motioned
toward the veil, and Nargis
arranged 1t on Mariam's head
before taking a seat. Mariam
looked down at her hands.

"You can call him in now,"
Jalil said to someone.

Mariam smelled him before
she saw him. Cigarette smoke
and thick, sweet cologne, not
faint like Jalil's. The scent of
it flooded Mariam's nostrils.



Through the veil, from the
corner of her eye, Mariam
saw a tall man, thick-bellied
and broad-shouldered,
stooping in the doorway. The
size of him almost made her
gasp, and she had to drop her
gaze, her heart hammering
away. She sensed him
lingering in the doorway.
Then his slow, heavy-footed
movement across the room.
The candy bowl on the table
clinked in tune with his steps.



With a thick grunt, he
dropped on a chair beside her.
He breathed noisily.

The mullah welcomed them.
He said this would not be a
traditional nikka

"' understand that
Rasheedagha has tickets for
the bus to Kabul that leaves
shortly. So, in the interest of
time, we will bypass some of
the traditional steps to speed



up the proceedings."

The mullah gave a few
blessings, said a few words
about the 1mportance of
marriage. He asked Jalil if he
had any objections to this
union, and Jalil shook his
head. Then the mullah asked
Rasheed if he indeed wished
to enter into a marriage
contract with Mariam.
Rasheed said, "Yes." His
harsh, raspy voice reminded



Mariam of the sound of dry
autumn leaves crushed
underfoot.

"And do you, Mariam jan,
accept this man as your
husband?"

Mariam stayed quiet.
Throats were cleared.

"She does," a female voice
said from down the table.



"Actually," the mullah said,
"she herself has to answer.
And she should wait until I
ask three times. The point is,
he's seeking her, not the other
way around."

He asked the question two
more times. When Mariam
didn't answer, he asked it
once more, this time more

forcefully- Mariam could
feel Jalil beside her shifting



on his seat, could sense feet
crossing and  uncrossing
beneath the table. There was
more throat clearing. A small,
white hand reached out and
flicked a bit of dust off the
table.

"Mariam," Jalil whispered.
"Yes," she said shakily.

A mirror was passed
beneath the wveil. In it



Mariam saw her own face
first, the archless, unshapely
eyebrows, the flat hair, the
eyes, mirthless green and set
so closely together that one
might mistake her for being
cross-eyed. Her skin was
coarse and had a dull, spotty
appearance. She thought her
brow too wide, the chin too
narrow, the lips too thin. The
overall impression was of a

long face, a triangular face, a
bit houndlike. And yet



Mariam saw that, oddly
enough, the whole of these
unmemorable parts made for
a face that was not pretty but,
somehow, not unpleasant to
look at either.

In the mirror, Mariam had
her first glimpse of Rasheed:
the big, square, ruddy face;
the hooked nose; the flushed
cheeks that gave the
1mpression of sly
cheerfulness; the watery,



bloodshot eyes; the crowded
teeth, the front two pushed
together like a gabled roof;
the impossibly low hairline,
barely two finger widths
above the bushy eyebrows;
the wall of thick, coarse, salt-
and-pepper hair.

Their gazes met briefly in
the glass and slid away.

This 1s the face of my
husband,Mariam thought.



They exchanged the thin
gold bands that Rasheed
fished from his coat pocket.
His nails were yellow-brown,
like the inside of a rotting
apple, and some of the tips
were curling, lifting.
Mariam's hands shook when
she tried to slip the band onto
his finger, and Rasheed had
to help her. Her own band
was a little tight, but Rasheed
had no trouble forcing it over
her knuckles.



"There," he said.

"It's a pretty ring," one of
the wives said. "It's lovely,
Mariam."

"All that remains now is the
signing of the contract," the
mullah said.

Mariam signed her name-
themeem, thereh, the 37 and
themeem again-conscious of
all the eyes on her hand. The



next time Mariam signed her
name to a document, twenty-
seven years later, a mullah
would again be present.

"You are now husband and
wife," the mullah

said."Tabreek.
Congratulations."

* %k 3k

Rasheed waited in the
multicolored bus. Mariam



could not see him from where
she stood with Jalil, by the
rear bumper, only the smoke
of his cigarette curling up
from the open window.
Around them, hands shook
and farewells were said.
Korans were kissed, passed
under. Barefoot boys bounced
between travelers, their faces
ivisible behind their trays of
chewing gum and cigarettes.

Jalil was busy telling her



that Kabul was so beautiful,
the Moghul emperor Babur
had asked that he be buried
there. Next, Mariam knew,
he'd go on about Kabul's
gardens, and its shops, its
trees, and its air, and, before
long, she would be on the bus
and he would walk alongside
it, waving cheerfully,
unscathed, spared.

Mariam could not bring
herself to allow it.



"I used to worship you," she
said.

Jalil stopped in midsentence.
He crossed and uncrossed his
arms. A young Hindi couple,
the wife cradling a boy, the
husband dragging a suitcase,
passed between them. Jalil
seemed grateful for the
interruption. They excused
themselves, and he smiled
back politely.



"On Thursdays, I sat for
hours waiting for you. I
worried myself sick that you
wouldn't show up."

"It's a long trip. You should
eat something." He said he
could buy her some bread and
goat cheese.

"I thought about you all the
time. I used to pray that you'd
live to be a hundred years old.
I didn't know. I didn't know



that you were ashamed of
me."

Jalil looked down, and, like
an overgrown child, dug at
something with the toe of his
shoe.

"You were ashamed of me."

"I'll visit you," he muttered
"T'll come to Kabul and see
you. We'll-"



"No. No.," she said. "Don't
come. I won't see you. Don't
you come. I don't want to
hear from you. Ever.Ever. "

He gave her a wounded
look.

"It ends here for you and
me. Say your good-byes."

"Don't leave like this," he
said 1n a thin voice.



"You didn't even have the
decency to give me the time
to say good-bye to Mullah
Faizullah."

She turned and walked
around to the side of the bus.
She could hear him following
her. When she reached the

hydraulic doors, she heard
him behind her.

"Mariamjo."



She climbed the stairs, and
though she could spot Jalil
out of the corner of her eye
walking parallel to her she
did not look out the window.
She made her way down the
aisle to the back, where
Rasheed sat with her suitcase
between his feet. She did not
turn to look when Jalil's
palms pressed on the glass,
when his knuckles rapped and
rapped on it. When the bus
jerked forward, she did not



turn to see him trotting
alongside it. And when the
bus pulled away, she did not
look back to see him
receding, to see him
disappear in the cloud of
exhaust and dust.

Rasheed, who took up the

window and middle seat, put
his thick hand on hers.

"There now, girl There.
There," he said. He was



squinting out the window as
he said this, as though
something more interesting
had caught his eye.

9.

It was early evening the
following day by the time
they arrived at Rasheed's
house.

"We're in Deh-Mazang," he
said. They were outside, on



the sidewalk. He had her
suitcase in one hand and was
unlocking the wooden front
gate with the other. "In the
south and west part of the
city. The zoo is nearby, and
the university too."

Mariam nodded. Already
she had learned that, though
she could understand him, she
had to pay close attention
when he spoke. She was
unaccustomed to the Kabuli



dialect of his Farsi, and to the
underlying layer of Pashto
accent, the language of his
native Kandahar. He, on the
other hand, seemed to have
no trouble understanding her
Herati Farsi.

Mariam quickly surveyed
the narrow, unpaved road
along which Rasheed's house
was situated. The houses on
this road were crowded
together and shared common



walls, with small, walled
yards in front buffering them
from the street. Most of the
homes had flat roofs and were
made of burned brick, some
of mud the same dusty color
as the mountains that ringed
the city. Gutters separated the
sidewalk from the road on
both sides and flowed with
muddy water. Mariam saw
small mounds of {flyblown
garbage littering the street
here and there. Rasheed's



house had two  stories.
Mariam could see that 1t had
once been blue.

When Rasheed opened the
front gate, Mariam found
herself in a small, unkempt
yard where yellow grass
struggled up in thin patches.
Mariam saw an outhouse on
the right, in a side yard, and,
on the left, a well with a hand
pump, a row of dying
saplings. Near the well was a



toolshed, and a bicycle
leaning against the wall.

"Your father told me you
like to fish," Rasheed said as
they were crossing the yard to
the house. There was no
backyard, @ Mariam  saw.
"There are valleys north of
here. Rivers with lots offish.
Maybe I'll take  you
someday."

He unlocked the front door



and let her into the house.

Rasheed's house was much
smaller than Jalil's, but,
compared to Mariam and
Nana'skolba, 1t was a
mansion. There was a
hallway, a living room
downstairs, and a kitchen in
which he showed her pots and
pans and a pressure cooker
and a keroseneLshiop. The
living room had a pistachio
green leather couch. It had a



rip down its side that had
been clumsily sewn together.
The walls were bare. There
was a table, two cane-seat
chairs, two folding chairs,
and, in the corner, a black,
cast-iron stove.

Mariam stood 1n the middle
of the living room, looking
around. At thekolba, she
could touch the ceiling with
her fingertips. She could lie
in her cot and tell the time of



day by the angle of sunlight
pouring through the window.
She knew how far her door
would open before its hinges
creaked. She knew every
splinter and crack in each of
the thirty wooden
floorboards. Now all those
familiar things were gone.
Nana was dead, and she was
here, 1n a strange city,
separated from the life she'd
known by valleys and chains
of snow-capped mountains



and entire deserts. She was in
a stranger's house, with all its
different rooms and its smell
of cigarette smoke, with its
unfamiliar cupboards full of
unfamiliar utensils, its heavy,
dark green curtains, and a
ceiling she knew she could
not reach. The space of it
suffocated Mariam. Pangs of
longing bore into her, for
Nana, for Mullah Faizullah,
for her old life.



Then she was crying.

"What's this crying about?"
Rasheed said crossly. He
reached into the pocket of his
pants, uncurled Mariam's
fingers, and pushed a
handkerchief into her palm.
He lit himself a cigarette and
leaned against the wall. He
watched as Mariam pressed
the handkerchief to her eyes.

"Done?"



Mariam nodded.

"Sure?"
"Yes."

He took her by the elbow
then and led her to the living-
room window.

"This window looks north,"
he said, tapping the glass with
the crooked nail of his index
finger. "That's the Asmai



mountain directly in front of
us-see?-and, to the left, is the
All  Abad mountain. The
university is at the foot of it.
Behind us, east, you can't see
from here, 1s the Shir
Darwaza mountain. Every
day, at noon, they shoot a
cannon from 1it. Stop your
crying, now. I mean it."

Mariam dabbed at her eyes.

"That's one thing I can't



stand," he said, scowling, "the
sound of a woman crying. I'm
sorry. I have no patience for
it."

"' want to go home,"
Mariam said.

Rasheed sighed irritably. A
puff of his smoky breath hit
Mariam's face. "I won't take
that personally. This time."

Again, he took her by the



elbow, and led her upstairs.

There was a narrow, dimly
lit hallway there and two
bedrooms. The door to the
bigger one was ajar. Through
it Mariam could see that it,
like the rest of the house, was
sparsely furnished: bed 1n the
corner, with a brown blanket
and a pillow, a closet, a
dresser. The walls were bare
except for a small mirror.
Rasheed closed the door.



"This 1s my room."

He said she could take the
guest room. "I hope you don't
mind. I'm accustomed to
sleeping alone."

Mariam didn't tell him how
relieved she was, at least
about this.

The room that was to be
Mariam's was much smaller
than the room she'd stayed in



at Jalil's house. It had a bed,
an old, gray-brown dresser, a
small closet. The window
looked into the yard and,
beyond that, the street below.
Rasheed put her suitcase in a
corner.

Mariam sat on the bed.

"You didn't notice," he said
He was standing 1in the

doorway, stooping a little to
fit.



"Look on the windowsill.
You know what kind they
are? I put them there before
leaving for Herat."

Only now Mariam saw a
basket on the sill. White
tuberoses spilled from its
sides.

"You like them? They
please you?"

"Yes."



"You can thank me then."

"Thank  you. I'm
sorry.Tashakor -"

"You're shaking. Maybe I
scare you. Do I scare you?
Are you frightened of me?"

Mariam was not looking at
him, but she could hear
something slyly playful in
these questions, like a
needling. She quickly shook



her head in what she
recognized as her first lie in
their marriage.

"No? That's good, then.
Good for you. Well, this 1is
your home now. You're going
to like 1t here. You'll see. Did
I tell you we have electricity?
Most days and every night?"

He made as if to leave. At
the door, he paused, took a
long drag, crinkled his eyes



against the smoke. Mariam
thought he was going to say
something. But he didn't. He
closed the door, left her alone
with her suitcase and her
flowers.



10.

The first few days, Mariam
hardly left her room. She was
awakened every dawn for
prayer by the distant cry
ofazan, after which she
crawled back into bed. She
was still in bed when she
heard Rasheed 1n the



bathroom, washing up, when
he came into her room to
check on her before he went
to his shop. From her
window, she watched him in
the yard, securing his lunch in
the rear carrier pack of his
bicycle, then walking his
bicycle across the yard and
into the street. She watched
him pedal away, saw his
broad, thick-shouldered
figure disappear around the
turn at the end of the street.



For most of the days,
Mariam stayed in bed, feeling
adrift and forlorn. Sometimes
she went downstairs to the
kitchen, ran her hands over
the sticky, grease-stained
counter, the vinyl, flowered
curtains that smelled like
burned meals. She looked
through the ill-fitting
drawers, at the mismatched
spoons and knives, the
colander and chipped,
wooden  spatulas,  these



would-be instruments of her
new daily life, all of 1t
reminding her of the havoc
that had struck her life,
making her feel uprooted,
displaced, like an intruder on
someone else's life.

At thekolba, her appetite had
been predictable. Here, her
stomach rarely growled for
food. Sometimes she took a
plate of leftover white rice
and a scrap of bread to the



living room, by the window.
From there, she could see the
roofs of the one-story houses
on their street. She could see
into their yards too, the
women working laundry lines
and shooing their children,
chickens pecking at dirt, the
shovels and spades, the cows
tethered to trees.

She thought longingly of all
the summer nights that she
and Nana had slept on the flat



roof of thekolba, looking at
the moon glowing over Gul
Daman, the night so hot their
shirts would cling to their
chests like a wet leaf to a
window. She missed the
winter afternoons of reading
in thekolba with Mullah
Faizullah, the clink of icicles
falling on her roof from the
trees, the crows cawing
outside from snow-burdened
branches.



Alone 1n the house, Mariam
paced restlessly, from the
kitchen to the living room, up
the steps to her room and
down again. She ended up
back in her room, doing her
prayers or sitting on the bed,
missing her mother, feeling
nauseated and homesick.

It was with the sun's
westward crawl that Mariam's
anxiety really ratcheted up.
Her teeth rattled when she



thought of the night, the time
when Rasheed might at last
decide to do to her what
husbands did to their wives.
She lay in bed, wracked with
nerves, as he ate alone
downstairs.

He always stopped by her
room and poked his head in.

"You can't be sleeping
already. It's only seven. Are
you awake? Answer me.



Come, now."

He pressed on until, from
the dark, Mariam said, "I'm
here."

He slid down and sat in her
doorway. From her bed, she
could see his large-framed
body, his long legs, the
smoke swirling around his
hook-nosed profile, the amber
tip of  his cigarette
brightening and dimming.



He told her about his day. A
pair of loafers he had custom-
made for the deputy foreign
minister-who, Rasheed said,
bought shoes only from him.
An order for sandals from a
Polish diplomat and his wife.
He told her of the
superstitions  people  had
about shoes: that putting them
on a bed invited death into
the family, that a quarrel
would follow if one put on
the left shoe first.



"Unless 1t was done
unintentionally on a Friday,"
he said. "And did you know
it's supposed to be a bad
omen to tie shoes together
and hang them from a nail?"

Rasheed himself believed
none of this. In his opinion,
superstitions were largely a
female preoccupation.

He passed on to her things
he had heard on the streets,



like how the American
president Richard Nixon had
resigned over a scandal.

Mariam, who had never
heard of Nixon, or the
scandal that had forced him to
resign, did not say anything
back. She waited anxiously
for Rasheed to finish talking,
to crush his cigarette, and
take his leave. Only when
she'd heard him cross the
hallway, heard his door open



and close, only then would
the metal fist gripping her
belly let go-Then one night he
crushed his cigarette and
instead of saying good night
leaned against the doorway.

"Are you ever going to
unpack that thing?" he said,
motioning with his head
toward her suitcase. He
crossed his arms. "I figured
you might need some time.
But this 1s absurd. A week's



gone and...Well, then, as of
tomorrow morning [ expect
you to start behaving like a
wife.Fahmidi? Is that

understood?"

Mariam's teeth began to
chatter.

"I need an answer."
"Yes."

"Good," he said. "What did



you think? That this i1s a
hotel? That I'm some kind of
hotelkeeper? Well, 1it...Oh.
Oh.

La illah u ilillah.What did I
say about the crying?
Mariam. What did I say to
you about the crying?"

* %k 3k

The next morning, after
Rasheed left for work,



Mariam unpacked her clothes
and put them in the dresser.
She drew a pail of water from
the well and, with a rag,
washed the windows of her
room and the windows to the
living room downstairs- She
swept the floors, beat the
cobwebs fluttering 1in the
corners of the ceiling. She
opened the windows to air the
house.

She set three cups of lentils



to soak in a pot, found a knife
and cut some carrots and a
pair of potatoes, left them too
to soak. She searched for
flour, found 1t in the back of
one of the cabinets behind a
row of dirty spice jars, and
made fresh dough, kneading
it the way Nana had shown
her, pushing the dough with
the heel of her hand, folding
the outer edge, turning it, and
pushing it away again. Once
she had floured the dough,



she wrapped 1t in a moist
cloth, put on ahijab, and set
out for the communal
tandoor.

Rasheed had told her where
it was, down the street, a left
then a quick right, but all
Mariam had to do was follow
the flock of women and
children who were headed the
same way. The children
Mariam saw, chasing after
their mothers or running



ahead of them, wore shirts
patched and patched again.
They wore trousers that
looked too big

or too small, sandals with
ragged straps that flapped
back and forth. They rolled
discarded old bicycle tires
with sticks.

Their mothers walked 1n
groups of three or four, some
in burqas, others not. Mariam



could hear their high-pitched
chatter, their spiraling laughs.
As she walked with her head
down, she caught bits of their
banter, which seemingly
always had to do with sick

children or lazy, ungrateful
husbands.

As 1f the meals cook
themselves.

Wallah o billah,never a
moment's rest!



And he says to me, I swear
it, 1it's true, he actually says
tome...

This endless conversation,
the tone plaintive but oddly
cheerful, flew around and
around 1n a circle. On it went,
down the street, around the
corner, in line at the tandoor.
Husbands who  gambled.
Husbands who doted on their
mothers and wouldn't spend a
rupiah on them, the wives.



Mariam wondered how so
many women could suffer the
same miserable luck, to have
married, all of them, such
dreadful men. Or was this a
wifely game that she did not
know about, a daily ritual,
like soaking rice or making
dough? Would they expect
her soon to join in?

In the tandoor line, Mariam
caught sideways glances shot
at her, heard whispers. Her



hands began to sweat. She
imagined they all knew that
she'd been born aharami, a
source of shame to her father
and his family. They all knew
that she'd betrayed her mother
and disgraced herself.

With a corner of herhijab,
she dabbed at the moisture
above her upper lip and tried
to gather her nerves. For a
few minutes, everything went
well-Then someone tapped



her on the shoulder. Mariam
turned around and found a
light-skinned, plump woman
wearing ahijab, like her. She
had short, wiry black hair and
a  good-humored, almost
perfectly round face. Her lips
were much fuller than
Mariam's, the lower one
slightly droopy, as though
dragged down by the big,
dark mole just below the lip
line. She had big greenish
eyes that shone at Mariam



with an inviting glint.

"You're Rasheed jan's new
wife, aren't you?" the woman
said, smiling widely.

"The one from Herat. You're
so young! Mariam jan, isn't
1t? My name is Fariba. I live
on your street, five houses to
your left, the one with the
green door. This 1s my
sonNoor."



The boy at her side had a
smooth, happy face and wiry
hair like his mother's. There
was a patch of black hairs on
the lobe of his left ear. His
eyes had a mischievous,
reckless light in them. He
raised his hand."Salaam,
Khala Jan."

"Noor is ten. I have an older
boy too, Ahmad."

"He's thirteen," Noor said.



"Thirteen going on forty."
The woman Fariba laughed.
"My husband's name 1is
Hakim," she said. "He's a
teacher here in Deh-Mazang.
You should come by
sometime, we'll have a cup-"

And then suddenly, as if
emboldened, the other
women pushed past Fariba
and swarmed Mariam,
forming a circle around her
with alarming speed



"So you're Rasheed jan's
young bride-"

"How do you like Kabul?"

"I've been to Herat. I have a
cousin there"

"Do you want a boy or a girl
first?"

"The minarets! Oh, what
beauty! What a gorgeous
city!"



"Boy 1s better, Mariam jan,
they carry the family name-"

"Bah! Boys get married and
run off. Girls stay behind and
take care of you when you're
old"

"We heard you were
coming."

"Have twins. One of each!
Then everyone's happy."



Mariam backed away. She
was hyperventilating. Her
ears buzzed, her pulse
fluttered, her eyes darted
from one face to another. She
backed away again, but there
was nowhere to go to-she was
in the center of a circle. She
spotted Fariba, who was
frowning, who saw that she
was in distress.

"Let her be!" Fariba was
saying. "Move aside, let her



be! You're frightening her!"

Mariam clutched the dough
close to her chest and pushed
through the crowd around
her.

"Where are you
going,hamshira?”

She pushed until somehow
she was in the clear and then
she ran up the street. It wasn't
until  she'd reached the



intersection that she realized
she'd run the wrong way. She
turned around and ran back in
the other direction, head
down, tripping once and
scraping her knee badly, then
up again and running, bolting
past the women.

"What's the matter with
you?"

"You're bleeding,hamshiral"



Mariam turned one corner,
then the other. She found the
correct street but suddenly
could not remember which
was Rasheed's house. She ran
up then down the street,
panting, near tears now,
began trying doors blindly.
Some were locked, others
opened only to reveal
unfamiliar yards, barking
dogs, and startled chickens.
She pictured Rasheed coming
home to find her still



searching this way, her knee
bleeding, lost on her own
street. Now she did start
crying. She pushed on doors,
muttering panicked prayers,
her face moist with tears,
until one opened, and she
saw, with relief, the outhouse,
the well, the toolshed. She
slammed the door behind her
and turned the bolt. Then she
was on all fours, next to the
wall, retching. When she was
done, she crawled away, sat



against the wall, with her legs
splayed before her. She had
never 1n her life felt so alone.

* %k 3k

When Rasheed came home
that night, he brought with
him a brown paper bag.
Mariam was disappointed that
he did not notice the clean
windows, the swept floors,

the missing cobwebs. But he
did look pleased that she had



already set his dinner plate,
on a cleansofrah spread on
the living-room floor.

"I madedaal" Mariam said.
"Good. I'm starving."

She poured water for him
from theafiawa to wash his
hands with. As he dried with
a towel, she put before him a
steaming bowlof daal and a
plate of fluffy white rice. This



was the first meal she had
cooked for him, and Mariam
wished she had been 1in a
better state when she made it.
She'd still been shaken from
the incident at the tandoor as
she'd cooked, and all day she
had fretted about thedaal'%
consistency, its color, worried
that he would think she'd
stirred in too much ginger or
not enough turmeric.

He dipped his spoon into the



gold-coloreddaal.

Mariam swayed a bit. What
if he was disappointed or
angry? What if he pushed his
plate away 1in displeasure?

"Careful," she managed to
say. "It's hot."

Rasheed pursed his lips and
blew, then put the spoon into
his mouth.



"It's good," he said. "A little
undersalted but good. Maybe
better than good, even."

Relieved, Mariam looked on
as he ate. A flare of pride
caught her off guard. She had
done well -maybe better than
good, even- and it surprised
her, this thrill she felt over his
small compliment- The day's
earlier unpleasantness
receded a bit.



"Tomorrow 1s Friday,"
Rasheed said. "What do you
say I show you around?"

"Around Kabul?"
"No. Calcutta."

Mariam blinked.

"It's a joke. Of course
Kabul. Where else?" He
reached into the brown paper
bag. "But first, something I



have to tell you."

He fished a sky blue burqa
from the bag. The yards of
pleated cloth spilled over his
knees when he lifted it. He
rolled up the burqga, looked at
Mariam.

"I have customers, Mariam,
men, who bring their wives to
my shop. The women come
uncovered, they talk to me
directly, look me in the eye



without shame. They wear
makeup and skirts that show
their knees. Sometimes they
even put their feet in front of
me, the women do, for
measurements, and their
husbands stand there and
watch. They allow it. They
think nothing of a stranger
touching their wives' bare
feet! They think they're being
modern men, intellectuals, on
account of their education, I
suppose. They don't see that



they're spoiling their
ownnang andnamoos, their
honor and pride."

He shook his head.

"Mostly, they live in the
richer parts of Kabul. I'll take
you there. You'll see. But
they're here too, Mariam, in
this very neighborhood, these
soft men. There's a teacher
living down the street, Hakim
1s his name, and I see his wife



Fariba all the time walking
the streets alone with nothing
on her head but a scarf. It
embarrasses me, frankly, to
see a man who's lost control
of his wife."

He fixed Mariam with a
hard glare.

"But I'm a different breed of
man, Mariam. Where I come
from, one wrong look, one
improper word, and blood 1s



spilled. Where I come from, a
woman's face 1s her husband's
business only. I want you to
remember that. Do you
understand?"

Mariam nodded. When he
extended the bag to her, she
took it.

The earlier pleasure over his
approval of her cooking had
evaporated. In 1ts stead, a
sensation of shrinking. This



man's will felt to Mariam as
imposing and immovable as
the Safid-koh  mountains
looming over Gul Daman.

Rasheed passed the paper
bag to her. "We have an
understanding, then. Now, let
me have some more of
thatdaal."



11.

Mariam had never before
worn a burqa. Rasheed had to
help her put it on. The padded
headpiece felt tight and heavy
on her skull, and 1t was
strange seeing the world
through a mesh screen. She
practiced walking around her



room 1in it and kept stepping
on the hem and stumbling.
The loss of peripheral vision
was unnerving, and she did
not like the suffocating way
the pleated cloth kept
pressing against her mouth.

"You'll get used to 1it,"
Rasheed said. "With time, I
bet you'll even like it."

They took a bus to a place
Rasheed called the Shar-e-



Nau Park, where children
pushed each other on swings
and slapped volleyballs over
ragged nets tied to tree
trunks. They strolled together
and watched boys fly Kkites,
Mariam  walking  beside
Rasheed, tripping now and
then on the burqga's hem. For
lunch, Rasheed took her to
eat in a small kebab house
near a mosque he called the
Haji Yaghoub. The floor was
sticky and the air smoky. The



walls smelled faintly of raw
meat and the music, which
Rasheed described to her
aslogari, was loud. The cooks
were thin boys who fanned
skewers with one hand and
swatted gnats with the other.
Mariam, who had never been
inside a restaurant, found it
odd at first to sit in a crowded
room with so many strangers,
to lift her burqa to put
morsels of food into her
mouth. A hint of the same



anxiety as the day at the
tandoor stirred in  her
stomach, but Rasheed's
presence was of some
comfort, and, after a while,
she did not mind so much the
music, the smoke, even the
people. And the burqga, she
learned to her surprise, was
also comforting. It was like a
one-way window. Inside it,
she was an observer, buffered
from the scrutinizing eyes of
strangers. She no longer



worried that people knew,
with a single glance, all the
shameful secrets of her past.

On the streets, Rasheed
named various buildings with
authority;  this 1s  the
American Embassy, he said,
that the Foreign Ministry. He
pointed to cars, said their
names and where they were
made: Soviet Volgas,
American Chevrolets,
German Opels.



"Which 1s your favorite?" he
asked

Mariam hesitated, pointed to
a Volga, and Rasheed
laughed

Kabul was far more
crowded than the little that
Mariam had seen of Herat.
There were fewer trees and
fewergaris pulled by horses,
but more cars, taller
buildings, more traffic lights



and more paved roads. And
everywhere Mariam heard the
city's peculiar dialect: "Dear"
wasjon insteadof jo, "sister"
becamehamshira instead
ofthamshireh, and so on.

From a street vendor,
Rasheed bought her ice
cream. It was the first time
she'd eaten ice cream and
Mariam had never imagined
that such tricks could be
played on a palate. She



devoured the entire bowl, the
crushed-pistachio topping, the
tiny rice noodles at the
bottom. She marveled at the
bewitching  texture,  the
lapping sweetness of it.

They walked on to a place
called Kocheh-Morgha,
Chicken Street. It was a
narrow, crowded bazaar 1n a
neighborhood that Rasheed
saild was one of Kabul's
wealthier ones.



"Around here 1s where
foreign diplomats live, rich
businessmen, members of the
royal family-that sort of
people. Not like you and me."

"I don't see any chickens,"
Mariam said.

"That's the one thing you
can't find on Chicken Street."
Rasheed laughed

The street was lined with



shops and little stalls that sold
lambskin hats and rainbow-
coloredchapans. Rasheed
stopped to look at an
engraved silver dagger in one
shop, and, in another, at an
old rifle that the shopkeeper
assured Rasheed was a relic
from the first war against the
British.

"And I'm Moshe Dayan,"
Rasheed muttered. He half
smiled, and it seemed to



Mariam that this was a smile
meant only for her. A private,
married smile.

They strolled past carpet
shops, handicraft  shops,
pastry shops, flower shops,
and shops that sold suits for
men and dresses for women,
and, in them, behind lace
curtains, Mariam saw young
girls sewing buttons and
ironing collars. From time to
time, Rasheed greeted a



shopkeeper he knew,
sometimes 1n Farsi, other
times 1n Pashto. As they
shook hands and kissed on
the cheek, Mariam stood a
few feet away. Rasheed did
not wave her over, did not
introduce her.

He asked her to wait outside
an embroidery shop. "I know
the owner," he said. "T'll just
go 1n for a minute, say
mysalaam. "



Mariam waited outside on
the crowded sidewalk. She
watched the cars crawling up
Chicken Street, threading
through the horde of hawkers
and pedestrians, honking at
children and donkeys who
wouldn't move. She watched
the bored-looking merchants
inside  their tiny stalls,
smoking, or spitting into
brass spittoons, their faces
emerging from the shadows
now and then to peddle



textiles and fur-
collaredpoosiincoats to
passersby.

But it was the women who
drew Mariam's eyes the most.

The women in this part of
Kabul were a different breed
from the women in the poorer
neighborhoods-like the one
where she and Rasheed lived,
where so many of the women
covered fully. These women



were-what was the word
Rasheed had used?-"modern."
Yes, modern Afghan women
married to modern Afghan
men who did not mind that
their wives walked among
strangers with makeup on
their faces and nothing on
their heads. Mariam watched
them cantering uninhibited
down the street, sometimes
with a man, sometimes alone,
sometimes with rosy-cheeked
children who wore shiny



shoes and watches with
leather bands, who walked
bicycles  with  high-rise
handlebars and gold-colored
spokes-unlike the children in
Deh-Mazang, who bore sand-
fly scars on their cheeks and
rolled old bicycle tires with
sticks.

These women were all
swinging  handbags  and
rustling skirts. Mariam even
spotted one smoking behind



the wheel of a car. Their nails
were long, polished pink or
orange, their lips red as tulips.
They walked in high heels,
and quickly, as if on
perpetually urgent business.
They wore dark sunglasses,
and, when they breezed by,
Mariam caught a whiff of
their perfume. She imagined
that they all had university
degrees, that they worked in
office buildings, behind desks
of their own, where they



typed and smoked and made
important telephone calls to
important  people.  These
women mystified Mariam.
They made her aware of her
own lowliness, her plain
looks, her lack of aspirations,
her ignorance of so many
things.

Then Rasheed was tapping
her on the shoulder and
handing her something here.



It was a dark maroon silk
shawl with beaded fringes
and edges embroidered with
gold thread

"Do you like it?"

Mariam looked up. Rasheed
did a touching thing then. He
blinked and averted her gaze.

Mariam thought of Jalil, of
the emphatic, jovial way in
which he'd pushed his jewelry



at her, the overpowering
cheerfulness that left room
for no response but meek
gratitude. Nana had been
right about Mil's gifts. They
had been halfhearted tokens
of penance, insincere, corrupt
gestures meant more for his
own appeasement than hers.
This shawl, Mariam saw, was
a true gift.

"It's beautiful," she said.



That night, Rasheed visited
her room again. But instead
of smoking in the doorway,
he crossed the room and sat
beside her where she lay on
the bed. The springs creaked
as the bed tilted to his side.

There was a moment of
hesitation, and then his hand
was on her neck, his thick
fingers slowly pressing the



knobs in the back of it. His
thumb slid down, and now it
was stroking the hollow
above her collarbone, then the
flesh beneath 1it. Mariam
began shivering. His hand
crept lower still, lower, his
fingernails catching in the
cotton of her blouse.

"I can't," she croaked,
looking at his moonlit profile,

his thick shoulders and broad
chest, the tufts of gray hair



protruding from his open
collar.

His hand was on her right
breast now, squeezing it hard
through the blouse, and she
could hear him breathing
deeply through the nose.

He slid under the blanket
beside her. She could feel his
hand working at his belt, at
the drawstring of her trousers.
Her own hands clenched the



sheets 1n fistfuls. He rolled on
top of her, wriggled and
shifted, and she let out a
whimper. Mariam closed her
eyes, gritted her teeth.

The pain was sudden and
astonishing. Her eyes sprang
open. She sucked air through
her teeth and bit on the
knuckle of her thumb. She
slung her free arm over

Rasheed's back and her
fingers dug at his shirt.



Rasheed buried his face into
her pillow, and Mariam
stared, wide-eyed, at the
ceiling above his shoulder,
shivering, lips pursed, feeling
the heat of his quick breaths
on her shoulder. The air
between them smelled of
tobacco, of the onions and
grilled lamb they had eaten
earlier. Now and then, his ear
rubbed against her cheek, and
she knew from the scratchy
feel that he had shaved it.



When 1t was done, he rolled
off her, panting. He dropped
his forearm over his brow. In
the dark, she could see the
blue hands of his watch. They
lay that way for a while, on
their backs, not looking at
each other.

"There 1s no shame in this,
Mariam," he said, slurring a
little. "It's what married
people do. It's what the
Prophet himself and his wives



did There is no shame."

A few moments later, he
pushed back the blanket and
left the room, leaving her
with the impression of his
head on her pillow, leaving
her to wait out the pain down
below, to look at the frozen
stars in the sky and a cloud
that draped the face of the
moon like a wedding veil.



12.

Jtvamadan came in the fall
that year, 1974. For the first
time in her life, Mariam saw
how the sighting of the new
crescent moon could
transform an entire city, alter
its rhythm and mood. She
noticed a drowsy hush



overtaking Kabul Traffic
became languid, scant, even
quiet. Shops emptied.
Restaurants turned off their
lights, closed their doors.
Mariam saw no smokers on
the streets, no cups of tea
steaming  from  window
ledges. And atifiar, when the
sun dipped in the west and
the cannon fired from the Shir
Darwaza mountain, the city
broke its fast, and so did
Mariam, with bread and a



date, tasting for the first time
in  her fifteen years the
sweetness of sharing in a
communal experience.

Except for a handful of
days, Rasheed didn't observe
the fast. The few times he
did, he came home in a sour
mood. Hunger made him curt,
irritable,  impatient. = One
night, Mariam was a few
minutes late with dinner, and
he started eating bread with



radishes. Even after Mariam
put the rice and the lamb and
okraqurma in front of him, he
wouldn't touch it. He said
nothing, and went on chewing
the bread, his temples
working, the vein on his
forehead, full and angry. He
went on chewing and staring
ahead, and when Mariam
spoke to him he looked at her
without seeing her face and
put another piece of bread
into his mouth.



Mariam was relieved when
Ramadan ended.

Back at thekolba, on the first
of three days of Eid-ul-Fitr
celebration that followed
Ramadan, Jalil would wvisit
Mariam and Nana. Dressed in
suit and tie, he would come
bearing Eid presents. One
year, he gave Mariam a wool
scarf. The three of them
would sit for tea and then
Jalil would excuse himself



"Off to celebrate Eid with his
real family," Nana would say
as he crossed the stream and
waved-Mullah Faizullah
would come too. He would
bring Mariam  chocolate
candy wrapped in foil, a
basketful of dyed boiled eggs,
cookies. After he was gone,
Mariam would climb one of
the willows with her treats.
Perched on a high branch, she
would eat Mullah Faizullah's
chocolates and drop the foil



wrappers until they lay
scattered about the trunk of
the tree like silver blossoms.
When the chocolate was
gone, she would start in on
the cookies, and, with a
pencil, she would draw faces
on the eggs he had brought
her now. But there was little
pleasure 1in this for her.
Mariam dreaded Eid, this
time of hospitality and
ceremony, when families
dressed in their best and



visited each other. She would
imagine the air in Herat
crackling with merriness, and
high-spirited, bright-eyed
people showering each other
with endearments and
goodwill. A  forlornness
would descend on her like a
shroud then and would lift
only when Eid had passed.

This year, for the first time,

Mariam saw with her eyes the
Eid of her childhood



1maginings.

Rasheed and she took to the
streets. Mariam had never
walked amid such liveliness.
Undaunted by the chilly
weather, families had flooded
the city on their frenetic
rounds to visit relatives. On
their own street, Mariam saw
Fariba and her son Noor, who
was dressed in a suit. Fariba,
wearing a white scarf, walked
beside a small-boned, shy-



looking man with eyeglasses.
Her older son was there too-
Mariam somehow
remembered Fariba saying his
name, Ahmad, at the tandoor
that first time. He had deep-
set, brooding eyes, and his
face was more thoughtful,
more solemn, than his
younger brother's, a face as
suggestive of early maturity
as his brother's was of
lingering boyishness. Around
Ahmad's neck was a glittering



allah pendant.

Fariba must have recognized
her, walking in burqa beside
Rasheed. She waved, and
called out,"Eidmubarak!"

From inside the burqa,
Mariam gave her a ghost of a
nod.

"So you know that woman,
the teacher's wife?" Rasheed
said



Mariam said she didn't.

"Best you stay away. She's a
nosy gossiper, that one. And
the husband fancies himself
some kind of educated
intellectual But he's a mouse.
Look at him. Doesn't he look
like a mouse?"

They went to Shar-e-Nau,
where kids romped about in
new shirts and beaded,
brightly colored vests and



compared Eid gifts. Women
brandished platters of sweets.
Mariam saw festive lanterns
hanging from shopwindows,
heard music blaring from

loudspeakers. Strangers
called out"Eidmubarak" to
her as they passed.

That night they went
toChaman, and, standing
behind Rasheed, Mariam
watched fireworks light up
the sky, in flashes of green,



pink, and yellow. She missed
sitting with Mullah Faizullah
outside thekolba, watching
the fireworks explode over
Herat in the distance, the
sudden bursts of color
reflected 1n her tutor's soft,
cataract-riddled eyes. But,
mostly, she missed Nana.
Mariam wished her mother
were alive to see this. To
seeher, amid all of it. To see
at last that contentment and
beauty were not unattainable



things. Even for the likes of
them.

* %k 3k

They had Eid visitors at the
house. They were all men,
friends of Rasheed's. When a
knock came, Mariam knew to
go upstairs to her room and
close the door. She stayed
there, as the men sipped tea

downstairs with Rasheed,
smoked, chatted. Rasheed had



told Mariam that she was not
to come down until the
visitors had left

Mariam didn't mind. In
truth, she was even flattered.
Rasheed saw sanctity in what
they had together. Her honor,
hernamoos, was something
worth guarding to him. She
felt prized by his
protectiveness. Treasured and
significant.



On the third and last day of
Eid, Rasheed went to wvisit
some friends. Mariam, who'd
had a queasy stomach all
night, boiled some water and
made herself a cup of green
tea sprinkled with crushed
cardamom. In the living
room, she took 1in the
aftermath of the previous
night's  Eid  wvisits:  the
overturned cups, the half-
chewed  pumpkin  seeds
stashed between mattresses,



the plates crusted with the
outline of last night's meal.
Mariam set about cleaning up
the mess, marveling at how

energetically lazy men could
be.

She didn't mean to go into
Rasheed's room. But the
cleaning took her from the
living room to the stairs, and
then to the hallway upstairs
and to his door, and, the next
thing she knew, she was in



his room for the first time,
sitting on his bed, feeling like
a trespasser.

She took in the heavy, green
drapes, the pairs of polished
shoes lined up neatly along
the wall, the closet door,
where the gray paint had
chipped and showed the
wood beneath. She spotted a
pack of cigarettes atop the
dresser beside his bed. She
put one between her lips and



stood before the small oval
mirror on the wall. She
puffed air into the mirror and
made ash-tapping motions.
She put it back. She could
never manage the seamless
grace with which Kabuli
women smoked. On her, it
looked coarse, ridiculous.

Guiltily, she slid open the
top drawer of his dresser.

She saw the gun first. It was



black, with a wooden grip
and a short muzzle. Mariam
made sure to memorize which
way 1t was facing before she
picked it up. She turned it
over in her hands. It was
much heavier than it looked.
The grip felt smooth in her
hand, and the muzzle was
cold. It was disquieting to her
that Rasheed owned
something whose sole
purpose was to kill another
person. But surely he kept it



for their safety. Her safety.

Beneath the gun were
several =~ magazines  with
curling corners. Mariam
opened one. Something inside
her dropped. Her mouth
gaped of its own will.

On every page were women,
beautiful women, who wore
no shirts, no trousers, no
socks or underpants. They
wore nothing at all. They lay



in beds amid tumbled sheets
and gazed back at Mariam
with half-lidded eyes. In most
of the pictures, their legs
were apart, and Mariam had a
full view of the dark place
between. In some, the women
were prostrated as 1f-God
forbid this thought-insujda for
prayer. They looked back
over their shoulders with a
look of bored contempt.

Mariam quickly put the



magazine back where she'd
found 1t. She felt drugged.
Who were these women?
How could they allow
themselves to be
photographed this way? Her
stomach revolted with
distaste. Was this what he did
then, those nights that he did
not visit her room? Had she
been a disappointment to him
in this particular regard? And
what about all his talk of
honor and propriety, his



disapproval of the female
customers, who, after all,
were only showing him their
feet to get fitted for shoes?A
woman's face, he'd said,is her
husband's  business  only.
Surely the women on these
pages had husbands, some of
them must. At the least, they
had brothers. If so, why did
Rasheed insist thatshe cover
when he thought nothing of
looking at the private areas of
other men's wives and sisters?



Mariam sat on his bed,
embarrassed and confused
She cupped her face with her
hands and closed her eyes.
She breathed and breathed
until she felt calmer.

Slowly, an explanation
presented itself He was a
man, after all, living alone for
years before she had moved
in. His needs differed from
hers. For her, all these months
later, their coupling was still



an exercise in tolerating pain.
His appetite, on the other
hand, was fierce, sometimes
bordering on the violent. The
way he pinned her down, his
hard squeezes at her breasts,
how furiously his hips
worked. He was a man. All
those years without a woman.
Could she fault him for being
the way God had created
him?

Mariam knew that she could



never talk to him about this. It
was unmentionable. But was
it unforgivable? She only had
to think of the other man in
her life. Jalil, a husband of
three and father of nine at the
time, having relations with
Nana out of wedlock. Which
was worse, Rasheed's
magazine or what Jalil had
done? And what entitled her
anyway, a villager, aharami,
to pass judgment?



Mariam tried the bottom
drawer of the dresser.

It was there that she found a
picture of the boy, Yunus. It
was black-and-white. He
looked four, maybe five. He
was wearing a striped shirt
and a bow tie. He was a
handsome little boy, with a
slender nose, brown hair, and
dark, slightly sunken eyes. He
looked distracted, as though
something had caught his eye



just as the camera had
flashed.

Beneath that, Mariam found
another photo, also black-
and-white, this one slightly
more grainy. It was of a
seated woman and, behind
her, a thinner, younger
Rasheed, with black hair. The
woman was beautiful. Not as
beautiful as the women 1in the
magazine,  perhaps, but
beautiful. Certainly more



beautiful than her, Mariam.
She had a delicate chin and
long, black hair parted in the
center. High cheekbones and
a gentle forehead. Mariam
pictured her own face, her
thin lips and long chin, and
felt a flicker of jealousy.

She looked at this photo for
a long time. There was
something vaguely unsettling
about the way Rasheed
seemed to loom over the



woman. His hands on her
shoulders. His savoring, tight-
lipped smile and her
unsmiling, sullen face. The
way her body tilted forward
subtly, as though she were
trying to wriggle free of his
hands.

Mariam put everything back
where she'd found it.

Later, as she was doing
laundry, she regretted that she



had sneaked around in his
room. For what? What thing
of substance had she learned
about him? That he owned a
gun, that he was a man with
the needs of a man? And she
shouldn't have stared at the
photo of him and his wife for
as long as she had. Her eyes
had read meaning into what
was random body posture
captured in a single moment
of time.



What Mariam felt now, as
the loaded  clotheslines
bounced heavily before her,
was sorrow for Rasheed. He
too had had a hard life, a life
marked by loss and sad turns
of fate. Her thoughts returned
to his boy Yunus, who had
once built snowmen in this
yard, whose feet had pounded
these same stairs. The lake
had snatched him from
Rasheed, swallowed him up,
just as a whale had swallowed



the boy's namesake prophet in
the Koran. It pained Mariam-
it pained her considerably-to
picture  Rasheed  panic-
stricken and helpless, pacing
the banks of the lake and
pleading with it to spit his son
back onto dry land. And she
felt for the first time a kinship
with her husband. She told
herself that they would make
good companions after all.



13.

On the bus ride home from
the doctor, the strangest thing
was happening to Mariam.
Everywhere she looked, she
saw bright colors: on the
drab, gray concrete
apartments, on the tin-roofed,
open-fronted stores, 1n the



muddy water flowing in the
gutters. It was as though a
rainbow had melted into her
eyes.

Rasheed was drumming his
gloved fingers and humming
a song. Every time the bus
bucked over a pothole and
jerked forward, his hand shot
protectively over her belly.

"What about Zalmai?" he
said. "It's a good Pashtun



name."

"What if it's a girl?" Mariam
said.

"I think it's a boy. Yes. A
boy."

A murmur was passing
through the bus. Some
passengers were pointing at
something and other
passengers were  leaning
across seats to see.



"Look," said Rasheed,
tapping a knuckle on the

glass. He was smiling.
"There. See?"

On the streets, Mariam saw
people stopping in their
tracks. At traffic lights, faces
emerged from the windows of
cars, turned upward toward
the falling softness. What was
it about a season's first
snowfall, Mariam wondered,
that was so entrancing? Was



it the chance to see something
as yet unsoiled, untrodden?
To catch the fleeting grace of
a new season, a lovely
beginning, before it was
trampled and corrupted?

"If it's a girl," Rasheed said,
"and it 1sn't, but, if 1tis a girl,
then you can choose whatever
name you want."

* %k ok



Mahiam awoke the next
morning to the sound of
sawing and hammering- She
wrapped a shawl around her
and went out into the
snowblown yard. The heavy
snowfall of the previous night
had stopped. Now only a
scattering of light, swirling
flakes tickled her cheeks. The
air was windless and smelled
like burning coal. Kabul was
eerily silent, quilted in white,
tendrils of smoke snaking up



here and there.

She found Rasheed in the
toolshed, pounding nails into
a plank of wood. When he
saw her, he removed a nail
from the corner of his mouth.

"It was going to be a
surprise. He'll need a crib.
You weren't supposed to see
until it was done."

Mariam wished he wouldn't



do that, hitch his hopes to its
being a boy. As happy as she
was about this pregnancy, his
expectation weighed on her.
Yesterday, Rasheed had gone
out and come home with a
suede winter coat for a boy,
lined inside with  soft
sheepskin, the sleeves
embroidered with fine red
and yellow silk thread.

Rasheed lifted a long,
narrow board. As he began to



saw it 1n half, he said the
stairs worried him.
"Something will have to be
done about them later, when
he's old enough to climb."
The stove worried him too, he
said. The knives and forks
would have to be stowed
somewhere out of reach.
"You can't be too -careful
Boys are reckless creatures."

Mariam pulled the shawl
around her against the chill.



The next morning, Rasheed
said he wanted to invite his
friends for dinner to
celebrate.  All  morning,
Mariam cleaned lentils and
moistened rice. She sliced
eggplants  forborani, and
cooked leeks and ground beef
foraushak. She swept the
floor, beat the curtains, aired
the house, despite the snow
that had started up again. She



arranged  mattresses  and
cushions along the walls of
the living room, placed bowls
of candy and roasted almonds
on the table.

She was in her room by
early evening before the first
of the men arrived. She lay in
bed as the hoots and laughter
and bantering voices
downstairs began to
mushroom. She couldn't keep
her hands from drifting to her



belly. She thought of what
was growing there, and
happiness rushed in like a
gust of wind blowing a door
wide open. Her eyes watered.

Mariam thought of her six-
hundred-and-fifty-kilometer
bus trip with Rasheed, from
Herat in the west, near the
border with Iran, to Kabul in
the east. They had passed
small towns and big towns,
and knots of little villages



that kept springing up one
after another. They had gone
over mountains and across
raw-burned deserts, from one
province to the next. And
here she was now, over those
boulders and parched hills,
with a home of her own, a
husband of her own, heading
toward one final, cherished
province: Motherhood. How
delectable 1t was to think of

this baby,her baby,their



baby. How glorious it was to
know that her love for it
already dwarfed anything she
had ever felt as a human
being, to know that there was
no need any longer for pebble
games.

Downstairs, someone was
tuning a harmonium. Then
the clanging of a hammer
tuning a tabla. Someone
cleared his throat. And then
there was whistling and



clapping and yipping and
singing.

Mariam stroked the softness
of her belly.No bigger than
afingernail, the doctor had
said.

I'm going to be a mother,she
thought.

"I'm going to be a mother,"
she said. Then she was
laughing to herself, and



saying it over and over,
relishing the words.

When Mariam thought of
this baby, her heart swelled
inside of her. It swelled and
swelled until all the loss, all
the grief, all the loneliness
and self-abasement of her life
washed away. This was why
God had brought her here, all
the way across the country.
She knew this now. She
remembered a verse from the



Koran that Mullah Faizullah
had taught her:And Allah is
the East and the West,
therefore wherever you turn
there 1s Allah's purpose .

She laid down her prayer rug
and didnamaz. When she was
done, she cupped her hands
before her face and asked
God not to let all this good
fortune slip away from her.

* %k 3k



It was Rasheed'S idea to go
to thehamam. Mariam had
never been to a bathhouse,
but he said there was nothing
finer than stepping out and
taking that first breath of cold
air, to feel the heat rising
from the skin.

In the women'shamam,
shapes moved about in the
steam around Mariam, a
glimpse of a hip here, the
contour of a shoulder there.



The squeals of young girls,
the grunts of old women, and
the trickling of bathwater
echoed between the walls as
backs were scrubbed and hair
soaped. Mariam sat in the far
corner by herself, working on
her heels with a pumice
stone, insulated by a wall of
steam from the passing
shapes.

Then there was blood and
she was screaming.



The sound of feet now,
slapping against the wet
cobblestones. Faces peering
at her through the steam.
Tongues clucking.

Later that night, in bed,
Fariba told her husband that
when she'd heard the cry and
rushed over she'd found
Rasheed's wife shriveled into
a corner, hugging her knees, a
pool of blood at her feet.



"You could hear the poor
girl's teeth rattling, Hakim,
she was shivering so hard."

When Mariam had seen her,
Fariba said, she had asked in
a high, supplicating voice,lt's
normal, 1sn't 1t? Isn't 1t? Isn 1
1t normal?

* %k 3k

Another bus ride with
Rasheed. Snowing again.



Falling thick this time. It was
piling in heaps on sidewalks,
on roofs, gathering in patches
on the bark of straggly trees.
Mariam watched the
merchants plowing snow
from their storefronts- A
group of boys was chasing a
black dog. They waved
sportively at the bus. Mariam
looked over to Rasheed. His
eyes were closed He wasn't
humming. Mariam reclined
her head and closed her eyes



too. She wanted out of her
cold socks, out of the damp
wool sweater that was prickly
against her skin. She wanted
away from this bus.

At the house, Rasheed
covered her with a quilt when
she lay on the couch, but
there was a stiff, perfunctory
air about this gesture.

"What kind of answer is
that?" he said again. "That's



what a mullah 1s supposed to
say. You pay a doctor his fee,
you want a better answer than

'God's will."

Mariam curled up her knees
beneath the quilt and said he
ought to get some rest.

"God's will," he simmered.

He sat in his room smoking
cigarettes all day.



Mariam lay on the couch,
hands tucked between her
knees, watched the whirlpool
of snow twisting and spinning
outside the window. She
remembered Nana saying
once that each snowflake was
a sigh heaved by an aggrieved
woman somewhere 1in the
world. That all the sighs
drifted up the sky, gathered
into clouds, then broke into
tiny pieces that fell silently on
the people below.



As a reminder of how
women like us suffer,she'd
said.How quietly we endure
all that falls upon us.



14.

The grief kept surprising
Mariam. All it took to
unleash it was her thinking of
the unfinished crib in the
toolshed or the suede coat in
Rasheed's closet. The baby
came to life then and she
could hear 1t, could hear its



hungry grunts, its gurgles and
jabbering- She felt it sniffing
at her breasts. The grief
washed over her, swept her
up, tossed her upside down.
Mariam was dumbfounded
that she could miss in such a
crippling manner a being she
had never even seen.

Then there were days when
the dreariness didn't seem
quite as unrelenting to
Mariam. Days when the mere



thought of resuming the old
patterns of her life did not
seem so exhausting, when it
did not take enormous efforts
of will to get out of bed, to do
her prayers, to do the wash, to
make meals for Rasheed.

Mariam dreaded going
outside. She was envious,
suddenly, of the
neighborhood women and
their wealth of children.
Some had seven or eight and



didn't understand how
fortunate they were, how
blessed that their children had
flourished 1n their wombs,
lived to squirm in their arms
and take the milk from their
breasts. Children that they
had not bled away with soapy
water and the bodily filth of
strangers down some
bathhouse drain. Mariam
resented them when she
overheard them complaining
about misbehaving sons and



lazy daughters.

A voice inside her head tried

to soothe her with well-
intended  but  misguided
consolation.

You 11 have
others,Inshallah.You 're
young. Surely you‘ll have
many other chances.

But Mariam's grief wasn't
aimless or unspecific.



Mariam grieved forthis baby,
this particular child, who had
made her so happy for a
while-Some days, she
believed that the baby had
been an undeserved blessing,
that she was being punished
for what she had done to
Nana. Wasn't it true that she
might as well have slipped
that noose around her
mother's neck  herself?
Treacherous daughters did
not deserve to be mothers,



and this was just punishment-
She had fitful dreams,
ofNma'sjinn sneaking into her
room at night, burrowing its
claws into her womb, and
stealing her baby. In these
dreams, Nana cackled with
delight and vindication.

Other days, Mariam was
besieged with anger. It was
Rasheed's fault for his
premature celebration. For his
foolhardy faith that she was



carrying a boy. Naming the
baby as he had. Taking God's
will for granted. His fault, for
making her go to the
bathhouse. Something there,
the steam, the dirty water, the
soap, something there had
caused this to happen. No.
Not Rasheed.She was to
blame. She became furious
with herself for sleeping in
the wrong position, for eating
meals that were too spicy, for
not eating enough fruit, for



drinking too much tea.

It was God's fault, for
taunting her as He had. For
not granting her what He had
granted so many other
women. For dangling before
her, tantalizingly, what He
knew would give her the
greatest  happiness, then
pulling it away.

But it did no good, all this
fault laying, all these



harangues of accusations
bouncing 1n her head. It
waskojr, sacrilege, to think
these thoughts. Allah was not
spiteful. He was not a petty
God. Mullah  Faizullah's
words whispered 1n her head:

Blessed 1s He in Whose
hand is the kingdom, and He
Who has power over all
things, Who created death
and life that He may try you.



Ransacked with guilt,
Mariam would kneel and pray
for forgiveness for these
thoughts.

* %k 3k

Meanwhile, a change had
come over Rasheed ever
since the day at the
bathhouse. Most nights when
he came home, he hardly
talked anymore. He ate,
smoked, went to bed,



sometimes came back in the
middle of the night for a brief
and, of late, quite rough
session of coupling. He was
more apt to sulk these days,
to fault her cooking, to
complain about clutter around
the yard or point out even
minor uncleanliness in the
house. Occasionally, he took
her around town on Fridays,
like he used to, but on the
sidewalks he walked quickly
and always a few steps ahead



of her, without speaking,
unmindful of Mariam who
almost had to run to keep up
with him. He wasn't so ready
with a laugh on these outings
anymore. He didn't buy her
sweets or gifts, didn't stop
and name places to her as he
used to. Her questions
seemed to irritate him.

One night, they were sitting
in the living room listening to
the radio. Winter was



passing. The stiff winds that
plastered snow onto the face
and made the eyes water had
calmed. Silvery fluffs of
snow were melting off the
branches of tall elms and
would be replaced in a few
weeks with stubby, pale green
buds. Rasheed was shaking
his foot absently to the tabla
beat of a Hamahang song, his
eyes crinkled against cigarette
smoke.



"Are you angry with me?"
Mariam asked.

Rasheed said nothing. The
song ended and the news
came on. A woman's voice
reported that President Daoud
Khan had sent yet another
group of Soviet consultants
back to Moscow, to the

expected displeasure of the
Kremlin.

"I worry that you are angry



with me."
Rasheed sighed
"Are you?"

His eyes shifted to her.
"Why would I be angry?"

"I don't know, but ever since
the baby-"

"Is that the kind of man you
take me for, after everything



I've done for you?"
"No. Of course not."
"Then stop pestering me!"

"I'm sorry.Bebakhsh,
Rasheed. I'm sorry."

He crushed out his cigarette
and lit another. He turned up
the volume on the radio.

"I've been thinking, though,"



Mariam said, raisingher voice
so as to be heard over the
music.

Rasheedsighed again, more
irritably  this  time, turned
down the volume once more.

He rubbed hisforehead
wearily. "What now?"

"I've been thinking, that
maybe we should have a
proper burial For the baby, I
mean. Just us, a few prayers,



nothing more."

Mariam had been thinking
about 1t for a while. She didn't
want to forget this baby. It
didn't seem right, not to mark
this loss 1in some way that
was permanent.

"What for? It's idiotic."

"It would make me feel
better, I think."



"Thm youdo it," he said
sharply. "I've already buried
one son. [ won't bury another.

Now, if you don't mind, I'm
trying to listen."

He turned up the volume
again, leaned his head back
and closed his eyes.

One sunny morning that
week, Mariam picked a spot
in the yard and dug a hole.



"In the name of Allah and
with Allah, and in the name
of the messenger of Allah
upon whom be the blessings
and peace of Allah," she said
under her breath as her shovel
bit into the ground. She
placed the suede coat that
Rasheed had bought for the
baby in the hole and shoveled
dirt over it.

"You make the night to pass
into the day and You make



the day to pass into the night,
and You bring forth the living
from the dead and You bring
forth the dead from the living,
and You give sustenance to
whom You please without
measure."

She patted the dirt with the
back of the shovel.She

squatted by the mound,
closed her eyes.

Give sustenance, Allah.



Give sustenance to me.



15.
April1978

On April 17,1978, the year
Mariam turned nineteen, a
man named Mir Akbar
Khyber was found murdered
Two days later, there was a
large demonstration in Kabul.



Everyone in the
neighborhood was 1n the
streets  talking about it.
Through the window, Mariam
saw neighbors milling about,
chatting excitedly, transistor
radios pressed to their ears.
She saw Fariba leaning
against the wall of her house,
talking with a woman who
was new to Deh-Mazang.
Fariba was smiling, and her
palms were pressed against
the swell of her pregnant



belly. The other woman,
whose name escaped Mariam,
looked older than Fariba, and
her hair had an odd purple
tint to it. She was holding a
little boy's hand. Mariam
knew the boy's name was
Tariq, because she had heard
this woman on the street call
after him by that name.

Mariam and Rasheed didn't
join the neighbors. They
listened in on the radio as



some ten thousand people
poured into the streets and
marched up and down
Kabul's government district.
Rasheed said that Mir Akbar
Khyber had been a prominent
communist, and that his
supporters were blaming the
murder on President Daoud
Khan's government. He didn't
look at her when he said this.
These days, he never did
anymore, and Mariam wasn't
ever sure if she was being



spoken to.

"What's a communist?" she
asked.

Rasheed snorted, and raised
both eyebrows. "You don't
know what a communist 1s?
Such a simple thing.

Everyone knows. It's
common knowledge. You
don't...Bah. I don't know why
I'm surprised." Then he



crossed his ankles on the
table and mumbled that it was
someone who believed 1n
Karl Marxist.

"Who's Karl Marxist?"
Rasheed sighed.

On the radio, a woman's
voice was saying that Taraki,
the leader of the Khalq
branch of the PDPA, the

Afghan communist party, was



in the streets giving rousing
speeches to demonstrators.

"What I meant was, what do
they want?" Mariam asked.
"These communists, what 1s it
that they believe?"

Rasheed chortled and shook
his head, but Mariam thought
she saw uncertainty in the
way he crossed his arms, the
way his eyes shifted. "You
know nothing, do you?



You're like a child. Your
brain 1s empty. There is no
information 1n it."

"I ask because-"
"Chupko.Shut up."
Mariam did.

It wasn't easy tolerating him
talking this way to her, to
bear his scorn, his ridicule,
his 1nsults, his walking past



her like she was nothing but a
house cat. But after four years
of marriage, Mariam saw
clearly how much a woman
could tolerate when she was
afraid And Mariamwas afraid
She lived in fear of his
shifting moods, his volatile
temperament, his insistence
on steering even mundane
exchanges down a
confrontational path that, on
occasion, he would resolve
with punches, slaps, kicks,



and sometimes try to make
amends for with polluted
apologies and sometimes not.

In the four years since the
day at the bathhouse, there
had been six more cycles of
hopes raised then dashed,
cach loss, each collapse, each
trip to the doctor more
crushing for Mariam than the
last. With each
disappointment, Rasheed had
grown more remote and



resentful Now nothing she
did pleased him. She cleaned
the house, made sure he
always had a supply of clean
shirts, cooked him his
favorite dishes. Once,
disastrously, she even bought
makeup and put it on for him.
But when he came home, he
took one look at her and
winced with such distaste that
she rushed to the bathroom
and washed 1t all off, tears of
shame mixing with soapy



water, rouge, and mascara.

Now Mariam dreaded the
sound of him coming home in
the evening. The key rattling,
the creak of the door- these
were sounds that set her heart
racing. From her bed, she
listened to theclick-clack of
his heels, to the muffled
shuffling of his feet after he'd
shed his shoes. With her ears,
she took inventory of his
doings: chair legs dragged



across the floor, the plaintive
squeak of the cane seat when
he sat, the clinking of spoon
against plate, the flutter of
newspaper pages flipped, the
slurping of water. And as her
heart pounded, her mind
wondered what excuse he
would use that night to
pounce on her. There was
always  something, some
minor thing that would
infuriate him, because no
matter what she did to please



him, no  matter how
thoroughly she submitted to
his wants and demands, it
wasn't enough. She could not
give him his son back. In this
most essential way, she had
failed him-seven times she
had failed him-and now she
was nothing but a burden to
him. She could see it in the
way he looked at her,when he
looked at her. She was a
burden to him.



"What's going to happen?"
she asked him now.

Rasheed shot her a sidelong
glance. He made a sound
between a sigh and a groan,
dropped h