A year earlier…

2 The snow’s shadow 

The winter storms arrived early without warning. A swarm of heavy clouds gathered behind the icy peaks of Hindu Kush at night, before creeping over and tumbled into the Kumat valley, painting the lower slopes in transparent snow. The snow shone in the rays of the dawn like night stars, but had disappeared like smoke by the time the morning cooking fires had started to cough and crackle like an old man’s joints. But the stubbornness of the scattered bones of the snow on the higher slopes was a warning that a heavier crop would follow and bury the paths and paralyze the valley for months.  

Hani lay on his side. His two brothers were squeezed into the same bed where they could enjoy the warmth of the fire, which was still smouldering as their mother had tended it carefully all night. The earth and wood wall of their home was on the other side of the bed, and Hani slept next to it. As often happened, he woke up with his cheek stuck to the wall. He rubbed his face hard to clean the dried earth, but with no success. He tried to shelter his brothers as well as he could from the cold night wind and he still remembered the pain of one of his sisters dying before she could enjoy her second summer. The family slept on mats made of cattle skin with straw scattered over them, and once a week they would have fresh straw from the storehouse. Hani pushed the straw under his brothers when they were sleeping.  
Although autumn had only just started to paint the leaves red, the birds that nested in the trees on the sheltered west side had already migrated. It was nearly time for Hani to follow them and bid farewell to the town of his birth. He couldn’t postpone leaving home again. If he didn’t leave he would have to spend another winter in the town, and his family didn’t have enough food or livestock to keep them from starving. He planned to travel to the city of Chitral and come back within a year to help with the harvest. He had heard at the medressa, the religious conservative school of the Deobandi in the town, that there was plenty of work in the city. He should had left in the spring with his friends as he had originally planned. He had waited so long because of his grandmother’s illness, and he was unwilling to leave her even though he could do nothing to save her. But the smile on her face when she saw him had been worth every minute of the time he had stayed in the town throughout the summer.  
He heard hens scratching the stony ground on the other side of his home, and the doors of houses opening as men went to gather or cut wood, or greet each other sleepily. A radio crackled in the home of the leader of the tribe, an old man who ruled a vast area up to the border with Afghanistan, and over the border in some places too. 

He got up and placed the thin blanket tenderly over his brothers. Haji was the youngest and had just celebrated his seventh birthday. He slept the easy sleep of a child, with his arms thrown untidily to each side of his head and over the cover made of goatskin. His black curly hair needed a cut. His clothes were usually stuffed under the cover. He held a cricket ball in his hand, which was worn white in some places after months of playing and careful cleaning. He slept with it every night. His brother Irfan, who was nine, slept next to him.
He decided that he would wash after breakfast, and so he didn’t take off his long-sleeved woollen nightshirt. He put a heavy, but loose, white woollen shirt and a pair of trousers over it. He placed the round cap that his grandmother had sewed for him on his head, shoved his feet into his leather sandals and walked silently to the door. He did all this by the weak light that penetrated into the house through the gaps in the door and the cracks in the wooden windows. There was no electricity in their isolated town.
He heard breathing from the wicker cradle, and he couldn’t resist taking a look at his little brother. Ishmail was only seven weeks old, but he was as big as a child twice his age. His appetite made everyone smile and gave them confidence that he would survive the winter. His mother, Ayub, raised herself on her elbow in her bed next to the cradle.
“Go back to sleep mother,” he whispered. 

“’You need to rest. You work too hard. Let us help you around this place.” 

His mother was on the verge of answering when Hani raised his hand and put a finger to his lips.

“I’ll go and see grandmother and I’ll come home after she’s had breakfast. Now sleep for five minutes. Please.” She smiled at her eldest son before lying back down next to her two daughters.
Hani raised the latch and, from habit, opened and closed the door as quietly as possible. He shaded his eyes from the sun that was reflected off the snow that was decorating the giants to the north. It was a clear morning and the cold fell on his shoulders like drops of cold water as he enjoyed the view. He secretly feared that he would not see this again for a long time. Before him rose Mirich Tir, one of the highest mountains in Pakistan. 

The area was part of the north western province, according to the old map of the empire that had been printed in London before his grandfather was born. The map was placed on one of the walls in the medressa, and next to it was a huge painting of the former leader of Pakistan, General Zia-Ul-Haq. Both the map and the painting had faded and withered like leaves in the autumn. The empire shrivelled and the dictator died. In his peaked cap with golden embroidery and the thin moustache that looked like a centipede, Haq resembled a clown rather than an extreme religious solider. But Hani never forgot the beating he was given by a preacher for daring to laugh at the painting of the soldier who had funded thousands of medressa throughout Pakistan, including the one in their own town.  
Staring at the mountain, he remembered his childhood, when his mother would threaten him that Jinn, the devil who lived on the mountain, would fly over to fetch him if he didn’t behave. Although he did everything he was told, he felt that the devil was on the verge of snatching him from his home. Everything was changing so quickly. Within a three day walk to the west, there was a path between two mountains that led to Afghanistan. But because of the local bandits as well as the American and British bombing raids, it was too dangerous for anyone to venture on that path anymore, even though trading on it was crucial.  
His father had died eight months previously, after a short but cruel illness that spread like wildfire through his body, until the strong shepherd needed his son’s help to go to the toilet. Hani was quietly relieved when his father died as he would no longer have to suffer. Nobody knew for certain what had killed him. But the doctor who visited once thought that it might have been cancer caused by radiation. The foreign expert wore a light blue woollen cap with a white badge on it when he came to the town to take blood samples from the residents. There were so many of the townspeople ill that the strangers were welcomed by the tribe which had been closing its doors to strangers for centuries.  

As he had done every morning since his childhood, he walked through the dusty streets towards the home of his grandmother, Namja. The house was on the edge of town near the curve of the river and in the shelter of two trees that had been bent by the strong wind which rose from the earth every day around lunchtime to sweep the valley until night fell. Leaves only grew on the western side, and his grandmother had watered the roots carefully every day for sixty years until this summer. Now it was Hani who took care of this ritual every morning.  
The town was home to farmers, drovers, shepherds and traders, and it was waking up gradually. Hani hurried, as he had to reach his grandmother’s house on time in case a neighbour saw the hiding-place. 

The cawing of the blackbirds walking along the garden walls of the houses was drowned by mighty thunderclaps that echoed through the valley. These days, this happened on a nearly daily basis. But he knew that he wouldn’t see lightning because the sky was clear. He saw white paths criss-crossing each other as if a mad artist had used the sky for his canvas. From time to time he saw something shiny darting above, like a fish in the river in a nearby valley in summer. They were American warplanes. One of them must have flown low for him to hear it. Seeing the white paths in the early morning had become a common sight, but one which still frightened people after hearing stories of nearby towns and villages on the other side of the border that had been bombed.

The valley’s fate was to suffer hard winters, but it enjoyed sunshine from daybreak until mid-afternoon. That is why the tribe had lived for centuries in this village that grew to be a prosperous town called Tal. It had secured its position on enough trading routes and traders often came to meet and stay there. They were safe there from the soldiers of the country’s dictator who would not dare to venture so deep into the lands of the Pashtun tribes, except in helicopters.
He passed the stall of a food seller called Ridiq. His stall consisted of a wide, smooth wooden table with two stools holding up each end. The old man’s walking stick leaned against the table. He set a large black dish to warm over the fire, and there were rows of eggs by his side ready to be fried and then wrapped in dry bread and then baked on demand. The usual bowls of salt and thinly sliced chillies were ready to tempt customers first thing in the morning. 

Ridiq smiled at him. “Good morning Hani, can I tempt you with breakfast?” he asked cheerfully.

“The best breakfast in town cooked in minutes before your eyes,” he added.  His thick beard surrounded a mouth full of gold teeth that he had bought when he was working in Delhi before getting married. 

“No thank you, mother will have made breakfast,” Hani answered with a smile.

“I know that, but a young man like you needs as much food as possible,” said Ridiq reaching out his hand and rolling an egg between his finger and thumb.

“This is so fresh that the hen hasn’t noticed yet that it’s gone. Feel it, it’s still warm!” 

“No really, mother would kill me!” Hani said and resisted the temptation to buy an egg and continued on his way. Time was the reason why he did not give in and buy an early breakfast. It was only a ten minute walk but it was important that he arrive as early as possible. 

Opposite to Ridiq’s stall were two small tea shops next to each other, and in the larger of the two there was a gang of farm workers drinking sweet milky tea from small white cups. This shop was always busy while only a few faithful old customers ventured into the other. The only advantage it had over its neighbour was the large television set that was run by a small petrol engine that was started every evening to play tapes of cricket matches.

He heard horses’ hooves thundering towards him and he sheltered in a shop doorway as half a dozen armed riders galloped past and through the town. Their camp was in the caves to the side of the valley. Their loose clothing whirled behind them, and each of them had hidden his face with a black and white scarf. These were the mujahideen, men who fought against the Russians and who were now fighting against American and British soldiers in Afghanistan. He recognized the leader as he wore a wide belt of red cloth with a sword in a leather sheath. It looked old-fashioned and on anybody else it would have looked ridiculous. But not on Azis Khan, one of the most ferocious leaders of the mujahideen. Hani hid his face with his hand and closed his eyes to try and protect himself from the dust which surrounded him in thick blankets.


When the echo of the horses’ hooves had disappeared from the walls of the houses, he ventured to open his eyes and saw the dust tiring and falling back to earth to cover the stones in a thin layer.
The bucket stood between the two trees that were twice as tall as Hani, and which had curved into a perfect arch. Nearby there was a wall of earth and stone that was built to try and shelter the small patch where his grandmother grew potatoes, in spite of the stony ground. Although he looked around carefully as usual, when he neared the trees he turned around and looked in every direction. He bent and loosened a stone that was half hidden by earth. In the shallow hole underneath the stone there was a small bag that had been made many years previously from part of a lamb’s stomach. He grabbed it and then shoved it under his clothes and into the hidden pocket that his grandmother had sewn on the inside of his night-shirt.  He took a small leather purse from the same pocket and placed it carefully in the hole, and then concealed it with the stone and buried the stone in the soil.

He got up quickly and glanced in every direction again. He relaxed when he didn’t see anybody. Their secret was safe. He pulled his sleeve before his hand and grabbed the metal bucket that was as cold as ice first thing in the morning. If he ever forgot to protect his hand with his sleeve, he would wince in pain as the cold metal felt as if it was burning his skin. He strode towards the river and kneeled in the same spot where he had spent days fishing as a child. For years, nobody told him that there were no fish this high up in the mountains. Reeds grew thickly on the bank. He could see his face clearly, his black curly hair tucked under his cap and his blue eyes shining in his dark face in the water. He was a skinny boy but he was tall like his father.
He destroyed the reflection in the sheltered pool between two rocks by filling the bucket with water and then standing up. He poured half its contents carefully around the two trees, as his grandmother used to do, and then turned and walked to the door of her house. He stepped inside and closed the door quickly to prevent the heat from escaping and let his eyes become accustomed to the semi-darkness after the bright sun. 

He set the bucket by the smouldering fire where his aunt was sitting in a wicker chair. She had been living with her mother since she lost her husband on her wedding night when she was seventeen. He dropped dead before the end of the wedding feast and nobody else had ever offered to marry her. She stood up and touched Hani’s arm lightly.  

“She had a quiet night,” she said, still looking at her mother. 

“No more nightmares?” whispered Hani. 

“No, nothing like that. But I’m sure that she was talking to somebody the night before last, not dreaming. It sounded as if she was talking to her mother, your great-grandmother,” his aunt answered. She saw the dubious look on her nephew’s face.

“But there we are, I suppose that you’re like your mother and don’t believe in ghosts do you?” she asked. Hani didn’t answer. He gazed towards the bed.  
“I’ll be back in half an hour,” his aunt said, 

“She’ll probably want tea when she wakes up and maybe a little goat’s yoghurt. It’s in that black bowl over there.” 

And then she put her scarf over her head and covered her face. She stepped into the sunlight and closed the door behind her.  
His grandmother’s bed, which she shared with her daughter, filled nearly half of the only room in the house. Like all the other townspeople, she had a packed dirt floor. The heavy bedspread had just slipped down, exposing the bony shoulders that she hid under a thin blue cotton nightdress with long sleeves. The seams were decorated with white embroidery.  

He walked gently towards her and pulled up the bedspread and wrapped it carefully under her chin and over her shoulders. The bones felt like a series of mountain peaks under her loose skin. But he left her right arm free on top of the bedspread. She liked to leave it there so that she could scratch her nose if she needed to as the bedspread was too heavy for her to lift. As was the custom of her tribe, in her right nostril she wore a round golden jewel decorated with red and blue stones that her mother had given her when she was ten years old. Her white hair stuck out from under the blue woollen scarf that she wore to sleep.

He sat in the chair and noticed her hand in the light of the fire and the sun that came through the smoke hole in the roof. A little smoke had stayed in the room overnight and it burned Hani’s eyes. His grandmother lay with the palm of her hand pointing towards heaven. Her hand was rough after decades of hard work on the land and washing clothes in the grey water of the river’s glacier. He wrapped her hand carefully in both of his hands.

She had lost her husband in an accident on the mountain, and had also lost her father when she was young. Whenever these hands were not working, they would be holding a book. Until recently, she could quote the Qur’an word for word. She could hold her own in secret philosophical and religious discussions that she would have with the old preacher in town.
She opened her eyes slowly like a castle gate being raised. Even in this half-light her blue eyes were shining. Hani and his brothers had inherited her eyes. She loved teasing them that a soldier from the Macedonian army of Alexander the Great was one of their ancestors.

“Oh Hani, you’ve come to see me again,” she said in a trembling voice that had a hint of surprise in it, even though Hani was there every morning. Her smile reached her eyes, even though her lips were dry and her skin was tight and brittle over her facial bones. Her face bled easily even at the touch of wool.  

“There was no need you know. But thank you very much.” She paused and tried to lift herself slightly in the bed and leaned her head closer to him. 

“I need to tell you something, before it’s too late.”  The words burned Hani’s eyes and he turned to look at the fire.
“You’re very good to me, and you never complain. I really appreciate everything that you have ever done for me.” The effort of speaking these few words had sapped her strength and her head sank deep into the pillow.

“You remind me of your father every day.” She breathed deeply and laboriously and licked her lips again. 

“I was very proud of him when he was young, and everybody knew that he was a brave man.” She breathed deeply again.
“But what he did afterwards needed a very different kind of bravery. And I’m glad that you’re following his path. Don’t forget what you’ve learned.”  

A small sigh slipped from her mouth and Hani knew that she was in pain but that she was too proud to complain. She rubbed his eyes with his sleeve and reached for the bucket of water. At the same time he felt the contents of the secret pocket rubbing against his chest. He would have to wait before reading the latest letter.

 “Let me make you some tea and breakfast Namja,” he said, using her name formally to show respect. 

He poured the water carefully from the bucket into the bowl. The bowl was hanging above the fire which was fed with pieces of wood and dried yak manure. He dried an earthenware cup with a cloth and carefully lifted the fragile Jasmine leaves one by one with a spoon from the box on the shelf by the door, where the rest of the herbs were kept. His grandmother liked a handful of them in her cup and she used to suck them after drinking her tea. Before the water started to boil too fiercely, he filled the cup until the leaves floated on the surface and offered it to his grandmother who was looking at him.
Her hand trembled as she tried to lift the cup, so Hani lifted the cup carefully to her lips and placed his hand behind her head. He poured a little in her mouth like she had done for him fifteen years ago. His grandmother swallowed with difficulty and some tea gurgled over her lips and down her neck before Hani could wipe it with his sleeve. His grandmother smiled and placed her head back slowly as Hani took his hand away.  

“There we are,” she whispered, before closing her eyes and releasing a long breath so that her lips parted before closing again.

He set the cup on the floor. Hani cradled her head as tenderly as a mother would cradle a child to her bosom. He kissed her forehead. Hani released her and wrapped his hands around her hand again, and listened to her breath shortening and becoming more hushed until he was afraid of breathing himself, in case he missed a single sound. The leaves sank to the bottom of the cup and the tea went cold. And when his aunt stepped over the threshold, Hani’s cheeks were shiny and clean and the pain that had scarred his grandmother’s face for months had left.
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