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Prologue 

One day it would rise again, the Caliphate. Rise again beyond all doubt, all questions, 

all blame. And like a quiet, shaded and yet glorious sunrise, it would bring light, the 

pure, wonderful light of Allah, which would pour over the Occident and the Orient 

and destroy forever the darkness of sin, of error, of misbelief with its rays, its fire, its 

love. And as once many centuries ago, under the leadership of the four Rightly 

Guided Caliphs, it then would again reach from the coasts of southern Spain across 

northern Africa and Jerusalem all the way to the Holy Land of the two Most Sacred 

Sites where once Muhammad, the prophet of Allah, had received the verses of the 

Koran. And the power of this new Caliphate shall reach far further, from the Balkans 

past the shores of the Black Sea and past Mesopotamia all the way to the mighty 

mountain ranges of the Hindu Kush and the currents of the Indus. And it would gather 

all believers once more in the succession of the Prophet and give them comfort, 

comfort for humiliations suffered, for all the cruel pain of their ancestors, for the 

hunger, the disgrace, the hatred, the hopelessness. And risen again to the former 

power as once the Caliphates of the Umayyads and the Abbasids, the new Caliphate 

would drive out all infidels, all Christians, Jews and Hindus from its countries, would 

drown them in the salty seas of the oceans and burn them with the fire of atonement. 

And with them all the ruling dynasties and despots that now rule over the Holy 

Countries in fornication, intemperance, corruption and incompetence and all the 

while, every hour, every day, constantly feigning before the entire world to be ruling 

in the name of Allah, only to disparage Allah anew with every day. And like bitter, 

poisonous weeds these ruling families, for centuries entangled in lies and sin, would 

be rooted out, to burn in the fires of Allah for their worst, their dirtiest, their most evil 

deed: to have opened the country of the Two Holy Sites for those who come from the 

devil, for those who knew only money, mammon, dishonour, those who came from 

Satan’s country, from America, that fiendish country, the country of Christians and 

Jews, the country of the godless, the country that had once struck out to conquer the 

world and enslave the innocent, to abase the Muslims, steal their countries, bare the 

bodies of their women and desecrate, dishonour, dirty the name of Allah. And in this 

way the new, the resurrected Caliphate would prepare for the last of all fights, the 
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mother of all battles, and destroy America and its watchdog Europe, and to cast into 

eternal darkness the crusaders and merchant Jews for ever, without mercy, without 

forgiveness, unto the day when Allah gathers all countries for ever and back to the 

beginnings of time. 
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Arrival 

Thirty-eight days later, on the evening of October 19, they crossed the border from 

Uzbekistan in two dimmed helicopters. They were twelve men, like the disciples of 

Jesus Christ, and they had with them special uniforms, communication devices, 

explosives, small arms weapons, night vision gear and emergency rations for a week. 

Led by two officers and a master sergeant, they were specialists for revenge, for 

mechanised retribution, for atonement. They would come when all hope for peace 

had been eternally lost, and to the unit’s medical sergeant, Albert Ginovatti, it seemed 

they were angels of death with blackened faces, melted into the guts of two dark 

dragons whose heartbeat was the dull pulse of rotor blades. 

Through the night storm, the two helicopters flew down the Panjshir Valley. When 

the agreed landing time had come and gone, Albert saw their commander, Captain 

Miller, make his way hand over hand to the cockpit, where he began yelling 

something at one of the pilots above the noise, apparently to find out why they weren’t 

landing. Miller came back and informed the other men in a roar that turbulence above 

their designated landing site was too strong and that the second helicopter was no 

longer nearby, instead it was searching for a safe place to land elsewhere. 

Two hours later, the storm finally died down and allowed them to land. The pilots 

practically threw out Albert, Miller and the four other men along with their gear so 

they could take off again as quickly as possible to avoid rockets and grenade 

launchers. While the rataplan of the rotors died away in the distance, the men looked 

around. They were standing on a plateau of boulders, sand and rocks dipping in the 

faint light of stars. Around them loomed the silhouettes of the mountains that 

surrounded the plateau. A chill frost nipped at the men’s faces. There wasn’t a sound 

to be heard. 

“This is what Neil Armstrong must have felt like on the moon, after he stepped down 

from the landing module,” Albert said. People often called him Dottore because of 

his Italian ancestry. 

“Yes,” Miller said, “except that Armstrong knew for sure he wouldn’t be shot when 

he landed.” 
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“Armstrong didn’t know that. Maybe some extraterrestrials were lurking around, 

waiting to give him hell,” John said, one of the other men. 

“It’s too light for me here, boys,” Miller said. “Let’s get out of here!” 

They began to organise their equipment and get ready to move. Miller tried to contact 

the other half of his men and the CIA agents on his radio. Most likely they were still 

waiting at the designated landing site for the two helicopters. But he couldn’t 

establish a connection. Maybe they really had landed on the moon. After fifteen 

minutes the men saw a bright signal light in the distance that was flaring up at 

irregular intervals and seemed to be getting closer. They released the safety catches 

on their weapons. Through his night vision device, Miller recognised the silhouettes 

of four men. Finally he was relieved to hear familiar words. 

“Hi! I’m Buck,” a gigantic man of about fifty said to them. The man grinned as though 

he’d find a hanging or a shot to the head funny. “Someone must have caught us on 

the damned wrong foot a few weeks ago, don’t you think?” 

Captain Miller and Buck shook hands the way two businessmen do at the beginning 

of a promising cooperation. 

“You can say that again. But this time round, we’re going to catch the others on the 

damned wrong foot,” Miller said. Buck laughed like someone who would find his 

own incineration amusing. 

“I like you, boy.” 

Behind Buck, three other men were waiting, heavily armed and with long ammunition 

belts draped over their shoulders. They wore turbans and wide pants that were 

fluttering in the wind. 

“May I introduce you?” Buck said to Miller. “These are our Afghan hosts from the 

Northern Alliance: Deniz, Aziz, and Soram. We’ll be fighting with them. They’re 

practically lusting after Taliban blood.” 

He said something to the trio in an unfamiliar language, and they nodded drily and 

without showing emotion. 

Buck’s grin changed a bit. 

“You’ve gotten us into pretty hot water with your landing manoeuvre, by the way. 

For days now I’ve been telling our Afghan friends that we Americans can land our 

helicopters on a dime anywhere in the world, at any time of the day or night. All we 
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need is a stamp-sized flat place. And what do you go and do? You and your so-called 

precision helicopters drift miles off from the agreed rendezvous and then you separate 

on top of it.” 

“And what else did you tell our Afghan friends we’re allegedly capable of?” Miller 

asked. 

“All in good time,” Buck said. “First let’s get away from this inhospitable place and 

to our quarters. It’ll just be a longer hike than planned.” 

“We didn’t fly the damned things,” Miller said. “Do you have any idea where the 

other helicopter is?” 

“Yeah,” Buck said, “it landed about two miles north of here. We have another team 

on the way there already.” 

They marched to Astaneh, a village in the northern part of the Panjshir Valley, where 

the other six men showed up not much later. They were all met there by more Afghan 

warriors who drove them in old Russian jeeps to one of the neighbouring valleys, 

where they stopped in the early morning light at an assembly of several simple 

houses. Buck’s CIA team was already installed in one of them. Most of the rooms 

were bursting with communications technology, laptops and other equipment. Miller 

and his men were assigned one of the other houses. The furniture was Spartan and 

consisted of camp beds, tables and chairs. But every room had a cosy oven and plenty 

of firewood. 

Buck said, “Okay, make yourselves comfortable. In half an hour you’re expected in 

the house across from here for a meal. Our Afghan friends have cooked us a warm 

breakfast. You have to get used to the hot Afghan cuisine, but it beats ordinary army 

grub hands down, I think. Tomorrow morning I’ll introduce you to one of the 

commanders of the Northern Alliance.” 

After Buck left, Miller and his men stood around feeling a bit lost, like statues in a 

museum that someone had moved this way and that. Finally John said, “When we 

took off, Colonel Holland said we were going to be camping in the open at pretty 

nasty temperatures for the next weeks, and now we’re practically in a hotel with full 

board. They really took us for a ride, boy.” 

“The army has never known what the CIA was up to, and vice versa, isn’t that so?” 

Albert said. 
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“We’ll be lying around in some mountain valley freezing our balls off and catching 

pneumonia sooner than you think,” Miller said. “So enjoy the luxury here as long as 

you can.” 

A First Conversation 

Mrs Smith, where shall we begin? With this mysterious phone call from Pakistan a 

year ago? 

I don’t know. 

Then let us begin with you. When and where were you born, how did you grow up? 

I was born in Afghanistan in 1955, near Kabul. My father was a rich business 

man. As a child he herded my grandfather’s goats on the plains, but later he 

earned his money as a contractor. Despite our relative wealth, my childhood 

was that of most Muslim girls, we were mostly cute pets in dresses and veils. 

But at least I was able to visit a secondary school and even begin to study 

medicine in Kabul. 

That was possible back then? 

Yes, girls and women could get an education too, the state supported this in 

any case, even if it was otherwise a fairly repressive regime. It was more the 

families who resisted. 

Which means? 

It was very difficult for my mother and me to get my very traditional father 

to accept my studying. My mother always said to my father: If you constantly 

spend money for stones and concrete, you can pay for our daughter to study as 

well. In the end she brought my father around. He consoled himself with the 

thought that he would then at least have a personal physician. 

How were your years at university? 

Bizarre. In those days, Afghanistan was a country of many contradictions. 

On the one hand, the government was fighting down communists and the 
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radical Islam with great brutality, on the other hand, the country was opening 

up socially. Hippies from all over Europe and America came because of the 

hashish and because they thought it was so “cool” here. Then they lay on the 

ground half dead or actually dead in Kabul and the surrounding areas. That was 

more than a small problem. 

And how did you end up coming to Great Britain? 

We had to flee in 1978, when the communists came to power, and went to 

London. There I was able to finish my degree in medicine and I found work as 

a doctor in a hospital. 

And then you married? 

Yes. I got to know Thomas, my husband I mean, a policeman, at the hospital, 

where he was an inpatient for a few days after an accident. We were attracted 

to each other, but had to meet in secret, only my mother knew about us. My 

father would never have given his permission. He was still of the opinion that 

if he couldn’t marry me to the son of one of his past nomad and livestock friends 

as promised, only an Afghan and Muslim could even be considered for me. 

And how did this end? 

I finally moved out from my parents’ home and Thomas and I married in 

secret. When my father finally found out, he was so enraged, but my mother 

told him he could choose between feeling angry or calming down and living a 

few years more. Ironically it wasn’t my father, but my mother, who died not 

much later, a short time after Christian was born. 

That’s your son? 

Yes, my son. 

Which is why you’re here. 

Yes. 

Fine. Before we speak about that, how did things go on with your father? 
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Of course my father moved in with us, he wasn’t even able to care for 

himself. He would have starved in front of a full refrigerator. He never really 

felt at home in England, and the grief over his wife’s death changed him deeply. 

His room in our apartment soon looked more like the inside of a nomad’s tent, 

he covered the walls with draperies and carpets, drank tea constantly and read 

the Koran. 

So basically Afghanistan in one room? 

Yes. At some point he stopped going out at all and hardly spoke with us 

anymore. Only towards Christian he was very outgoing. Christian was always 

allowed into his room, and my father read him verses from the Koran and fairy 

tales in Pashto. And Christian always listened very patiently, even if he 

understood nothing at the beginning. Perhaps my father’s deep, smoky voice 

attracted him at first, I don’t know. Then we brought Christian up bilingually, 

meaning in English and Pashto, which was my language as well. After a few 

years I could speak English reasonably well, but Christian soon spoke both 

languages fluently. 

Okay, let’s get to the phone call you spoke about when you asked for a meeting. When 

did this phone call from Afghanistan come? 

Please, not today, I’m not ready for that yet. Perhaps next time. 

Then let’s do it that way. I wish you a good week. 

The Maimed of Allah 

The first one who entered had only one eye. The second was missing a leg, but he 

limped into the room undaunted with his wooden leg right behind the first one. The 

third even lacked both; Russian shrapnel had shattered one leg and one eye many 

years ago. The fourth, finally, had one arm too few and on the other hand, thumb and 

index finger were missing. Then their number was complete, the maimed of Allah, as 

they sometimes called themselves: Mullah Omar, Supreme Leader of the Taliban, 
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Muhammad Hassan Rahmani, the governor of Kandahar, Mullah Nuruddin Turabi, 

the Minister of Justice and Achmed Nutassi, a high commander on the northern front. 

They sat down on embroidered pillows that were lying on the floor. Nuruddin Turabi 

took a bit longer to manoeuvre his way down to this low seat with his stiff leg. He 

said, “Omar, you're going to be the death of me with your low pillows. Please have a 

chair for me next time.” 

“Forgive me, Nuruddin, next time you shall have your chair,” said Omar. 

“You say that every time,” Nuruddin replied. 

It was afternoon and one of Omar’s body guards, cartridge belts around his body and 

a Soviet officer’s gun at his right side, brought in a tray with tea and sugar. The four 

men helped themselves. 

“It’s nice to know,” said Nuruddin after taking a sip, “that your guard can make such 

good tea as well. What happened to your personal servant? Don’t you like his tea 

anymore?” 

Omar tasted the tea as well and put down his glass on the small table in front of him. 

“Samil is sick. I told him to stay home until he’s better.” Omar’s left, healthy eye 

glinted angrily to Nuruddin. The right eyelid had been sewn shut. So that you could 

think, sometimes, that Omar was winking at you conspiratorially, thought Nuruddin. 

But Omar never winked at anyone for any reason. 

“You’re normally not that benevolent to your people,” the Minister of Justice threw 

back. “There were times when I thought you would ask me to throw one or two of 

them into prison for laziness.” 

“Samil,” said Omar, “was running a fever and was just stumbling around in front of 

me. When he nearly spilled hot tea on my leg, I told him: go home until the fever is 

gone. It’s bad enough that the Russians burned half my back. I don’t need my legs or 

something else burned on top of it.” 

“Oh?” said Hassan, the governor of Kandahar. “You’ve never told us about your back 

before.” 

Omar made a dismissive gesture with his hand. “We aren’t gathered here to talk about 

tea or my back.” 

He looked over at Achmed Nutassi. Nutassi had been silent up to now and had only 

sipped his tea once. Now he said drily: 
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“The mongrels from America have landed in the north.” 

There was a short pause. As if they were all considering how to chase away these 

mongrels again. 

After a while, Nuruddin said, “Didn’t Osama tell us they wouldn’t come before next 

spring? Because they aren’t stupid enough to attack us in the highlands in winter?” 

Omar looked at Nuruddin searchingly. An oppressive pause ensued. 

Then Hassan asked, “If you want to discuss military questions with us, where is our 

Minister of Defence?” 

Omar answered without dropping his gaze at Nuruddin, “I’m well aware of 

Obaidullah’s opinion. He would gladly die for Osama. What I want to hear now is 

your opinions.” 

Omar continued to look at Nuruddin. Apparently he was wondering what his Minister 

of Justice was going to say next that he wouldn’t like. 

“So, Nuruddin, what’s your opinion? What should we do now?” 

Nuruddin didn’t hesitate. 

“Send Osama out of the country. His war is not our war. He hates America, he hates 

the regime in his own country, and he thinks if he attacks America, he can unleash an 

uprising in his country and cause the regime to totter. That’s muddleheaded. And we 

shouldn’t forget that the Saudis helped us a lot for a long time. Why should we protect 

the enemy of our friends? Send him away and the Americans will leave us alone. Let 

us serve Allah in our own country, we don’t need a great war that will destroy this 

country even further. Osama doesn’t care about Afghanistan. He may have given us 

money, even a lot of money, but he doesn’t love us.” 

Omar stroked his beard. Then he said quietly, as though he were telling a secret out 

loud: 

“Osama helped Afghanistan in its battle against Russia, so you really can’t say he 

doesn’t care about our country. And if we fought together with him against the infidel 

Russians, why shouldn’t we be able to fight against the infidel Americans together as 

well. America is the eternal enemy of Islam.” 

“The Russians wanted our country, and we prevented that. The Americans don’t want 

our country, they want Osama. They want revenge. Send him away. Or extradite him.” 

Omar moved his one-eyed gaze from Nuruddin and looked at Hassan. 
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“We are Pashtuns,” Hassan said. “When a Pashtun offers his hospitality, he doesn’t 

throw his guest out again just because an infidel demands it. And Osama wants to 

establish the Caliphate. So that Allah’s will can be done from the Occident to the 

Orient as in times past. That may be a dream, but it is a dream worth fighting for. 

When Muhammad sallied forth with his small horde of men, the mighty laughed at 

him too. But Muhammad and his followers swept them away, and of their taunts, 

nothing but white bones remained.” 

A smile seemed to glide over Omar’s face. As if his burnt back was suddenly 

miraculously healed. 

Nuruddin said, “When the Caliphate arrives, a Caliph far away in Damascus or 

wherever will subjugate our country just like the other great Caliph’s realms have 

done in the past.” 

Omar instructed Nuruddin to be silent. Because Nutassi had not yet spoken and it was 

his turn. The commander at the most important front, over the most men. 

Nutassi said, “The Americans can’t fight. As soon as they have a few dead 

themselves, they turn soft and withdraw. Let us fight this holy war to the glory of 

Allah. With His help, we will win.” 

In the meantime it had become dark outside. No one in the room had turned on a 

light. The four men sat across from each other and tried to read each other’s thoughts 

in the barely visible faces. 

After a while, Omar broke the silence. 

“Well then, two of you are in favour of fighting the Americans, one is against it. I’ve 

already told you what our Minister of Defence thinks. He wants to fight as well.” 

Nuruddin asked, “What is your own opinion, Omar?” 

Omar stroked his beard and remained silent for a while. Then he said, “You know 

that I tried to restrain Osama from constantly threatening the Americans a few years 

ago. Well, that was long ago. History took a different path and Allah rewarded 

Osama’s course of action. He belongs to us, and he is my daughter’s husband. I am 

his daughter’s husband. He is our guest. If someone invades our country and demands 

one of our guests, he will receive nothing but death. Allah is kind to those who fear 

him. We fear Allah alone, not the Americans.” 



18 

The others could make out Omar’s hand gestures in the dark. The meeting was over, 

they were dismissed. 

When they were outside, Nuruddin softly asked Hassan, “Are we prepared to fight 

this war?” 

Hassan was silent for a moment. Then he said, “I think we are prepared to die. That 

should be enough.” 

Bismillah Khan 

On the morning of October 21, Buck introduced Captain Miller and his men to a local 

commander of the Afghan Northern Alliance called Bismillah Khan. 

“Here are the boys I promised you, Bismillah. They’ve got fire up their butts,” Buck 

said. He peered at Bismillah’s face like a dermatologist searching for signs of skin 

cancer. Bismillah scrutinised the newcomers. 

“Can you even ride?” he asked tauntingly. “We don’t have subways or buses around 

here, you know. And no Rent-a-Car either.” 

“Just put them on some donkeys if there’s an emergency,” Buck said. “In any case 

they’re all damned good at firework displays.” 

“Then show me your fireworks first thing tomorrow morning,” Bismillah said. 

At seven the next morning, Miller and three of his men rode with an Afghan guide 

and an officer of Bismillah’s on donkeys and horses for several hours, traversing 

various valleys on hidden paths until they came close to a larger camp where the 

Taliban had apparently been drawing together several hundred warriors in the last 

weeks. Miller and his men felt so ill from swaying back and forth on the animals that 

it took almost fifteen minutes after getting down from the donkeys and horses before 

they had found their legs. 

“Good thing the Taliban isn’t attacking us just now,” Bismillah’s officer joked in 

nearly unintelligible English. 

Miller and his men looked through binoculars at the camp. It was secured by machine 

guns, flak, sandbags and field guns. They identified its geographic position with GPS 

and placed a laser marker on the camp. Then Miller, like a sort of shaman, muttered 
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a mysterious combination of animal names, single letters and numbers into his radio. 

He lit a cigarette and said to Bismillah’s officer, who was looking at him searchingly: 

“Just wait, the firework display is being put together as we speak.” 

Forty-five minutes later they suddenly heard whirring and whooshing, but saw neither 

a plane nor anything else. Then there were several huge detonations and parts of the 

Taliban’s flak and field guns flew thirty feet into the air. Bismillah’s officer watched 

with his mouth agape. 

“That’s Navy fireworks,” Miller said. “F-18 combat jets from one of our aircraft 

carriers in the Indian Ocean.” Then he added, “Watch, it gets better. Next come the 

Air Force boys, then it’s really going to go boom.” 

And indeed, more bombs rained down with ghostlike precision on the Taliban camp 

moments later. Miller and his men watched the spectacle through their binoculars as 

if from a circus grandstand. Bomb after bomb pulverised dozens of vehicles and 

hundreds of Taliban warriors. Miller showed Bismillah’s officer the barely 

recognisable silhouettes and vapour trails of the eight-engined B-52 Stratofortresses 

that were launching laser-guided bombs from an incredible height. The way you show 

a child angels in the sky, or your friend a beautiful women strolling by. 

“See, that’s them. They’re sending their best wishes from New York.” 

And Bismillah’s officer nodded his bearded head as though he were already seeing 

victory floating down from the heavens above, victory over the Taliban he hated. 

“Hey, Captain,” John said, “my eight-year-old nephew doesn’t do a better job when 

he’s blowing up Japs on his computer. I can see myself getting used to this type of 

work.” 

“Sure,” Miller said, “we’ll get used to it. But maybe not too much.” 

“You guys can really shoot off some fine fireworks,” Bismillah said when they were 

back and his officer had reported everything. “But that was a big target. The problem 

is all those small Taliban outposts in the valleys throughout the mountains. Can you 

set off tiny little fireworks too? Exactly where you need them?” 

“Yes, we can do that too,” Miller said. 

“Fine. When do you plan to get going again?” Bismillah asked. 

“The day after tomorrow,” said Miller. “Tomorrow we need to rest a little and check 

our equipment.” 
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“Okay, day after tomorrow then,” Bismillah said and walked off in his baggy Afghan 

trousers. 

Later that night Miller and his men met with Buck to have dinner. The Afghan 

personnel assigned to them had cooked rice and meat. Like Buck said, it was a well-

spiced meal, a bit hot, but tasty and plentiful. When they had eaten their fill and were 

getting ready for bed, John suddenly stood before Miller in full gear, carrying one of 

the tents they had brought. Buck was still in the room too and looked at the two of 

them questioningly. 

John said to Miller, “Captain, requesting permission to pitch a tent outside with 

Rutger as of immediately. We don’t want to get too civilised in these overheated 

Afghan guesthouses.” 

“Oh John, not again,” Miller said. “Why can’t you ever accept a different 

environment than the one originally planned for?” 

“Sir,” John said, “I was trained for the rough life outdoors, not for warm rooms little 

old ladies like.” 

Miller thought about it. 

“Okay John, get out of here. But place the tent so it isn’t immediately visible, then 

you can help us in case of a surprise flank attack. And I want to see you here for roll 

call at zero six hundred hours sharp every morning.” 

“Yes, sir,” John said and disappeared. 

Buck seemed quite surprised. He asked Miller, “Why do you allow the group to be 

fragmented like this? He might end up with pneumonia out there when it gets colder.” 

Miller grinned. 

“Well, with those two out there, we have pretty good guards if anyone tries to attack 

us at night. I mean, do you know who is sitting behind the next hill in this huge 

valley?” 

Buck said, “I don’t buy it, Miller. You look too plain thoughtful for that to be the 

explanation.” 

Miller replied, “Just between you and me, John isn’t much of a human being. He’s an 

animal that needs to be outdoors. He gets sick when he has to be in a house too long. 

Sometimes I think he’s just a machine. I don’t know much about what he did before 

he joined our unit, but there’s a rumour that when his contingent was cut off in 
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Mogadishu in 1993, he hid in a cellar for two weeks until he was able to get back to 

the other units, the only man from his contingent to make it. I have no idea how he 

survived in that cellar, what he ate or drank. He’s my sharpshooter. He can shoot a 

tooth out of your mouth or rip your chest to bits, all he needs is an order. But I 

requested a replacement for him anyway, I don’t really think John’s psychologically 

fit for this assignment. But my superiors turned me down.” 

Buck was cracking his joints as if he was realigning the bones in his hand. “I don’t 

have a good feeling about that man.” 

Miller answered, “I don’t either. But the military isn’t for people who suck up to each 

other. And neither is the CIA, that’s for sure.” 

Buck asked, “Does John know about this? That you didn’t really want him?” 

“I don’t think so,” Miller said. 

“You don’t think so…,” Buck replied. 

“In the Army,” Miller said, “you can only believe and guess, you never actually know. 

Nowadays we don’t even know when the enemy is dead and when he’s not. Our 

grandfathers had an easier time of it in World War Two, maybe. They were still killing 

their enemies face to face, not by remote control like we do.” 

“Well,” Buck said, “then let us hope that you will keep this animal machine John 

under control, whether by hand or by remote control.”  

“We lost control of our machines long ago,” Miller said. He lay down on his mat. 

“Whatever. I’ve got to sleep, it’s been a long day. Good night.” 

“Good night,” Buck said. 

A Phone Call from Pakistan 

Mrs Smith, today you wanted to tell me something about that phone call. What 

happened? 

I’ll have to give you some background to explain that. 

Yes, please do. 
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Well, when my son turned sixteen, he became more and more interested in 

my origins, in Afghanistan, in Islam. 

Did that unsettle you? 

Not at first. Why should it? After all, I didn’t want the memory of my home 

country to get lost in our family. My father died when Christian was ten. The 

next five years or so, Christian wasn’t at all interested in the “old stories”, as 

he called them. He stopped speaking Pashto with me, which was very hard on 

me. But as I said, all of this changed overnight when he turned sixteen. He 

wanted to hear more about my home country again and he wanted to speak 

Pashto most of the time, and I had to tell him everything about our family. I did 

that gladly, of course. But when he started telling me he wanted to travel to 

Afghanistan, the country of his forefathers, as soon as he was of age, I was 

appalled. 

What did you tell him? And when did this happen? 

It was in 1998. I told him Afghanistan is a country of war, violence and pain, 

and that he shouldn’t travel there. Perhaps one day, but not now. 

And how did this end? 

At some point he understood that Afghanistan was not a good choice. In part 

because the Taliban had come to power in the mid-nineties. That scared him off 

back then. But shortly after his eighteenth birthday, he heard about a leprosy 

organisation in Pakistan that also looked after a great many Afghan refugees in 

western Pakistan, which is on the border to my own country. So he went there. 

Of course they took him with the greatest pleasure because of his languages. 

With heavy hearts, we were forced to let him go. The organisation he joined 

was professional, that’s true, but honestly, who really wants their child to fight 

leprosy. 

And did he sometimes visit home? 

Yes, about every six months he came for a few weeks. He’s changed 

completely, had become more mature and more experienced, of course, but also 
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more bitter in the face of all the suffering he encountered daily and which he 

didn’t want to discuss with us at all. He did tell us, though, about an older 

woman down there, a doctor from Germany. Christian said, it was incredible 

what this woman achieved, and how she kept the organisation going. 

Do you remember the name of this woman? 

Sister Martha, I think that was her name. At least that’s what he always called 

her. 

What happened then? 

After 9/11 we were very worried, of course, because Pakistan too could 

become a war zone overnight. We tried to reach him down there by telephone. 

For days we couldn’t get through at all. The international phone lines were 

sizzling. When we did finally reach him, he told us to our dismay that he was 

going to ignore the recommendations of the Foreign Office and remain in the 

camp in Pakistan, along with a few others, among them Sister Martha, who he 

apparently admired a great deal. His place was now there, he said, where there 

would soon be countless war refugees after the expected invasion of the US. 

On 21 October 2001, the mission where my son was working informed us by 

telegram that Christian had disappeared and had probably been kidnapped. 

Did anyone demand a ransom? 

Yes, there were even two demands. One at the end of October, it was repeated 

a week later. They wanted 500.000 dollars. My husband and I didn’t have 

anywhere near that kind of money. 

Did the kidnappers say which group or sect they belonged to? 

No, there were no political or religious statements whatsoever. The Foreign 

Office told us they were probably nothing but criminals who were after the 

money. Despite the temporal proximity to 9/11. Criminals who wanted, 

perhaps, to exploit the fact that the authorities were completely overtaxed by 

events. 

That must have been terrible for you. 
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How would you feel if you found out your son had suddenly disappeared 

and, because of the circumstances surrounding this disappearance, there is very 

little hope. You stop living, you’re reduced to nothing more than a limping 

clockwork in some corner. 

The Sheik’s Favourite Film 

“Wasim, your talent is required again.” 

Wasim grabbed his tool kit and climbed down the little embankment to the sheik’s 

clay hut. The two body guards out front let him in without controlling him. Because 

Wasim was a body guard as well. Only this afternoon he was finally off duty and he 

had just lain down to get some sleep when the call to the sheik’s hut had reached him. 

“It’s the generator again,” one of the guards at the door informed Wasim. “Hurry up, 

he needs electricity.” 

Wasim entered the hut. A flickering kerosine lamp illuminated the interior. The sheik 

lay on the bed fully dressed, next to him a dialysis machine and in front of him a 

television with video recorder. 

“Salam aleikum,” Wasim said. 

“Aleikum salam,” the sheik answered without looking at him. He wore a green 

camouflage jacket over his white robe. Only his lower left arm was visible. That was 

where the tubes of the dialysis machine entered his body. 

Then the sheik said, “Normally Russian technology works better than this, but this 

time I think it’s something serious. But I need clean blood again. And I want to watch 

my video.” 

Wasim said, “Sheik, I will see what can be done.” 

He took some tools out of the case and opened up the generator. Sometimes when he 

saw all these tools before him, he imagined taking his screwdriver and plunging it 

into the man across from him. Just like that. The best would be the place where the 

liver was. He didn’t know why this agonising notion visited him again and again. He 

didn’t dare talk about it with anyone. He loved the sheik. Never would he kill him. 
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After five minutes, the generator was up and running. You could hear the buzz of the 

dialysis machine and the humming of the video recorder. The sheik stared at the 

images the video was showing. He’d been doing that for weeks, every single day he 

watched the same video for at least an hour. He called it his film of grace. As though 

he were searching for scenes or details he’s missed so far. It was beginning to unsettle 

his guards. 

Wasim packed everything into his tool box and prepared to leave. Suddenly he heard 

the sheik say, “Stay a little while longer, Wasim. Sit down by me on this chair.” 

Wasim sat down on the chair. You had to obey the sheik. 

Both were silent. The sheik stared at the images the video was showing, and Wasim 

stared at the screen as well. These images forced you to stare. 

“You are great, Sheik, wise and great,” Wasim said. He usually said the same thing 

when he was with the sheik. Nothing else would pass his lips. 

“No. I am not great, only Allah is,” the sheik answered. “Look at these images closely. 

Never could the two planes have destroyed the two building completely on their own. 

Only the top twenty or thirty stories would have burned out. And yet Allah allowed 

the buildings to collapse entirely. With nothing else could He have rewarded us 

more.” 

Wasim nodded. Others in the camp had told him the towers collapsed because the 

enormous heat caused by the burning aeroplane’s kerosine had bent the steel beams. 

The sheik knew this as well. But since Allah caused or prevented everything in this 

world, it was nonetheless Allah’s work. The reward for the courageous act the 

airplane hijackers had executed in their fight against the infidels. 

Suddenly Wasim said: “What are we going to do now, Sheik?” 

He was surprised by his own question. It was a dangerous question. Because it was 

an unwritten law that the sheik always knew what to do next. Which made questions 

sound almost like betrayal. 

But they’d been in this camp for weeks, they’d trained, eaten, slept, trained. Everyone 

knew that the Americans had already landed in the north. Taliban commanders were 

reporting the first air raids up there. Nothing devastating yet, but everyone understood 

that this was only the beginning. They were “warming up” their weapons, as their 

camp commander said. But no one in the encampment seemed to have a plan for what 
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to do next. Nobody was giving sensible orders. Besides training, they were supposed 

to clean their weapons all the time, that was all. As if cleaned Kalashnikovs and 2 cm 

Flak could achieve more against the modern fighter bombers of the Americans than 

dirty ones. And the sheik too only ever said, “Hold yourselves at the ready.” 

That was why Wasim had blurted out this question, “What are we going to do now, 

Sheik?” 

The sheik stopped the video with his remote. For a while he stared quietly off into 

the distance. As seemed he was listening to the swishing dialysis machine that cleaned 

his blood three times a week. Like a constantly running little brook in paradise. 

Then he said, “Allah has given everyone his own place in this battle against the 

infidels. And patience is the virtue of all holy warriors.” 

Once more there was a long silence. It seemed the sheik was considering carefully 

what other virtues a holy warrior should have. Suddenly the generator began to rattle 

again. 

Wasim got up from his chair and reopened his tool box. He took out a screwdriver. 

He felt the cold steel in his hand. He clutched the handle so hard with his fist as 

though he were afraid someone wanted to take this screwdriver away. Then suddenly 

everything happened very quickly. Wasim turned around quickly. Towards the sheik. 

He rammed the tool into the sheik’s stomach. Once, twice, again and again. Into the 

liver. If the liver was torn up, he couldn’t be saved. No one could operate and fix that. 

Wasim had learned that in the camps. If you have a knife and want to kill someone, 

go for the liver. Wasim stabbed the sheik in the stomach like a crazed man. Blood 

was splattering into his face. 

Then Wasim heard a voice from far away: 

“Wasim, what’s the matter? Wasim…” 

It was the sheik’s voice. Wasim was still standing before the tool box with the 

screwdriver in his hand. He came back to his senses. 

“Wasim, what’s going on? 

Wasim opened up the generator again and tightened a screw. The generator stopped 

jerking. 

When Wasim was placing the screwdriver back into the tool box, the sheik said, 

“Wasim, do you want to tell me something?” 
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Wasim dropped to his knees. He couldn’t help himself. He lay face down on this 

stomach. Before the sheik’s bed. Then he blurted out, “Sheik, over and over I’m 

haunted by the horrible mental picture of killing you, of stabbing you with a tool or 

a knife. Although no one has ordered me to do so. Although I love and venerate you.” 

Now he’d said it. It just had to be said. Wasim felt free. The other body guards could 

come now and execute him behind the hut. He didn’t care. 

Then he heard the sheik’s voice, “You aren’t the only one that imagines killing me. If 

it is Allah’s will that you or someone else kills me one day, then it will come to pass. 

But this day has not yet arrived. Go out now and prepare yourself for the battle against 

the Americans, like all the others.” 

Wasim got up, took his tool box and left the tent. He would love the sheik forever. 

Love him until the day when they all, the sheik, Wasim and the others in the camp, 

would enter the realm of memory as holy warriors. Without fear, without hatred, 

without sorrow. To receive in the gardens of paradise the breath of Allah forever, the 

eternally Almighty, the Redeemer of all our debts. 

Blood Vengeance 

Two days later, Miller, John, Rutger and Albert, the medical sergeant, got underway 

in the morning. This time Buck, the CIA man, came along too. A half-rusted Soviet 

helicopter, shot down over a decade ago by the Mujahideen and repaired, brought 

them swaying to a distant valley, and it seemed to the men as if the world here 

narrowed down entirely to stone, ice, wind and cold. At times the helicopter seemed 

nearly to touch the slopes of the mountains with its thrashing rotor blades. Miller was 

glad when the Afghan pilot told him in broken English that he had to land now, 

because the valley was becoming too narrow to fly through. Green with nausea, the 

men climbed out of the helicopter.  

John said: “Seems we’re just here to puke, Captain. I already upchucked everything 

two days ago because of the damned donkey ride.” 

“Maybe we are here just to puke,” Rutger said to John, “but there are still a few 

bastards here who should eat our puke.” 
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“If anyone needs a pill against nausea…,” Albert said. 

“I don’t need your poison,” John replied to Albert. 

They checked their equipment and got ready to decamp. Half an hour later, two 

Afghan guides showed up as arranged, Kadir and Abdullah. Neither one of them 

spoke any English, but Buck was able to make himself understood with cascades of 

exotic words and hand signals. As if he were haggling in an oriental bazaar. 

“The first objective is about five miles south of here on a plateau, a Taliban control 

post,” Buck said. “Kadir and Abdullah will lead you there. If all goes as planned, to 

other objectives as well. I’ll get you here in three days with the helicopter.” 

“Okay, then let’s show them some New York fireworks as well,” Miller commented. 

They got on their way. After about an hour’s march across difficult territory, they 

reached the plateau where a Taliban post had been erected behind sandbags and stone 

walls. It was securing the earth road that led across the plateau. Again Miller’s men 

marked the post with their lasers, again a US bomber came about an hour later and 

pulverised everything in a matter of minutes as if an evil sorcerer had sent his hot 

breath across a collection of paper figurines that now fell apart into ashes and glowing 

dust. 

Then they moved on to the next objective. Miller and his men soon had the feeling to 

be nothing more than a sort of heavily armed and camouflaged group of surveyors 

that were moving through a country they didn’t know, determining coordinates, 

setting laser markers and calling their flying friends to come. Since they had to 

assume that the Taliban would become more careful with every one of these attacks 

and would be sending out more reconnaissance patrols as well, they operated only at 

night after the first day, using their infrared night vision equipment. During the day 

they hid out in caves or crevices, which their guide knew plenty of. 

When they met up with Buck and the helicopter three days later as planned at the 

prearranged spot, Buck exchanged a few words with Abdullah after their greetings. 

A while later Buck was cracking his left index finger with his right hand. Then he 

said to Miller: 

“Captain, Abdullah says there is one more objective in a valley east of here, about 

three miles off, a Taliban village from which they send regular reconnaissance teams 
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and also violently recruit new men into service from the surrounding villages. Can 

we take care of that before we fly back?” 

“Sure we can,” Miller said to Buck. 

“This time I’ll come along,” Buck said. 

“Can you manage that, Buck?” Albert asked. As a doctor, he was a bit worried. 

“I may be twenty years older than you, Doc,” Buck grinned, “but a stroll in healthy 

mountain air, every once in a while, can’t hurt.” 

They climbed grunting up a valley, over dirt tracks and scree slopes, along mountain 

brooks to finally reach the village after two hours. It consisted of several clay and 

stone huts, and Miller saw some children playing on a small open area when he 

checked out the village through his binoculars. He lowered the binoculars and stared 

up at the sky for a while, deep in thought. As though he were already expecting the 

bombers, long before he had radioed the target coordinates. 

“Captain,” John asked, “is there something wrong?” 

“I’m fine, John,” Miller said, “I was just feeling dizzy for a moment after the long 

climb.” 

“Didn’t know,” John said, “they made you captain if you got dizzy that quick.” 

“Is everything okay with you guys?" Buck asked. 

“Everything’s fine, Buck,” Miller said. “Is that the village?” 

“That’s the village,” Buck said. 

Miller took the GPS-coordinates and said to John, “Laser-mark that big building at 

the right end of the village.” He didn’t say that this building was as far away as 

possible from the children he’d seen. It was pointless anyway, the children would die 

in any case, the bombs would send debris flying further than that. Then Miller 

requested the attack. For the next half hour, he avoided looking through the 

binoculars, which surprised John because usually Miller would stare through those 

two pieces of glass until the bombs came. As if he didn’t want to miss anything. 

When they were on their way back an hour later, Miller said: “Buck, don’t get me 

wrong, but there’s something not quite right about that village we just destroyed. I 

don’t think that was a Taliban village. Maybe Abdullah got it wrong.” 

“It wasn’t a Taliban village,” Buck said as if he were talking about the weather. “But 

Abdullah didn’t get it wrong either.” 
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Miller stopped dead in his tracks and stared at Buck in surprise. 

“What does that mean?” 

“It was a village with which Abdullah’s family has been fighting a blood feud for 

three generations. He guided you for three days under the condition that we would 

destroy this village for him. Guiding us is putting his life in danger. If the Taliban get 

a hold of him, he and his family are no more than a pile of flesh. This was the 

condition he named.” 

Miller couldn’t get another word across his lips. He suddenly had the feeling the gear 

on his back and on his side was so heavy he would fall over any moment. He stuttered: 

“The village, the children… all because of a blood feud?” 

Buck looked at him for a long while. Then he said: 

“New York, Miller. Don’t ever forget New York!” 

Miller was still starring at Buck in disbelief. Then he rubbed his face with his hand 

and said, as if he too were talking about the weather: 

“Right. New York.” 

They carried on in the direction of the helicopter landing place. 

An Expensive Flight 

What happened then? After you received the ransom demands? 

Well, the Foreign Office was completely overworked in the weeks after 9/11, 

of course, because of the British casualties, the political implications of the 

attacks, the dangers of travel and so forth. But they did everything they could 

to try to help me, we had a hot line straight to the Foreign Office. But after the 

second ransom demand, contact with the kidnappers was severed, there were 

no more demands. We didn’t even know when and where exactly the money 

was supposed to be brought or sent. 

Would the Foreign Office have paid this high sum? 

I honestly don’t know. The officers said time and again that everything 

humanly possible would be done to save Christian’s life. Probably they really 
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would have paid. But in the end, the question remained theoretical, because as 

I said, we heard nothing more from the kidnappers. 

What did the Foreign Office think that meant? 

Of course they told us it was a bad sign. Maybe the kidnappers had fought 

amongst themselves, maybe Christian was already dead. It was terrible, of 

course. 

And what did you do then? 

I’d pretty well decided to fly down myself at that point. I told myself I 

couldn’t sit around at home and I wasn’t about to give up hope either. 

And your husband? 

He wanted to come along, of course, but at the time he was very sick, and 

besides he would have attracted attention as a western foreigner right away, so 

that would have been much too risky. 

So you flew to Pakistan all alone, and as a woman into the middle of a patriarchal 

world? 

I wasn’t entirely alone. I have an elder brother there who had stayed in 

Afghanistan and had fled to Pakistan several years after the Russian occupation. 

He built up a small new existence for himself in one of the border towns. 

How did you get to Pakistan? 

Actually it wasn’t as difficult as I thought to get a flight. The European and 

American airlines of course cancelled all flights to Pakistan after 9/11, or they 

reduced them dramatically. The not entirely unjustified fear was that a war 

would break out, not only in Afghanistan, but in its neighbouring country as 

well. But PIA, meaning Pakistan International Airlines, of course continued to 

fly, and suddenly there were lots of free seats on their planes because almost all 

Europeans and Americans cancelled their flights to Pakistan after 9/11. So I 

flew from London to Karachi with PIA. 

And the security controls in the airports? 
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People were only worried about European, American and of course Israeli 

planes, but surprisingly, no one thought twice about Pakistani planes. We were 

basically waved through, which was a good thing since I had a lot of cash with 

me. 

How much? 

Fifty thousand dollars. 

Where did the money come from? 

My father had saved up a small fortune in Afghanistan, some of it in foreign 

currencies. Money we were luckily able to bring with us to England. 

But that would never have been enough to pay the ransom. 

I was aware of that. I just flew down there with as much money as possible 

in order to find my child. 

And in Karachi? When you arrived in Pakistan? Didn’t they put you through a 

thorough check? 

Yes, it was difficult in Karachi. Since I had a British passport by then, my 

Afghan passport had expired long ago, so the border official waved me into a 

back room at the airport. A secret service agent was sitting there, and a police 

man as well. They wanted to know what brought me to Pakistan, now that 

practically no one from Western Europe came to the country anymore because 

of the attacks. They found my visit very suspicious. I told them the truth and 

they let me go. It did, however, cost me two thousand dollars to get their best 

wishes along the way. But I had to get into Pakistan, there was no other way. 

That was a pretty expensive landing. 

Actually I’d expected worse. I was lucky the two of them even let me in. 

And what happened then? 

As an Afghan woman, I wasn’t really noticed. And since I dressed like a 

Pakistani woman, there were no real difficulties at first. I travelled deeper into 

the country with local airlines and buses, the kind where chickens were 
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practically sitting next to us on the seats, and no one bothered to check my 

passport. 

“Go and Help Our Brothers and Sisters” 

“Go and help our Bosnian brothers and sisters to end their pain!” 

And Wasim bin Yusuf went. Because his pain too had once been taken from him. 

Born in 1973 in a Palestinian refugee camp in Jordan, he had spent his entire youth 

in a small shack with five adults and twelve other children. Every morning Wasim 

and his siblings queued in front of a water tank lorry. The water was often as brown 

as the filthy swill in the narrow lanes of the camp. Every noon, they begged at the 

vehicles of the UN for flour, milk, blankets and clothes. Every evening they watched 

television in their shack with a small TV powered by a car battery, a TV they were 

inordinately proud of, only to see that the world had forgotten them, the Palestinians, 

a long time ago. And every night Wasim’s father, his uncle and his older brothers 

shouted out their hatred of Israel until dawn, Israel, the country of Satan, which had 

driven them and hundreds of thousands of other Palestinians out of their own country, 

making them beggars, vagabonds, outcasts. 

In this way, the days passed for Wasim. Sometimes, something happened. His three-

year-old sister died because the Jordanian doctor who occasionally visited the camp 

refused to give her medication without cash in advance. His older brother was picked 

up by the secret service one day and no one ever saw him again. When Wasim was 

sixteen, he got to know a girl named Aicha in the camp. He gave her a wristwatch 

that he’d bought from nearly working himself to death in a phosphate mine near 

Amman for three months, and her face glowed with such joy and thankfulness that 

Wasim believed himself happy for the first time in his life. They fell in love and 

dreamed of leaving one day for Europe or America and living beyond all camps off 

the work of their own hands, of having children, of drifting into the days without fear, 

without hatred, without shame. But one day Aicha disappeared along with her watch 

and her family. As if the secret service had fetched her as well. A neighbour told 

Wasim the family had gone to Syria, to relatives and perhaps a better life. Like a 
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beaten dog, nearly choking on his own pain, Wasim crept home, and he felt he was 

nothing more than a dead mantle of flesh and skin, with all of his warm blood seeping 

into the dusty ground of the camp. 

One day a man came. A tall man. He didn’t wear the black-and-white checkered 

keffiyeh of the Palestinians or the red-and-white one of the Bedouins. Instead he wore 

a turban, a big turban, and his beard was long and black. The man was alone, without 

any companions, unarmed. It was almost as though he were a prophet. 

But at first the man said nothing. He walked through the camp for a long time, looking 

at everything. The tents, the dilapidated huts, the narrow streets littered with 

excrements and dead animals, the overcrowded and dirty sick ward. He examined 

everything carefully. As if he wanted to buy the camp. More and more people 

followed him, curious, tense. Wasim too was among the curious. He felt that this man 

was different to those who sometimes came from Amman or Damascus and said: 

things will get better. Only to disappear again without anything ever getting better. 

Suddenly the man stopped at a market square. Apparently he’d seen enough. He 

began to speak. He spoke with a strong, unfaltering voice. As if everything he said 

was true and right. And Wasim listened attentively, as did the others around him. 

“Brothers and sisters,” the man said, “why are you railing at Israel, which chased you 

out of your beloved Palestine some many years ago? The day will come when 

Jerusalem, holy Jerusalem, will once again be a Muslim city. But that day is not today. 

Because, brothers, look around. Why do you live here like pigs? Have you never 

asked yourselves why those who sit in Amman and Riyadh, in Cairo and Damascus 

and pretend to be your brothers in faith, don’t help? And yet let you vegetate and die 

here, without clean water, without enough food and medicine? Do not the scriptures 

of Allah command: give to those in need? But those who live with their riches and 

their concubines in Amman and Riyadh, in Cairo and Damascus, what do they give 

you but lies, hunger and disgrace? Brothers, I tell you: Israel is not the true enemy, 

but the rulers in your own countries. Don’t dream about a battle against Israel, fight 

against them, the corrupt, the hypocrites, the sinfully fallen. And fight against 

America, because only thanks to America can they survive in their palaces and allow 

you to vegetate here like this. And when these hypocrites have fallen and Allah’s 

dominion is restored, then believe me, the day will come when Israel too falls and 
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you can return to your homes. Allah is great, greater than any one of you could ever 

imagine. But you must fight, not live in a daze until you die of hunger or lack of hope. 

Fight, because Allah is with those who fight for his kingdom.” 

The man said all of this. It sounded so obvious, what he said. Yes, they were just 

brutes. Brutes that the rulers in Amman and elsewhere allow to waste away without 

hope of a better life. Yes, they would have to fight, for Allah rewards the brave, not 

the cowards and those who have lost all hope. 

The man came back the next morning. But this time, a few lorries were standing on 

the square, with armed men on the front seats. And the man, who just yesterday had 

been unarmed, was now also wearing a rifle. It seemed he was no longer a prophet, 

but a military leader. The man said that those who wanted to fight for Allah’s 

kingdom, for Palestine, and against the hypocrites in the palaces of the rulers, against 

America and against Israel, could now come with him. Simply come with him, 

without anything. With only the clothes they were wearing. 

Almost fifty young men got into the lorries. Wasim was one of them. He hadn’t 

returned home at all since last evening. All night long he had roamed around the camp 

and thought about what this man had said. 

Wasim became a warrior. A warrior for Allah. He trained in camps in Pakistan and 

Afghanistan. For the great battle against America and the corrupt Arab ruling 

families. In 1992, when the situation in Afghanistan became unmanageable because 

of the civil war, they moved to Sudan. With four hundred men and truckloads of 

weapons. Everything procured and paid for by the “sheik”. That is what they called 

him now, their leader, the man who had fetched Wasim from the camp in Jordan. In 

those years, Wasim hardly ever saw the sheik. Once the sheik had said to him, “Go 

and help our Bosnian brothers and sisters.” 

And so Wasim went to Bosnia. In March 1994 he and twenty other men flew to 

Istanbul via Amman with fake passports. From there, they crossed the Bulgarian 

border in four lorries camouflaged as food shipments. In Sofia, an Egyptian gave 

them additional passports, small arms, maps, money and contact addresses with 

password Koran verses. Then he sent Wasim and the others via Macedonia into 

Albania, in small groups of four. Under cover of night, they crossed the border of 
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Montenegro in a forest and walked through the Muslim regions in the east of the 

country, always on the watch for enemy militia. 

Finally they reached the Muslim-Bosnian town of Goražde and rang the bell at the 

contact address, a tumble-down guesthouse. After a few minutes an ancient little man 

opened up and said, “We have no rooms. There’s a war.” 

“Salam aleikum,” Wasim said, “lead us to Halim.” 

“Halim?” the little man barked at him. “Halim has no time for the likes of you.” 

“Tell him,” Wasim, answering with a password verse, “And God most surely helped 

you at Badr, when you were utterly abject.” 

The old man hesitated and said, “Wait.” 

A while later the door opened again. They followed the little man into the house. 

Down in the cellar, they found Halim sitting in the middle of a gigantic arsenal of 

weapons. Chewing tobacco and sorting ammunition. He examined the newcomers 

derisively. 

“Maybe you can fight in the desert, but this here is no desert. Turn back, most of you 

won’t survive a week.” 

“We won’t turn back,” Wasim said. “We’re fighting.” 

“Alright then,” Halim said, “if you’re in such a rush to get to paradise. But you can’t 

stay here. We won’t be able to keep Goražde very much longer. I’m sending you 

north.” 

“Allah is great,” Wasim said. 

“Yes,” Halim said, “Allah is great.” And continued sorting his ammunition. 

North, that meant to the 28th Muslim Division in Srebrenica. It was commanded by 

a man they called Allah’s butcher. Naser Oric was his name. Many years ago, Oric 

had even been the Serbian president’s body guard. Seemingly, it had once been 

irrelevant if one was Muslim, Catholic or Orthodox. Now Oric was no longer 

guarding Serbs, he was killing them instead. Sometimes he even chopped off 

everything above the neck personally. Once Wasim said to him, “This isn’t Allah’s 

will, killing defenceless prisoners.” 

Oric looked at him in surprise. And then said, “My advice to you is, kill Serbs as long 

as you can. It’s the only way.” 
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Again and again they raided Serbian villages around Srebrenica. And killed Serbs. 

Men, women, and children. A war was on. They had to protect their Muslim brothers 

and sisters. 

Then, on 7 July 1995, reports came in that the Serbs were advancing on Srebrenica. 

Apparently they had tanks and artillery. And were three times as strong as their own 

division. Oric left the city in a helicopter. He now needed to kill Serbs somewhere 

else. Wasim and most of the other fighters stayed on with the division. But more and 

more soldiers deserted. Because they all knew: If the Serbs caught you, it wasn’t long 

before you met Allah. And not all of them wanted to be with Allah quite yet. 

Wasim’s mission was to form a rear position south of Srebrenica. Their position 

wasn’t more than some hastily dug foxholes every fifty metres, each with two to three 

men, and a ridiculous reserve of thirty men. He remembered the password verse in 

Goražde, “And God most surely helped you at Badr, when you were utterly abject.” 

Yes, they truly were utterly abject, without sufficient means of communication, 

without heavy weapons, except for two machine guns. They’d been promised 

reinforcements, but none came. It was always like that: If a commander said, “We’re 

sending you reinforcements,” it meant, “You have to manage on your own. Allah be 

with you.” And the Dutch, who were stationed further north as UN peacekeepers, 

weren’t going to help either. A soldier who wants to fight doesn’t wear a blue helmet 

you can see miles off. Everyone in Wasim’s unit understood this. 

Then the Serbs attacked. First with artillery and tanks, then with the infantry. Wasim’s 

position was practically pulverised. Until the end, he fired on the advancing Serbs 

with one of the machine guns himself. Then Wasim retreated with the other survivors. 

Not because they were cowards or didn’t want to meet Allah. But in order to build 

another defence line further north. The last one before Srebrenica. Because the Serbs 

must not be allowed to enter the city. 

Wasim ran, stumbled, got up again. Suddenly he felt a dull blow to his head. 

Everything around him went dark. 

When he awoke, he was alone. He touched his head and felt dried blood. He felt 

dizzy, had to vomit. Fearing the Serbs, he quickly crept into a thick copse. For hours, 

he remained motionless, then he was sure no one was nearby. He drank water from a 

near-by brook and ate some of his iron rations. 
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He tried to make his way north. The remainder of his division had to be somewhere 

north of Srebrenica. Hour after hour he marched, hiding between bushes, continuing 

his journey. Once he heard heavy military jets above him. Those had to be NATO 

jets, the Serbs had nothing that big or that fast. But nothing happened. A moment later 

everything was quiet again. 

Then he reached a clearing. He crept to the edge of the forest. Carefully, like a scout. 

He saw a road. Serbian soldiers stood on the road. He would not be able to cross alive. 

He would have to find another way. 

Suddenly he heard the sound of motors. He saw buses approaching. Four, five, no, 

six buses. As though they were on an excursion. Inside sat a lot of men, boys too. 

Wasim couldn’t make out any women. The buses stopped. The driver of the first bus 

got out and spoke to one of the Serbs on the road. Suddenly the bus driver began to 

shout and ran away. The Serb shot him. The men and boys were forced to get off the 

buses. As though the excursion ended here. They were forced to kneel down in rows 

on the meadow. Many of them prayed. With their open palms towards heaven. The 

way Muslims pray. Wasim passed out. 

When he woke up, he seemed to be lying on a stretcher. A stretcher that was being 

carried. He knew this because of the swaying. He could see nothing. Apparently he 

had a bandage over his face. Dully, he heard voices, but understood nothing. They 

couldn’t be Serbs. Serbs wouldn’t carry him on a stretcher. He passed out again. 

He woke up in a Bosnian hospital. Far away from Srebrenica. They nursed him three 

months before he was well again. Then a man came to see him. All he said was, “Your 

duty here is over. The sheik is calling you back.” 

He returned to Sudan, and then, in 1996, to Afghanistan. One day the sheik came to 

him again. He said, “You fought bravely in Bosnia.” 

Wasim said nothing. He thought of the praying Muslims on the meadow near 

Srebrenica. The sheik said, “Be one of my bodyguards.” 

So Wasim became one of the sheik’s body guards. One day they returned to their 

camp from a journey. Charred bodies and destroyed equipment lay everywhere. The 

Americans had sent missiles. “They are cowards, they don’t come themselves,” said 

the sheik. “They always just send missiles.” 
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But now, in October 2001, they had come in person. The Americans. Apparently they 

were no longer satisfied with sending a few missiles from far away every once in a 

while. The Americans were positioned somewhere behind the mountain ranges in the 

north. 

Wasim waited for them. 
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Intermediate Chapter 9/11 

  



42 

 



43 

If All Death Is Silent, Then Where Are You? 
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9/11 Seismography 
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9/11 Wikileaks 

 

files/messages_2001_09_11-09_10_2001_09_11-09_14.html#260 

 

2001-09-11 09:12:27 Metrocall [1106272] A ALPHA  

Msg:EMERCOM: Internet problems cannot get out to most sites; Sent by: 

5SPOCBSAPP 

 

2001-09-11 09:14:14 Metrocall [1192909] D ALPHA  

Frm: Brittany Henderson Sub: Txt: Hey, sweet boy! I hope you are having a 

wonderful morning. You’re probably still snoozing, you better get your lazy butt up. 

 

2001-09-11 09:14:18 Arch [0970183] B ALPHA  

Y! <y-news@yahoo|$499 deals on iPAQ Pocket PC Videogame Wars-Nintendo 

Strikes Back with GameCube Reuters 

 

2001-09-11 09:14:20 Arch [1048163] A ALPHA  

dcayer|No sign of Melissa in the house I have epaged her 

 

2001-09-11 09:14:27 Arch [0621127] B ALPHA  

88-PLEASE CALL. WE’RE IN DISASTER PLAN E. –LUCILLE 

 

2001-09-11 09:14:37 Metrocall [1695639] B ALPHA  

st got a page from Jurko in New York. He said they are okay. Thanks, Loughner 

<NBTKW76-08:14CT NWOP-NOTIFY> 

 

2001-09-11 09:14:39 Skytel [007463631] D ALPHA  

ITS AN EMERGENCY PLEASE CALL HOME RIGHT AWAY. 
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Green Is the Colour of the Holy Warriors 

 

 

 

 

 

Qur’an 9:111 — »Allah has purchased of the believers their persons and their goods; 

for theirs in return is the garden of Paradise: they fight in His cause, and slay and are 

slain: a promise binding on Him in truth.  .  .  .« 
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Bundles of 800,000 Dollars 

Miller drank his morning coffee like always: so hot it nearly burnt his tongue. So 

strong that even he, well-trained as he was, sometimes became dizzy. The heat of the 

coffee helped him to fight off a latent tonsillitis he’d had since arriving in 

Afghanistan. And the strength of the brew conquered the odd sensation of heaviness 

that he experienced more and more often in the mornings. This heaviness he had seen 

so often in his mother when he was a child, when she was lying stiff on her bed, as 

though frozen in place, a discarded display dummy that looked at him with lifeless 

eyes. But it was out of the question to go to the doctor, the medical officer or sergeant 

and say: something is wrong with my legs or my neck. When he was in bed with a 

fever as a child, his father always said to him: when a soldier goes to a doctor, he’s 

either wounded or he isn’t a soldier at all. 

Miller finished the cup and got up to go to the morning briefing. Suddenly he heard 

the sound of a motor. He turned and saw a Land Rover with its motor turning over, 

next to which Buck, the CIA agent, was standing with one of his fellow officers. 

Apparently the Land Rover had brought something for Buck, because the driver, a 

native, loaded some boxes from the cargo area and drove off without ceremony. Buck 

stood by the boxes and checked them out with his officer. Miller went over to the two 

of them. His first impression was that Buck was not really happy to see him coming. 

But when he came to a halt next to him, Buck seemed to have regained his composure. 

“Good morning, Captain,” Buck said. “How about it, do you want to try lifting one 

of the boxes?” 

Miller looked at the boxes. They were about eighteen inches long, twelve inches wide 

and three inches high, and they were carefully taped shut with security adhesive tape 

on all sides. He lifted one of the boxes and thought it weighed about fifteen pounds. 

“And what do you think is in there, Captain?” Buck asked and grinned like someone 

who’s just shot a window pane to bits. “Guess.” 

“I imagine it’s another one of your special laptops for electronic warfare, packed in a 

break-proof box.” 

“Too complicated for a country like Afghanistan,” Buck said. 

“I’m not sure I catch your drift,” Miller answered. 
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“It’s quite simple, really,” Buck said. “If you want to catch Mister Osama, a satellite 

or a drone may be helpful at first. But in the end you need someone to tell you exactly 

which cave he’s sitting in. And for this information, he’s going to want, shall we 

say… reasonable compensation. And do you think our accommodations here are 

free? Afghans don’t make friends outside their tribes, they make deals. Okay, so there 

are 800,000 dollars in used hundred dollar bills, no consecutive numbers, packed in 

bundles of 10,000 dollars.” 

“You mean you’re sending several millions dollars in cash through the mountains in 

a Land Rover driven by an Afghan messenger?” Miller asked. He attempted to sound 

surprised. 

“Do you have an online account with a cash card for the money machine round the 

corner, maybe?” Buck asked. “And if we send an armoured security van with a 

platoon of soldiers, it’s more likely to be ambushed and emptied than a dusty, 

inconspicuous off-road vehicle. And if the Land Rover with the money disappears, 

it’s just an occupational hazard for me. Like your hazard is, as a soldier, to join that 

Great Army in the Sky with a bullet in your head.” 

“You’re the expert, Buck,” Miller said. 

“I know,” Buck said. “Since the Russians invaded, I’ve spent six years of my life 

here, with the Mujahideen and other Afghans. I know this country and its people. 

When the Russians were gone, we were pulled out of Central Asia, an area that was, 

at that point, only marginally interesting to the Americans anymore and I translated 

Afghan and Pakistani reports for the Secret Service. In 2001, I was actually already 

planning early retirement. But when I saw the planes smashing into the World Trade 

Centre, I knew the Secret Service would give me an assignment. They needed the old 

guard again, the people who speak the Central Asian languages. The call came at ten 

p.m. on the evening of September 11. For two years they didn’t notice al-Qaida’s 

planning, then nothing could happen fast enough. I arrived here a few days later. Even 

if I’m a bit old for this kind of painting-cliffs work.” 

There was a short pause. The men stood together in silence like two big rocks in a 

towering mountain range. 

After a while Miller asked, “And what are you going to do with the boxes?” 
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“I’ll put them under my camp bed, then I’ll spend it, and after that I’ll wait for the 

next boxes.” 

“And how often do you get boxes like these?” 

“About every two weeks. Right now I’m probably the most expensive field office of 

the entire US.” Buck considered a while. Then he added, “Every two weeks, if there 

aren’t any problems.” 

“Problems on the mountain trails between Uzbekistan and here?” Miller asked. 

“No, more like problems with my commanders in Fort Langley.” 

“What problems do you have with them?” Miller asked. 

“Well, it’s cheaper for the CIA if the Army or the Air Force solves problems here, 

with bombs or rockets. That costs millions too, but the CIA doesn’t have to pay for 

that. So if I say to the guys in Langley by satellite that I need so and so much money 

to pay one of the local heroes here, that this hero is willing to attack a Taliban camp 

with his men or betray one of his friends, then they ask me why the army can’t get 

the job done in the traditional way, meaning so it doesn’t cost us. I have conversations 

like that every day.” 

Miller said, “Somehow that sounds familiar. That’s how we always end up doing it. 

With money or bombs, depending on what’s easier.” 

“I’m afraid that’s all we’re capable of doing,” Buck replied. 

He got busy with one of his assistants, storing the boxes away. Miller went into one 

of the barracks for a briefing. The men were already waiting for him, Albert, John, 

Rutger and the others. 

Rutger grinned at Miller, “Hi, Captain. I don’t want to nitpick, but you said 06:00, 

and now it’s you who’s late.” 

“You’ll live, Rutger,” Miller said. And continued, “Today we’re supposed to destroy 

a Taliban-Checkpoint east of here. Together with the US navy, who are sending us an 

F-16 from one of their aircraft carriers.” 

Then John said to his superior without looking at him, “Captain, it’s a drag just killing 

them from a distance all the time. I can do that back home with my computer. In fact 

it looks better there, a lot more colour than here in this moonscape.” 
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Miller swallowed hard, but tried not to let it show. Then he said with an effort, “Why 

don’t you quit the service and play your games on a computer, John. And you can 

damn well look me in the eye when you make your uncalled-for comments.” 

John continued his teasing, “You’re always so quick to get huffy, Captain. I mean 

what do we do if we get hold of a real Taliban or al-Qaida guy? I mean this place is 

like Arizona, with its stone deserts and the Apaches. Just colder. One of my ancestors 

was in the U.S. Cavalry, shot a redskin dead from right up close, says my dad.” 

“Sure, Captain,” Rutger trumpeted, “but what do we do if we get hold of a real 

Apache-Taliban?” 

It was as if John and Rutgers were alone in the world. John said, “I’d shoot his entire 

lower jaw and both cheeks to mush, then he wouldn’t have any of his dirty beard 

left.” 

Miller said, softly but firmly, “Quit it, John, that’s enough.” His throat was burning 

like it was on fire. 

Rutger turned to Albert, “Doc, would you treat a Taliban if we were to find a wounded 

one somewhere?” 

Albert answered, “Yes, I would.” 

“You’re no American. You’re a Taliban as well,” John answered. 

Albert said, “John, let me point out to you that I’m the higher-ranking officer here. 

So don’t insult me. Otherwise I’m reporting this incident when we get back.” 

John just growled, “You aren’t getting back, Mister Taliban.” He seemed to consider 

for a while. “Just like the rest of us won’t.” 

Miller ended the unworthy conversation then and there, “John, that’s really it. If you 

don’t stop immediately, I am going to arrange for your dismissal today.” 

“Okay, okay, Sir” John said. “When do we decamp, Captain?” 

“06:45,” Miller replied. John, Rutger and the others toddled off. Only Albert 

remained where he was. 

Miller said, “I’m really sorry, Doc. John is a depraved monster. Go ahead and report 

him, I’ll bear witness to this if you want.” 

Albert said, “It can wait until we’re finished here. Who knows what else is coming. 

Maybe the Taliban really will wear us out to the point where I don’t want to treat any 

of them anymore.” 
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“My bet is a draw,” Miller said. “We’ve bombed everything above ground to bits, and 

the Taliban are still sitting in their foxholes and tunnels, where we can’t get at them. 

Just like in Vietnam.” 

Sister of Hope 

“When you enter this hut, Sister Martha,” the missionary had said to her, “you will 

become either a blasphemer or a saint. Because our friend Satan is always in there.” 

And Sister Martha, the young doctor and nun from Germany, entered into the half-

light of the hut. And yes: Satan was present, in every crack, every speck of dust, every 

stain. Sister Martha could feel him. She heard him whisper ceaselessly with his 

silvery voice, “There is no God on earth anymore. And there has never been a 

memory of him ever.” 

A table full of medical instruments, salves and cloths stood in the hut. Beside the table 

was an old, broken cot. As if everyone in the hut needed to rest. Slowly Sister 

Martha’s eyes got used to the dim light. She walked towards the cot. And shrank back 

like a spooked horse. She very nearly screamed and went back several steps. But she 

did not scream. Instead she stood still. By the cot. She knelt down. And got very close. 

Until she heard someone breathe with a whistling sound. A breath that was mixed 

with an almost inaudible crying and whimpering. A girl was lying in the cot. Never 

in her life had Sister Martha seen such a girl. Her face was flat and caved in, with no 

nose, like the face of a skull. As if a knife honed for centuries on a stone until its blade 

was perfectly sharp, had cut all beauty, all human form from the brow down in a 

single and cruel cut, severing it from the head for ever. And had left behind a mass of 

unhealed, purulent flesh. Even the ear conches had disappeared except for putrescent 

little stubs. The mouth was a stinking hole. As though someone had shot into a child’s 

laughter with a shotgun. The girl’s hands and feet were nothing but mutilated, 

misshapen clumps, her back was hunched, her skin full of scars and wounds. The 

name of this fourteen-year-old girl from the Punjab region in Pakistan was: Alisha 

Chandra Juneja, and her mother’s name was: Leprosy lepromatosa, the cruel one, the 

ugly one, the disease to extinguish all beauty. And the name of her father was: 
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segregation, damnation, because you couldn’t marry off a creature like that, for no 

amount of money, for no promise one could make on this earth. So that the cruel 

children’s voices of her home could sing only one jeering chant, over and over again, 

“You think limping’s fine, we’d rather be with swine.” 

But Sister Martha, only a few years older than this mutilated creature, never thought 

of swine. She examined the girl, gently touched this untouchable creature, and she 

cleaned and dressed her purulent wounds. And she remained. She remained not for a 

day, a week or a month, she stayed forever. When her time as an intern came to an 

end, she did not return to Germany, back to the country of those sound of body, of 

greed. She remained in this Pakistani hut, in this camp in which those without hope, 

the hungry and maimed had crawled to, away from the beauty of the other world. 

Alone, except for the help of a few local helpers, she built up a leprosy clinic in the 

midst of the slums of Karachi. She collected the sick from the rubbish tips of the 

shanty towns where dogs and monkeys fought them for mouldy leftovers. She gave 

them a roof over their heads, purified water to drink and clean clothes. She bestowed 

hope on them and the knowledge that they were loved despite their ugliness, their 

shame, their state as outcasts. And with time, she became, in her way and far from 

any papal decrees, a holy woman as the missionary had foretold. For soon she was 

called “Holy Martha” or “Sister of Hope” in the stories and rumours of the camps 

and slums, the woman who had come from a far-away country to declare an 

unswerving and merciless war against leprosy, all the way down into the darkest pits 

of the globe, the irrevocable eradication to the edges of the horizon. And the names 

of her three archangels were Clofazimine, Dapsone and Rifampicin. For with these 

three drugs, Sister Martha and her local doctors were soon able to heal many people, 

to stop the treacherous disease long before it killed the nerves off, to heal or at least 

slow down the process of final mutilation. Her battle against leprosy became her 

battle to procure these three drugs. Never was there enough. Sometimes the UN or 

the DAHW, the German foundation for aid against Leprosy and Tuberculosis, would 

send her two truckloads in a day. Sometimes she waited in vain for months. It 

happened that empty trucks would come to the camp, in which, perhaps, pallets of 

drugs had once stood, drugs that were now bringing money on the black market. 

Persistent as the devil stalking a religious virgin, she badgered the Pakistani health 
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minister and followed him into the lift of the ministry begging money, material, 

permissions. But every time, the proud man would give her, the Christian woman, 

nothing but pitying looks, as though she were an animal from a lower servant world, 

and then said to her in a shrill tone of voice: that leprosy had disappeared in Pakistan 

long ago, that it was nothing but Indian propaganda to claim it existed, and what she 

saw in Karachi was nothing but other skin diseases or illegal aliens from India, whom 

one couldn’t, for obvious reasons, take care of. 

He didn’t live long. In the end he was consumed by a cancer that made him look like 

one of the lepers whose existence he always denied so tenaciously, and he no longer 

had to suffer Sister Martha’s annoyance in the elevator. His successor, with whom 

Martha was to develop a deep friendship, turned out to be more understanding. Sister 

Martha was able to modernise her facilities with money from both Pakistan and the 

West. In 1969 she received a Pakistani badge of honour, and with it, thousands of 

donations, lots of encouragement and many thank-you letters, but also hundreds of 

abusive letters and death threats from religious Muslim and Hindu fanatics. Often she 

would lay awake in her bed in the morning twilight, having slept but a little after 

being on her feet for up to eighteen hours the day before, and fold her hands, silently 

praying, “Lord, if You can’t help me rise now, I won’t be able to!” But the Good Lord 

allowed her to rise again, each and every day. Her belief was a wall of unbreakable 

stone that she drew around herself and her patients, so the devil, that tireless 

manifestation of evil, would break against it, time and again. 

Then, in late December 1979, the Russians invaded Afghanistan. Sister Martha first 

heard the news in a clothing shop in Islamabad, where a radio was always blaring. 

Immediately she bought a dozen extra winter jackets for herself and her closest co-

workers. For she knew where her place was now: in the inhospitable mountains on 

the border to Afghanistan, which would soon be hit by the bow wave of this war. And 

a dark memory of the year 1945 rose inside her, when she heard the rumble of distant 

artillery for the first time as a little girl in her Silesian home, sounding like a 

thunderstorm approaching from the east in the middle of winter. And now, more than 

thirty years later, she saw the local road and it’s unimposing sign in the market square 

of her home town before her mind’s eye, the abbreviation VVV, those three Vs that 

would soon stand for what happened thousands of times in the weeks of her flight: 
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Vergeltung, Vergewaltigung, Vernichtung, retaliation, rape and destruction, the 

ciphers of evil, of deepest suffering. 

Now the Russians were coming back. They came, as always, in the Russian style. 

Death was their game, cruelty their passion, and like a bulldozer grown out of all 

proportion, as though they were the avengers of Byzantium, they drove a vast mass 

of people ahead of them, crippled, shot to pieces, starving, freezing, all fleeing for 

their lives. Sister Martha didn’t hesitate. With the help of the UN and Pakistani 

agencies, she and her co-workers erected a makeshift reception camp on the western 

border of Pakistan as quickly as possible. There they waited. They waited in tents the 

wind howled through like a tortured ghost, with blankets wrapped around their heads 

and hot tea in their shivering hands. After three days, they saw a cloud of dust in the 

distance. As if a monstrous plane was sanding back an entire landscape. 

The next day they arrived. Sister Martha stepped out of her tent and it seemed to her 

a gate to the front yard of hell had opened. Figures dressed in rags staggered and 

limped towards her like whimpering beggars. She saw mothers with dead children in 

their arms, men with blood-streaked faces, carts, wagons, buses pulled by lorries, 

filled to the last seat with old men, children, people wounded, half burned, all together 

a beaten, disintegrating army of vagabonds returning from a lost battle. Sister Martha 

and the others distributed water and soup to the entering unfortunates, who went for 

it like animals. They allocated tents and barracks that were soon filled beyond 

capacity. A heavily pregnant woman with a festering broken foot dragged herself to 

the infirmary with her last strength, gave birth to her child and died. For three weeks, 

others reported, she had been fleeing in ferocious pain, fleeing from the raping 

Russians, the war, the skirmishes between the Mujahideen militia and the marauding 

Soviet soldiery that never, under any circumstances, took prisoners. A young man 

flushed with anger and numb with hatred brought his three-year-old daughter, whose 

lower leg a grenade had shredded, to the field surgical tent of Doctors Without 

Borders, shouting incessantly, “The Christians are shooting up the legs of us 

Muslims, and the Christians are sewing us up again, what’s the point, what’s the 

point?” Holy Martha did not know. Mankind can eradicate leprosy, but mankind can 

never, ever eradicate war. Four weeks later, the camp was flooded with tens of 

thousands of human beings. Hundreds were dying each day of exhaustion, lack of 
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medication, malnutrition. An infinitely narrow, but very sharp knife began to pierce 

Sister Martha’s soul, and for the first time in a long while she heard the voice of that 

other, the evil one who perhaps was not so unwise when he whispered to her, “Perhaps 

there is a God, but clearly he’s on vacation.” 

In the end she broke down. Her most devoted friend and helper Ibrahim, a young 

Muslim whom she had rescued out of one of the leprosy quarters in Karachi, found 

her lying unconscious in a tent with three dead women she had tried desperately to 

save. With his mutilated hands, he pulled Sister Martha out and fetched help. She had 

been on her feet almost constantly for twenty-seven days, taking catnaps on chairs 

and hardly eating or drinking anything. Now it was over. She lay on a camp bed for 

three weeks, shivering with a fever. When the fever went down, she slept for three 

days and three nights straight. But work and life in the camp continued without her. 

It was as though her spirit, her essence, her soul were in all things, in every act, every 

measure taken by her co-workers, friends and nuns. After two weeks of rest she 

wanted to start working again. Her provincial superior travelled to the camp from 

Germany just to tell her, “Sister Martha, we were given sleep so we can do God’s will 

the next day in a rested way. You’re fifty now, and God wants you to live for many 

more years to come. I order you to sleep more.” 

“Yes, Mother Superior,” Sister Martha answered. She got up, bade her goodbye and 

began working again, year after year, without vacation, without pause, without 

consideration for herself. 

Now, twenty-one years later, in October 2001, she was asleep again. She’d been 

playing patience and had fallen asleep at the table. Her head lay bent forward on the 

tabletop, the cards dispersed all around her. Like a card player who had lost 

everything. For a few years now this sudden sleepiness overpowered her more and 

more often and severely. 

“What is it?” she’d asked her Pakistani physician. 

“Getting old isn’t a disease,” was his answer. 

“One of these days I’ll have one of these narcoleptic attacks and I will fall down so 

hard I’ll break my neck.” 

“Eventually we all fall down without consciousness. If Allah is kind, we’ll already 

be lying in our bed, Sister Martha.” 
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In her twilight sleep, she felt a gentle touch on her back. She awoke. It was Ibrahim. 

“Sister Martha, Sister Martha…” 

She opened her eyes. Her head felt like it had grown into the table. 

“What is it, Ibrahim?” she whispered. And thought: you shouldn’t be seeing me like 

this. 

“There’s someone outside for you, an old woman from England.” 

“An old woman from England? I’m an old woman from Germany. Who is it?” 

“She’s come because of Christian.” 

With an effort, Sister Martha pulled her head up from the table. Then she said, “Please 

bring her in. But in three minutes. And please bring three cups of coffee.” 

“Three?” Ibrahim asked. 

“Two for me, one for our guest,” Sister Martha replied. 

“Yes, Sister Martha, right away.” 

She leaned back in her chair. She collected her cards. With the help of a pocket mirror, 

she fixed her hair. She prayed that her English was good enough for the coming 

conversation. Then she lit a cigarette and looked at her watch. She had ninety seconds. 

That would do for a cigarette. A bank manager she had called on to ask for donations 

had once said to her, “Just for once, I wish I could have ninety seconds of free time.” 

After about thirty seconds the door to her office opened. Clearly Ibrahim’s watch was 

not keeping time correctly. 

An exceptionally beautiful woman with a delicate face stood in the doorway. The face 

of a proud Afghan woman who can order the death of a tribal leader when it pleases 

her. The way Christian had always described his mother. Sister Martha knew from 

Christian that this woman was in her mid-forties. But despair and pain were etched 

on this beautiful face and made it look years older. Sister Martha had seen so many 

who had aged years or even decades in the space of a month, a week, one night even, 

whose hair or voice had become brittle and aged in just a few hours. Sometimes she 

felt as though she were living in a country, in a place where ageing could come upon 

you as quickly as a spring tide flooding the Indus River Delta. As though she were 

the only one ageing normally in this country. 
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And there was something else in the face, the eyes of this woman. Something that 

crushed everything in her expression like an iron clamp, squashing every smile, every 

joy: uncertainty. The cruel, false friend of hope. 

“Greetings, Sister Martha,” the woman said. Her voice sounded firm and clear. But 

Sister Martha could sense a slight trembling in her voice. Like in a mother’s saying 

to a forensic doctor: this is my child. 

Sister Martha got up, went over to the woman and hugged her in greeting. But it 

seemed to Sister Martha that she was hugging a condemned woman waiting for her 

execution.  

Then she said: “Please sit down, Mrs Smith. You must be terribly exhausted. Coffee 

will come in a moment.” 

The woman sat down in silence. Ibrahim came with the coffee. He placed the cups, 

the sugar and milk on the table. Sister Martha was always amazed at how he could 

carry and lift everything so well with his mutilated hands. The woman took one of 

the cups and said “thank you very much.” 

The woman sipped her coffee. Suddenly she began to cough, choking on her coffee. 

She placed the cup back on the table, buried her face in her hands and started to weep. 

Like one who’d been forbidden to weep for many days. Her breath, crying, 

swallowing mixed together in one long, ongoing sound. It sounded like a car siren 

burning up. 

Sister Martha got up again, went over to the woman and put her arm around her 

shoulders. She said nothing. She’d learned to say nothing when fate had bolted all 

gates. When leprosy destroyed all hope, when death came climbing in through the 

window jeering, when despair broke like a tidal wave over a small paper boat. When 

mothers wept over their infants and children, and children wept over their parents. 

Crying was a different language. Without words. Without questions. Without 

answers. 

After a while the woman calmed down. Sister Martha sat down again and asked, 

“Would you like a cigarette?” 

The woman, who was drying her face with a handkerchief, seemed surprised by this 

offer. Her look said: Is a nun like you even allowed to do that? 
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Sister Martha said, “I was holy for far too long. I have to produce at least one small 

vice at Heaven’s gate or I’m not going to be credible.” 

The woman took a cigarette. Silently the two of them smoked, Sister Martha and 

Sarina Leandra Smith, the Afghan woman from England. It seemed as if only the two 

of them existed. Them and this hut in which they sat. And not the war out there, not 

Christian, nothing else at all. The smoke from her cigarette surrounded Sister Martha 

like a halo. She thought about the days and nights in which all her prayers for 

tranquility and confidence had not been answered. And only smoking had kept her 

from giving up herself and her cause. 

Finally Sarina said, “Please, Sister Martha, tell me everything you know.” 

Sister Martha lit another cigarette. As though she were in need of another halo. This 

conversation could turn out to be very long. Or very short. 

“Okay, first of all I have to say that Christian did very good work here. Especially his 

knowledge of Pashto, which was extremely valuable for us. He took remarkably good 

care of the Afghan refugees from the civil war. When we heard about the 9/11 attacks, 

we were, of course, all deeply upset because we suspected that a new war would come 

to Afghanistan now, which would mean many more refugees fleeing to Pakistan. Of 

course all foreigners in Pakistan were urgently advised to leave Pakistan. I let 

everyone decide for themselves if they wanted to go. Many did leave, only two 

remained with me, Christian and two others, an Egyptian and a New Zealander, to 

continue working here in the refugee camp with our Pakistani aid workers. I asked 

Christian repeatedly: Are you sure you wouldn’t rather go back to your parents in 

England before a war breaks out here? No, he said, he wanted to stay here with his 

compatriots. Although he did say one other thing that I don’t want to keep back from 

you.” 

“What? Please, what is it?” Sarina asked. 

Sister Martha took a deep drag on her cigarette. And thought: Lord, forgive me. Then 

she continued, “Christian said: I’m not a coward like my mother, who is resting in 

warm England while her people are suffering here.” 

Sarina swallowed hard. “He said that?” 

“Yes, he did. He always spoke of you with love, but also often with bitterness because 

you had betrayed your country and your compatriots. I told him it wasn’t his job to 
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judge others for what they did or did not do in the face of war. That one could always 

decide only for oneself. In any case my impression was that he thought about this a 

great deal.” 

Sarina lifted the cup of coffee again and took a sip. The coffee was nearly cold. 

“Well, in any case,” Sister Martha said, “Christian stayed. But about three weeks after 

the 9/11 attacks, he changed deeply. I would say he suddenly became very anxious.” 

“Why? Do you have any idea?” Sarina asked. 

“Hard to say. You have to understand: in all the years I worked here, especially our 

foreign co-workers – including myself – received threats, were told to stop the 

organisation’s work. Otherwise we would be killed.” 

“Your co-workers were threatened? Even though they were supplying humanitarian 

aid for Afghans and Pakistanis?” 

“For religious fanatics, it was apparently preposterous that a Western, Christian 

organisation should supply aid to Muslims in a Muslim country. Two years ago, one 

of our Pakistani doctors was even murdered, the crime was never solved. Sometimes 

we were also threatened by Hindus because we helped mostly Muslims. And 

Christians are bombing entire large areas without much ado. You can see that all 

religions have their own cruel aberrations.” 

Sarina put down her coffee cup. “And you believe Christian was threatened as well? 

Because he was a foreign aid worker, because he looked too European?” 

Sister Martha lit a third cigarette, “I believe only in Jesus Christ, the Lord our Father 

and the Holy Spirit. I merely said that we often received threats here and that one 

such threat could have been the reason for his sudden anxiety. Also, we could all 

sense every day that something bad was brewing everywhere. Whole brigades of 

Taliban sympathisers were travelling past our camp every week, heading in the 

direction of Afghanistan to fight against the Americans. Despite all of this, Christian 

still didn’t want to return to Europe.” 

“And what happened then?” 

“One morning Ibrahim came running and shouted that Christian had been forcibly 

pulled into a car which drove off at high speed. His captors had spoken Pashto, so 

they’d probably come from the border areas. We don’t know anything more.” 
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“That’s also what the Foreign Office established, that the second ransom demand 

came by fax from Parachinar in Kurram Agency.” 

“What do you plan to do now?” Sister Martha asked. 

“I’m going to my brother in Peshawar and from there, I’ll continue my search.” 

“Do you realise what you are getting into, in that region?” 

“I do know. But I have to do it. Can you understand that?” 

Sister Martha took another drag on her cigarette. And thought. Then she said: 

“As a nun, I have no children of my own. So in the true depths of my heart, I will 

never feel what a mother feels. When we fled from Silesia in 1945, Russian troops 

attacked our refugee group. They killed a dozen of the old men, took a number of the 

younger women and girls and disappeared into the darkness. I was lucky. I’d been 

hidden by the others deep underneath a cart. One of the abducted girls was only 

twelve. We were forced to tie the mother down to keep her from running after the 

Russians and finding her child. That night she managed to break loose and she too 

disappeared. We never saw her again. But she followed her child. You will do the 

same.” 

“Yes, I will.” 

“I’ll pray for the Lord to bless you. There are paths down which only God is with us. 

Whether we believe in him or not.” 

Sarina stood up. “Thank you for everything you did for Christian.” 

“I didn’t do that much. It was more what he did for us. Farewell. And if you should 

return, please let me know.” 

Sarina said, “Yes, I will do that. Can I take Christian’s things with me?” 

“Ibrahim will give you everything.” 

Sarina left the room. Sister Martha stubbed out her cigarette. She drank her two cups 

of coffee. The way you toss back a shot of booze. She thanked the Lord that her 

English hadn’t deserted her. 
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Allah’s Cat of Prey 

Once, ages and ages ago, the king of Ceylon called his ministers and said, 

benevolently and cruelly in equal measure, “The Orphanage of the Children of the 

Crescent, those descendants of late Arab merchants who did much good for our 

island: close it down and send the children down the Makran coast at my expense, in 

a caravan headed west, home to the country of their dead fathers.” 

This came to pass, and yet it didn’t. For pirates, bandits attacked the caravan as soon 

as it had reached the mainland from Ceylon. They sold the suitable children into 

slavery and killed the rest. Killed in the kingdom of the Brahman Raja Dahir, the king 

of the mythical kingdom of the Sindhi, the ruler over all countries east of the Indus 

River all the way up to the summits of the Himalayas and down again. The king 

ordered two expeditions, sent from Arabia to catch the murderers and give them their 

just punishment, to be killed. But in Damascus, the heart of the Umayyad Caliphate, 

no one forgot, no one forgave, no one relented. And one day they gave a young 

cavalry general named Muhammad bin Qasim of the tribe of the Thaqif, protégé of 

the Umayyad Al-Hajjaj ibn Yusuf, selected and educated by him, the simple order, 

“March east, defeat Dahir and kill him for his past sin, the unatoned murder of the 

Arab orphans. And carry the words of the prophet into these eastern domains, to 

yonder countries full of nutmeg and pepper, elephants and silver, beautiful women 

and children, gold, fertile districts and wild mountains. In yonder countries that are 

just waiting to be conquered.” 

In the year 91 after the prophet’s journey to Mecca, in the year 710 of the calendar of 

the prophet Jesus, Muhammad bin Qasim set out with six thousand Syrian horsemen 

shortly after his marriage to one of the daughters of Al-Hajjaj. He was so beautiful, 

his face so very handsome, his muscular, suntanned body, that warm blood flooded 

into the abdomen of some of his warriors and long-serving men. For he had seen but 

seventeen springs, yet he commanded an army greater, mightier than many a force 

under the command of a fifty-year-old. And soon they all called him: Allah’s Cat of 

Prey. 

Lithe as a panther and faster than any army in his time, he and his troops moved from 

the Persian Gulf away from the coast of the Arabian Sea towards the east. At the delta 
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of the Indus River, he took another six thousand camel riders and foot soldiers under 

his command. They gathered near the city today called Karachi and marched north 

along the western banks of the Indus river. And every day, every hour he and his men 

could watch the enemy assembling on the eastern banks, the mighty army of guilt-

laden Dahir himself. This enemy army counted several ten thousand horsemen and 

foot soldiers, led by Dahir himself, riding like a god on an elephant, accompanied by 

a constantly gabbling monkey that he fed with the flesh of his enemies. 

But trusting in Allah, in the help of the Almighty One, Muhammad bin Qasim readied 

himself for battle. His men, most of them years, decades older than him, trembled 

before the superiority of the enemy and each longed to return to his mother’s womb. 

But Muhammad called to them from his white horse, his scimitar in hand, “Why are 

you trembling like old women in their burrows? Allah has sent us to bring the 

message of the Prophet Muhammad to these godless countries in which butchering 

defenceless orphans remains unpunished. Allah is great and mild, greater than all 

longing of human beings, but those who commit crimes against the innocent, the 

helpless, He judges without mercy. Those who now quail before the enemy shall turn 

back now and crawl into their beds at home, whimpering with fear, unworthy to ever 

appear before the creator again. But those who remain will be led to victory by Allah, 

a victory more radiant than that of Alexander the Great, one thousand years ago.” 

Not one horseman pulled the reins, not one turned his beast back. They readied 

themselves for the attack. For Muhammad was a cat of prey, born to attack, not a clay 

bear who retreats into his cave to defend himself. At a place hidden from view, his 

troops built a bridge of boats across the Indus River. In the middle of the night, their 

horses’ hooves wrapped in bits of cloth, his army crossed to the other side. In the 

twilight of 20th June, of the year 712, they surprised the enemy’s enormous forces at 

its flank. The battle raged for hour after hour. The enemy fought hard and mercilessly. 

But then, when fate hung entirely in the balance, Muhammad, who had fought his 

way close to Dahir’s elephant with his guards, gave the arranged signal. One hundred 

mounted archers shot off burning arrows wrapped with cotton and tar. And Allah, the 

most magnanimous among the magnanimous, steered one of these arrows into the 

saddle hung with sumptuous cloths on which Dahir sat on his elephant. Immediately 

the chair caught fire. The elephant panicked and Dahir fell to the ground. Bravely the 



69 

Brahman king fought on and led his men to attack after attack. But finally, as the day 

was ending, he met his fate. An arrow pierced his stomach. He lay on the earth 

bleeding to death. His troops, irrevocably leaderless and discouraged, fled in wild 

disarray. Muhammad found the dying man, bent down to him and said: “We could 

have been two rich men living in peaceful harmony, on either side of the Indus River. 

But Allah shows no mercy to the man who allows the murderer of orphans to escape 

justice.” And Muhammad took his scimitar, chopped off Dahir’s head and rode off. 

He ordered the head to be bricked into a pillar, facing outward. As an eternal sign for 

those who might doubt Allah’s justness. 

Wasim’s eyes began to hurt. Every evening he read in this book, in the dim light of a 

candle, now he’s arrived at the conquest of southern Afghanistan and Pakistan by the 

Arabs. He put the book aside and was just about to extinguish the light in his shelter 

when he heard a voice. It was Shahin, one of the Arab men that had come to 

Afghanistan with Wasim. 

“The sheik wants to see you. Immediately.” 

Wasim asked, “Is his generator broken again?” 

Shahin said, “I don’t know.” 

Again Wasim took his toolbox. Again he went to the sheik’s hut. When he entered, 

the sheik was sitting upright on his daybed. The generator wasn’t running. And the 

sheik had no tubes entering his body, he was sitting fully clothed. As if his blood was 

now clean for ever. 

The sheik said, “Wasim, we must separate. You have been my trusted bodyguard for 

many years. But now I have a different assignment for you.” 

Wasim put down the toolbox. He said, “Whatever you wish me to do, I will do it.” 

The sheik looked at him probingly. Then he slowly told Wasim, whom he seemed to 

be watching carefully, “Tomorrow a troop of our Arab fighters will make their way 

north to reinforce our Taliban brothers. They are suffering severely under the 

American attacks. Those cowardly dogs are bombing every position, even every 

village, killing our women and children. You will command this troop.” 

Wasim nodded. The sheik could just as easily have said: I am having you executed 

for wanting to kill me in your thoughts. The result would be the same. 
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But Wasim was a fighter. A true fighter doesn’t judge the point of an operation. He 

fights for the honour of Allah. And Wasim would fight. Fight the way Allah’s Cat of 

Prey once fought, who went out to revenge all orphans, all murdered children for ever 

and ever. 

Coming To 

Christian, where are you? I’m looking through your things, at Sister Martha’s place. 

I find my letters to you. Small change. But where is your coat? Your passport? So 

many things are missing. Did you take them with you? Did you plan this? Christian, 

did you plan to leave? Why? What happened? 

Slowly, as though climbing out of a dark well, his consciousness seemed to be 

returning. First Christian could feel his mouth, his eyes, then his neck, temples, hands. 

As if there existed a mysterious succession in awakening. Everything in him seemed 

glued together to a stiff mass of tissue, pain and helplessness. Who was he? Where 

was he? It was dark. There was no light for him in this world. Then he smelled 

something. As if he were in a chicken house. It smelt of excrement. But there were 

no noises near him, no voices, no sound at all but that of his own breath. 

When his brain had regained a notion of his body, as though he were a rebooted 

computer system, he understood three things: His hands and feet were bound. His 

head, his face was covered with a rough cloth, perhaps sacking, with only a slit to 

breathe through. And he was terribly thirsty. He tried to shout, shout for water, for 

anything. Inside himself, he heard these shouts. But he wasn’t sure if they were 

leaving his mouth. It seemed these shouts were glued inside his mouth. And he was 

in pain that must be caused by a strike to the head. He didn’t know if he was bleeding. 

Then he heard voices. It seemed that mouths, tongues had been stirred together to a 

thick porridge. A croaking voice dominated, a voice so hard, so devoid of beauty or 

love, as if all hope had been lost forever for this voice. It seemed to be the leading 

voice. It was a form of Pashto, this voice. This, Christian could make out. A very 

strange form of Pashto. From a different species of human. And yet it was Pashto. 

Evil is speaking in my own language, he thought. 
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When consciousness returns, the neurologist asks: is memory a bird that returns to 

you? Some never remember again. If the blow to the head was too forceful, if the 

drowning man was without air for too long, if the stupefaction caused by poison was 

too devastating. Then those who regained consciousness could live on like shadows 

for months, for years, for ever like shadows. But Christian did remember. 

His memory wanders back. Slow as a snail, forced to crawl back the entire path. Men 

around him. Talking to him. Grabbing his arms. One of them tries to pull a sack over 

his head. Christian kicks him in the groin so hard with his boot that the man cries out. 

Then things go black for Christian. 

Before the confrontation with these men: he’s waiting in a public square. Then the 

men arrive. The snail wanders back a little further: he is on the way to a meeting 

point. Against all the cries of warning in his very core. Don’t go. But I’m going. Why? 

Because there’s a war. A war against my people. You do not know what is just 

appearance. You do not know what is real. I’m going. And before that, long before: 

preparations for a trap? A second note. Come then and then to this place. We’ll be 

waiting. He packs his most important things. He leaves the camp. Sister Martha. 

The first stone, the first note. The stone comes flying in through the curtain of his 

room. No one notices. Only he does. There’s something written on the note in Pashto. 

Come and help your people. Fight for your people. It is the will of Allah. 

Out of Control 

A rumbling and crashing in the hall woke Miller and Albert abruptly. Then Buck 

walked into the room. He was chewing his gum a lot faster than usual. 

“Captain,” Buck asked, “did you give John and Rutger a night assignment?” 

Miller and Albert were up in a flash. 

“No,” said Miller. “No, good God, what is the matter with those two?” 

Buck’s cheeks had stopped moving altogether. As if he’d swallowed his gum. Then 

he said: 

“In any case the two of them are gone. Their tent is empty, and one of my Afghans 

says they took one of our jeeps down into the valley.” 
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“Good Lord,” Miller cried, “we have to look for the two of them immediately.” 

Before he began chewing his gum again, Buck said, “They took all their weapons 

with them.” 

Miller, Albert and two of their men jumped half-clothed into one of the other jeeps 

standing outside. The last thing Albert saw was Buck throwing a cardboard box into 

a second jeep and then following them with a handful of Afghan men. They tore off. 

It seemed to Albert that they were like a helpless fire engine, without a siren, without 

water, without any idea of where exactly the fire was. 

They drove through the night, their motors howling. There were no lanterns along the 

gravel road, only the cones of their headlights showed the way ahead. Twice they 

nearly left the road and sailed down the mountain side. 

Finally, fifteen miles further south, they found John and Rutger in a village. John was 

dead, lying shot up on the ground, near a row of houses. Rutger lay next to him, 

wounded. In front of them, within a radius of 150 feet, lay at least two dozen dead 

villagers. Some of the houses, into which grenades had clearly been thrown, were 

strewn with corpses. Behind the windows, walls and doors of the clay huts, terrified 

people were cowering. When the villagers realised that Miller and the others weren’t 

shooting at them, there arose a screaming that melted pain, sorrow and hatred together 

like agglomerated dirty glass. 

Miller leaned down to Rutger, “Rutger, for God’s sake, what happened?” 

Rutger, whose upper thigh was completely torn apart, seemed to be happy to see 

Miller. He smiled. As if Miller had just told him he’d won the lottery. Then he 

stammered, “Captain, I’m so sorry. I had no idea it would turn out like this.” 

Albert was trying to staunch the flow of Rutger’s blood. Another man in their unit, 

Mark, was trying to order a medical helicopter by radio. Buck stood with a stony face 

in the middle of the village square and cracked his knuckles pensively. His Afghan 

men were standing beside him. 

Miller continued to talk to Rutger, “W-h-a-t  h-a-p-p-e-n-e-d?” 

“Oh Captain, John came to me tonight and said he’d met a beautiful Afghan girl on 

one of his excursions and he wanted to visit her. He said I could come too, there were 

a lot of other beautiful girls who would be happy to meet an American.” 

“And you actually believed him?” Miller asked. 
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“Yes, Captain, I believed him. Then we drove here, into this sleeping village, and 

John went into one of the houses. He said it was the house of the girl, and suddenly 

he came running back out, and a grenade exploded inside and I yelled: John, damn it, 

what have you done? But he seemed to have lost his marbles, he was just screaming: 

They’re all Taliban here, all of them, the whole village, I know it, I’m going to kill 

them all, run for cover. Otherwise they’ll shoot you next. And in a flash we were in 

the middle of a huge gun battle. My God, Captain, I thought we were going to have 

a good time with some girls, and then John starts killing everyone in sight.” 

Rutger grimaced with pain. 

Mark said he couldn’t raise a signal, it was pointless. 

“If we don’t get a helicopter, he’s going to bleed to death,” Albert yelled. 

In the meantime, Buck had spoken to the villagers. Now he came over to them and 

looked down at Rutger. 

Then he said, very calmly, “Captain, it’s a good thing we can’t get a helicopter. We 

should take off now.” 

Miller and Albert stared at him. 

Albert said, “We can’t transport Rutger in the Jeep. And we can’t operate on him in 

our camp either.” 

“Rutger stays here,” Buck said, as casually as giving someone a phone number. 

“Excuse me?” said Miller. “The US Army doesn’t just leave soldiers behind.” 

“Captain, the rules of the US Army don’t apply in this country. Other laws do.” 

“What are you talking about, Buck?” Miller asked. 

Buck was a therapist in a psychologist’s session, “Captain, the situation is more than 

just serious. I’ve already given the village elder 100,000 dollars as blood money, but 

that isn’t going to be enough. Not in this case. They need someone they can kill. 

Rutger and John wanted their own private war, and that’s what they got. John has 

paid the price already. Now Rutger is going to pay. We’re leaving him behind. I’ve 

turned him over to the elder and to the families of those killed. In return we can leave, 

he’ll hold his men back. And we are leaving right now.” 

“You’re crazy,” Miller said. 

“If you don’t do what I say, we’ll all be dead in ten minutes.” 
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Miller looked down at Rutger. Then he let his gaze wander over the village square. 

In every alleyway, every window, every door, faces filled with hatred, stared at them. 

In the meantime, half a dozen armed men with cocked rifles had appeared. 

Rutger said, “Captain, Buck is right. Leave me here, I’m finished anyway.” 

“Shit,” Miller said. “I don’t believe this.” 

Buck said drily, “We’re getting in the Jeep.” 

Miller stood perplexed in front of Rutger. As if he wasn’t an officer, but a small, 

helpless schoolboy up front at the blackboard. 

“Captain Miller,” Buck said, “we have no other choice. If we don’t agree to their 

terms, they’ll kill us or drive us from our camp. Our mission is important, not an 

individual man.” 

Miller turned to Albert, “At least give Rutger a shot of morphine.” 

Albert took one of the disposable syringes from Rutger’s side pocket and injected the 

contents into Rutger’s undamaged thigh.  

Rutger said, “That’s a nice little fluid, doctor.” 

“Rutger,” Miller said, “we’re off now.” 

“Get going, sir,” Rutger said. 

They got into their jeeps and drove away. And it seemed to Albert that this was the 

only thing they ever managed in this war: to kill and drive away. 

A Meeting in Peshawar 

All around her were voices, people, animals. And in between, behind, in front: 

curtains. Counters, baskets with nuts, vegetables, fruits. Shadows. Smells. Bird cages. 

Butchered meat covered with flies. She stood on a bazaar in Peshawar. And was 

hopelessly lost. He lives in the Afghan colony, right at the third cross-road, fifth house 

on the right, ground floor. Coming from the historic centre. That’s what her brother 

told her yesterday. When she’d called him from her hotel. In which she seemed to be 

the only inmate, the only convict. She saw the dark looks of the male hotel employees. 

A woman, clearly a native of this area, judging by her looks, without a male escort? 

Maybe further to the east in Islamabad, or in the south, in Karachi. But in Peshawar? 
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The suburb of the tribal areas, the gate to the realm of the Pashtuns, that area of dust, 

haze and ancient traditions, in which the laws of the Pakistani state crumbled as 

quickly as a sugar cube under the hooves of a horse? There it wasn’t customary, not 

honourable. Never may a woman sully the honour of her family. It made no difference 

when she told the hotel employees: I come from England. More looks. Do people 

speak Pashto in England? Liar. Snake. There are areas where it’s impossible to tell 

anyone your biography. So, for these two days, Sarina hardly left her room. Only to 

eat or to make a call from the hotel’s telephone. 

Then she got into a taxi to drive to her brother. After a while the driver said, “Get 

out.” 

“Why?” 

He wasn’t about to drive further into this stinking quarter. Now she stood in the 

bazaar, disoriented. She dug a mobile phone out of one of her pockets. But like on 

the previous days, she found no network. 

She walked across the bazaar, until she found a shop whose display was crammed 

with watches, cameras, mobiles and other electronic devices. There she bought a new 

SIM card from a local provider and called her brother. “I can’t find your street. Please 

help me!” 

“Where are you? Describe your surroundings,” her brother answered. She said, “I got 

out of the taxi at the corner of Dalazak Road and Afghan Colony Road. Now I’m in 

a bazaar with a fountain in the middle.” 

She thought of the medical conference she’d visited years ago in an East German 

town, shortly after German reunification. There too, many streets outside the city 

centre had not been equipped with street signs. On the way back to the East German 

hotel she’d gotten lost and had nearly fallen on the pavement because of tilting paving 

stones. Some states don’t want you to find their citizens. She heard her brother’s 

voice, “Good, then I know where you are.” 

She followed the route he’d described to her. When the seemingly endless succession 

of stands, shops and street vendors petered out, the roads became so narrow that the 

houses with their countless windows, wooden balconies, small towers and curtains 

seemed to be falling towards one another. Hardly any light managed to reach the 

street, and up towards the sky, which was visible only as a pale blue gap, an 
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inextricable tangle of power supply lines, television and radio wires, computer cables 

as well as gas and water pipes stretched into the distance. England is the country 

whose regulatory authorities and building inspection offices would block and 

evacuate such a Pakistani street within five minutes. A light lorry was coming at 

Sarina, the torso of a man protruding from its roof. The man was lifting low-hanging 

cables so the vehicle could get through. The small lorry drove toward Sarina 

unperturbed and didn’t look like it would brake for her sake. She had to jump aside 

into an entrance. From the house and the neighbouring ones came a mix of human 

voices and shouting, animal sounds and unrelenting music. She was in a city filled 

with demons trying to push her into a trap. 

Finally she found her brother’s house. Before the entrance, the pleasant smell of fried 

meat wafted out. A sign in Pashto announced “Karim’s Fried Food.” She pushed the 

entrance curtain to the side and entered a small room with several tables, chairs, a 

counter, and a huge stove with two sizzling pans. Behind the counter, stood a bearded 

old man. Perhaps an employee of Karim’s. With his right arm, he was stirring one of 

the pans with a wooden spoon. With the other arm, he was executing odd, robot-like 

rotating motions, although his left hand was empty. 

Sarina said, “As-salaamu’ alaikum. I am looking for my brother, Karim.” 

The man behind the counter answered, “Wa alaikum salaam, Sarina. Look no further, 

I’m Karim.” 

Sarina’s face puckered as though she’d been punched. Karim continued to talk. As if 

he’d been practicing this speech for twenty years, “I imagine this is not what you 

expected, Sarina. I assume you expected someone, in whose face you could recognise 

your brother’s features. But what do you think: How does someone look who fought 

against the Russians for several years, then fled to Pakistan before the Taliban and 

spent the first two years in an Islamabad slum? Four years ago, I managed to make it 

here to Peshawar and worked to earn a small living, as the owner of a takeaway. I 

imagine life was a lot better in Europe, sister mine, beautiful woman from England.” 

Sarina fought hard for her voice not to falter. “I didn’t know any of this. It wasn’t 

until last year that you wrote to me for the first time. If you’d sent me some sign that 

you were alive, I would have tried to help.” 
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Karim’s left arm continued to row oddly through the air. “In the slums of Islamabad, 

the only sign of life you can give is being alive. There is no mail there, no internet, 

no telephones, only the water pipe three-hundred yards away, supplying stinking 

water every three days. Anyway, now you’re here. Because your son has disappeared. 

Otherwise you wouldn’t have come. But do you remember what a family is in 

Afghanistan? A large circle: parents, grandparents, children, grandchildren, brothers, 

sisters, nephews, nieces, and every one of them would give his life for the others. And 

what do you learn in England? Apparently, England is a country, where no one in the 

family, but your own brood, is of any interest at all.” 

Sarina said softly, “I fetched father so he could have a dignified old age in England.” 

“You wanted his money, not him,” Karim said unmoved, while his left arm continued 

its circling movement. 

“That isn’t true!” Sarina exclaimed. She fought back the tears. She sat down on one 

of the chairs. Then she asked, her voice shaking: 

“What’s wrong with your left arm? Do you suffer from a nervous disease? Or is it a 

war injury?” 

Karim looked at her with surprise. “An injury? No, it’s how I form my meat balls.” 

He raised his left arm and took a ball of dough and mince from his armpit and put it 

in the frying pan. Then he got out another portion of meat and dough mix from a 

bowl, pushed it into his armpit and resumed rotating his left arm. Then he said, “I 

suppose you have machines to do this for you in Great Britain?” 

Sarina was so astonished, she just sat there with her mouth open. Then she asked, 

“Do your guests know that’s how you do it?” 

“No one has ever asked how I make my meat balls. I learned how to do it in the place 

I worked in as a cook’s assistant.” 

Sarina said nothing and looked down at the ground. 

After a while, Karim stopped stirring the pan and his left arm stopped circling as well. 

“Let’s go to the back.” 

He turned off the stove, locked up the takeaway and led his sister into the private 

rooms. In the kitchen-living room, stood an elderly woman. Her back was as crooked 

as a sabre. The unmoving skin on her face seemed nailed to her skull bone. On the 
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table and ground, two girls and a boy were playing. As if there were no memories of 

war anywhere. 

“This is my family,” Karim said. “My wife Nuria, my son Farid and my daughters, 

Kiana and Amira. Two of my children died in Islamabad.” 

The woman by the stove merely looked up quickly and then put water on the boil. 

“Let’s have some tea,” Karim said, “and then you can tell me why you came to me.” 

Sarina sat down at the table and told him everything she knew about Christian. Then 

she said, “Help me find him. Please! He’s out there, somewhere.” 

Karim looked at his sister. His wife poured tea. He drank a few sips. Then he said, 

“You’re crazy. You can’t travel to Kurram just like that, right into the tribal areas. It’s 

a forbidden zone for anyone who is not part of the tribe. And besides…” 

“What do you mean…?” 

“I’m afraid Christian died long ago. You said yourself that the last contact, the second 

ransom demand, came about three weeks ago.” 

“He’s still alive, I can feel he’s still alive.” 

Karim stirred his tea. 

“When our oldest son developed a fever in Islamabad, I had to leave him during the 

day to find food. He’d run a very high temperature during the night and I hardly had 

the strength to leave him. But I had to, otherwise we wouldn’t have had anything to 

eat the next day. When I left in the morning, his fever had dropped, and I was so glad. 

All day I spoke with him in my thoughts and looked forward to seeing him that 

evening. But when I returned, he was dead. He died only an hour after I’d left. I’d 

been talking to a dead child. I had felt that a dead child was alive. You can have 

feelings that betray you more deeply than a person ever could. You believe Christian 

is still alive. I don’t believe he is.” 

“I’ll go there alone or with you. But I will go and I will look for him.” 

Karim said, “Then go alone.” 

“Is that your last word?” 

“Yes.” 

Sarina suddenly felt as though everything in this room, the shelves, the cupboards 

with the china, were falling towards her. And it seemed that she herself was falling 
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on a floor that gave way, like a cave leading sharply down. She looked at Nuria’s 

face. Karim’s wife was smiling at her for the first time. 

A Campfire of Human Flesh 

They stood and smoked in one of the trenches, Wasim and Tarek, the position 

commander of the Taliban. It was a cloudy night. A light drizzle was falling on their 

turbans and shoulders, and they had donned leather coats. 

Tarek looked into the distance. As though he were trying to make out something 

behind the darkness and the clouds. They all knew the Americans would have to 

conquer this valley, if they wanted to continue their advance on Kabul. 

“How will they come, with tanks, with planes, or with helicopters?” Tarek asked. 

“They’ll come like thieves in the night,” Wasim said. “They have no paradise for their 

fighters. This world is all they have, and for that reason they’re cowards and overly 

careful. They’ll send machines.” 

Wasim stubbed out his cigarette. 

“I’ll go get some sleep. Tomorrow morning I’ll relieve you.” 

Tarek nodded. He seemed to feel no fear. Probably he thought no American could fly 

in this weather. 

Wasim went to his dugout. He lit a candle on the table. He hung his cloak over the 

back of the chair and took off his boots. Then he placed a small cloth on the earthy 

wet ground. He knew where north was. Because that was where the Americans would 

come from. Therefore he also knew where west was. The country of the two sacred 

sites. Mecca and Medina. He had never been there. Although every Muslim was 

required to make a pilgrimage there once in his lifetime. But they all, the sheik, he 

and the other Arab fighters, stood on the black lists of this country. Admission lists 

for prisons where people were tortured. They could not travel to the country of the 

two sacred sites to go to Mecca. Wasim dreamed of the day this country of the two 

sacred sites would be freed. That was the sheik’s dream as well. Wasim tried to wipe 

away his doubts, like he wiped the rain off his clothes. 
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Wasim knelt down on the cloth he had spread out. He felt the damp come through his 

pants. Wasim prayed. He begged God for forgiveness because he would probably 

never reach the country of the two sacred sites. But here he would do battle for God, 

for Islam. To please Allah. Suddenly Wasim realised he was shivering. It was cold. 

Winter was coming to the north of Afghanistan. A majestic and cruel winter that 

slowly crept down from the mountains of the Hindu Kush into the valleys and plains. 

Wasim rose again, took the piece of cloth and hung it up to dry. He lay down on his 

makeshift bed fully clothed, only his boots stood to one side. He pulled the blanket 

of sheep wool over his body. This way it was warmer. He hoped there would be 

something for breakfast tomorrow. Bread with syrup or cheese. And hot coffee or tea. 

He closed his eyes. He knew from other positions that the bombers often came at 

night. Unreachable for their air raid defences. If you could even call their antiquated 

Russian ground-to-air missiles and their flak an air defence. “Tooth picks” and “pea 

shooters” was what some of Wasim’s men called the air raid defences of their Taliban 

brothers. 

And yet Wasim fell asleep. Despite his fear of an attack. But Allah gives peace to 

those being in deadly danger. For death is a path. Not an end. This path may be cruel, 

but it leads to the abolition of all despair, all suffering, all pain. 

Wasim slept deeply. Sometimes, as though he were watching himself sleep, it seemed 

to him he was dreaming. He saw many things in this dream. He saw the camp where 

he grew up in Jordan. He saw the hopelessness in this camp, a feeling that pressed its 

way through the dusty alleys like a mudslide. He saw the praying Muslims on the 

meadow by Srebrenica. He saw himself. Naked, cold, his courage lost. Then he woke 

up. He pulled on his boots and donned his rain cloak. He stepped outside. Dawn was 

already breaking. From the east, the sun was creeping through the valley like a scout. 

Wasim walked down the trench. At the front stood Tarek and half a dozen of his men. 

They seemed cheerful. They were drinking hot coffee. At best, they were teenagers. 

Fifteen, maybe sixteen years old. The much older Arab fighters in Wasim’s unit called 

them “Allah’s cuddle-kids”. Wasim knew that the Taliban forcibly recruited many of 

the boys from the surrounding areas into their militia and pressed them to fight. 

Sometimes, Wasim thought this wasn’t good. Only those who come by their own 

volition are worthy of fighting for Allah. But sometimes he told himself: better a 
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forced camel for the desert than none at all. Every fighter counted. Because they had 

no machines. When Wasim was still about five metres from the group, he heard a 

sound to his left. It was as quiet as the hum of a mosquito. He hardly perceived it. It 

was so quiet, so far away. He heard it for maybe one, maybe two seconds. Then the 

sound had disappeared. Wasim yelled as if he’d been bitten by a tarantula: 

“Down! Down! Right now!” 

A moment later he heard the hiss and detonation of the approaching aerial bomb. It 

felt as though the entire earth, the entire sky were being torn apart. Just before Wasim 

dived to the ground, he saw the face of one of the boys. An unreal wonderment lay 

on his face. And Wasim saw how this helpless face burst with the blast wave that had 

hit the back of the boy’s head. His face simply flew apart as if there had been an 

explosive charge in his brain. In the very last second, Wasim was lying on the bottom 

of the trench and buried his face in the earth. Then he lost consciousness because 

something hit his head. 

For a long time darkness surrounded his soul. He had the sensation that he was 

tumbling, everything was spinning and spinning. His hands and limbs seemed 

paralysed. As though they’d been poured in liquid steel and this steel had now cooled 

and set. He wondered whether he was dying, a man feeling death flooding through 

his veins. Like a cold poison that was burning his mouth, his throat. 

He opened his eyes. Next to him was a rock, and blood was seeping over his face. 

Probably this rock had hit him in the head. He felt a terrible nausea in his guts. He 

carefully felt his head. The skull seemed to be intact, apparently the rock had only 

caused a flesh wound. But when he drew his hands over his head, he thought that 

something wasn’t right. 

Then he smelled something. As if something had burned in a saucepan. He rose with 

an effort. Only then did he realise his hands were burnt. As well as the skin on his 

head, his hair. Miraculously, the rest of his body, as well as his face, seemed to be 

unscathed, having been pressed against the damp earth. 

Apparently the last tongues of the explosion’s flames had reached his head, but spared 

the rest of his body. As though Allah had erected a protective wall beneath his neck. 

Made of water, of cool, soothing water. Wasim raised up his burned hands. A brutal 

pain was beginning to pierce his consciousness. 
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He stood up with great effort, cramping. He stumbled along the trench. He had to find 

someone to bandage him quickly. Otherwise the burnt parts would later begin to 

fester. Then he saw a hand on the ground to the right of him. It lay there all alone. 

The skin was nothing but black ash crumbling off the bone. Wasim knew what to 

expect if he looked further to the right. He didn’t want to look in that direction. But 

he did. 

To his right, where the boys and Tarek had stood, there was nothing but a large 

smoking heap. The heap looked like a large campfire that someone had allowed to go 

out. Like the campfire last winter, on which they’d cooked fish and meat. After 

Ramadan, for the Feast of Breaking the Fast. Only that the campfire before him now 

was much bigger. And that the porous mass which was lying there wasn’t fish, or 

chicken, or beef. It was black, charred human flesh. Baked down to a conglomeration 

of ashes, bones, clothes, clay and rock. Wasim saw a charred backbone looming up. 

It was the only thing that still reminded of human beings. 

He cried. All of his pain, all of his sorrow erupted. The other survivors found him 

huddled on the ground, whimpering. They brought him to the infirmary. The doctor 

injected half an ampoule of morphine. The doctor said, “I don’t have much left. So 

bite down on a stick if you can’t bear the pain anymore.” Then the doctor cleaned the 

burns on his head and hands and bandaged them. 

“You won’t be able to carry or fire a gun anymore,” the doctor said when he was 

finished. “Keep the wounds clean. I don’t have any antibiotics. It they fester severely, 

we’ll have to remove your hands. Or you may even die.” 

They helped Wasim onto a camp bed in the infirmary. He ran a fever and dozed. For 

four days he lay like that. But he was lucky. The burns didn’t fester much. Soon he 

was able to get up and eat again. 

Then Shahin came to see him. Wasim asked, “How many?” 

Shahin said, “Only you and I and two others of our troop remain. And our Afghan 

brothers lost three quarters of their men. There are only twenty left. If they attack our 

position with infantry troops now, we won’t be able to hold them back.” 

“They won’t attack with the infantry. They won’t come at all until they’ve bombed 

us all to pieces. That’s how they fight. Then all they have to do is clean up.” 
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“Not entirely ineffective,” Shahin said. “If we had planes like theirs, we’d do the 

same, wouldn’t we?” 

Then Shahin eyed Wasim thoughtfully, “What did the doctor say about your hands?” 

Wasim had been expecting this question. He said, “I won’t be able to fire a gun 

anymore.” 

Shahin said, “Then you’ll fight in a different way.” 

Carsickness 

“Christian, we can’t stop again.” 

Thomas, his father, is gripping the gear shift lever as though he wanted to beat his 

son with it. 

“But he just feels carsick,” Sarina says. “A lot of small children have that problem.” 

“Look forward, Christian,” Thomas adds. “You’ll feel better.” 

Where is forward? Christian no longer knows. The only thing he can do is hear inside 

the sack. Forward, backward, sideways, it’s all much of a muchness. Who kidnapped 

me? 

A bit later they leave the motorway and drive onto the parking lot of a service area. 

They’re on their way to Italy. Vacation in Afghanistan, what would that be like, Sarina 

sometimes wonders. Grenades, mines, screaming. Thirst. Nothing to drink but blood. 

In Italy: sun, beach, good food. Tips. Whom can you give tips to in Afghanistan? 

Only the bounty hunters. Sarina releases Christian’s safety belt. She takes him by the 

hand. 

“Come on, we’ll take a little walk down that path. Fresh air will make you feel better.” 

Thomas goes in to the service station. For tea and cigarettes. That’s how the Desert 

Rats fought in Africa, his father had told him time and again. You get tea and 

cigarettes if you survive Rommel’s next attack. When the tea and cigarettes were all 

gone, Rommel was almost at the gates of Alexandria. Montgomery brought more tea 

and cigarettes. And things went downhill for the Huns. 

Christian is playing in a little meadow. On the side, in the bushes, no one can play. It 

looks as though the entire motorway is suffering from stomach flu. Motorways are 
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feculent roads to nowhere. In Afghanistan, you find no excrements on the side of the 

road. They turn to dust immediately. The blood too just seeps into the dust and 

disappears. The blood on European motorways remains. Until the next shower. 

Sarina watches Christian playing. There are three archetypes of people. Romeo and 

Juliet. Murderer and victim. Mother and child. Sarina picks Christian up. I love you. 

That fragrance. A child is fragrant. She could smell it even as he was born. In the 

midst of all the blood, the sweat, the hospital smells of disinfectants and antiseptics. 

The smell of the child. It’s more than just the smell of life. It’s the fragrance of purity. 

Of: all death is faraway. Of: I love you. 

She asks him, “Do you still feel ill?” Christian continues playing. His face isn’t pale 

anymore. 

Sarina says, “Let’s go and find daddy. He’s waiting at the service station. We’ll buy 

you a juice.” 

Thomas is sitting in a corner sipping tea. At least he went to the non-smoking area. 

He bought the cigarettes for later. 

Sarina says, “Oh, don’t look so grim. He’s just a child.” 

“I’d just prefer to arrive while it’s still light. If we stop every hour to rest for half an 

hour, then it’ll get dark before we arrive. I hate driving in strange countries in the 

dark. You get lost, use more petrol, cause accidents.” 

“You spend more energy thinking about your car than your child.” 

“I would say if I’m thinking of how to avoid accidents, I’m thinking of my child, and 

you, as well.” 

Sarina looks down into her coffee cup. 

They drive on. Christian feels this sickness forming in his stomach again. No one 

says: look forward. Or: let’s stop. He is lying in the boot of a car with his hands and 

feet tied. With this sack over his head. When his heart beats, it moves not just the 

blood through his body, but the pain as well. A nausea deeper than the stomach is 

moving upward. Don’t vomit. Don’t vomit. He knows one thing: You can suffocate on 

your own vomit. If your hands aren’t free. The senses. They got him out of the hut in 

the morning. Beat him to get him to stand. Shoved him into the boot of the car. Yelling 

this strange form of Pashto. In England, Christian had stared at many a Scotsman on 
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the trains. A country is large when its people can’t all understand one another’s 

tongues. He recognises only scraps of sentences in the Pashto of his abductors. 

Mostly curses. Something seems to be going wrong. His own kidnapping is going 

wrong. Therefore his death is near. Criminals become criminals if the crime starts 

going wrong. This boot is a coffin. The car bucks and shakes like a wild horse. Dirt 

tracks, potholes. Then it gets better. Apparently they are now driving down a road. 

Every minute consists of two things: do I have enough air? And: don’t vomit. Some 

amateurs forget that their victim needs air inside their hole, their boot, their shed. 

And then find a corpse in their hole. But there’s enough air. And he doesn’t have to 

vomit. That’s good. Also because his abductors won’t have another reason to beat 

him. You dirty pig. Who’s supposed to clean up that mess? 

Hours later, the car stops. Light from above. Daylight apparently. They drag him out. 

Now he feels this great thirst. If you’re worried about air, you don’t notice the thirst. 

Now he’s breathing fresh air. Not captured air. His throat is on fire. He asks for water: 

in Pashto. A miracle happens. Someone passes him a bowl of water. Christian empties 

it like a man lost in the desert. Through the slit in the sack. Thank you. Thank you. 

They drag him into someplace again. It seems to be a house. It’s warmer than outside. 

They shove him into a room. Allah be praised. It’s warmer than in his last shed. There 

he’d frozen. Shivered. And sometime he hadn’t known if it was the cold or the fear. 

It’s warmer here. 

Demotion 

Twilight had already fallen. Albert saw Miller standing outside the living quarters 

having a smoke. Albert went over to him. Miller was staring at the mountains in the 

distance, as if he had once again set a laser marker out there and was now waiting for 

the American fighter bombers. 

“What is it, Captain?” Albert asked. 

Miller ground the cigarette out with his foot. 

“The day before yesterday, when the thing with John and Rutger happened, I wrote a 

report to Colonel Mulholland right away, of course. Today his answer arrived.” 
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“And?” Albert asked. 

“I’m going to be replaced,” said Miller. “I knew that already. But demote me on top 

of it! Well, I didn’t expect that. As of now, I’m only a lieutenant, so I have no 

command anymore. They said I was unable to control my subordinates.” 

Albert answered, “How are you supposed to control anyone out here? All we do is 

set laser markers on targets. We never see the enemy and we live, with all respect for 

our accommodations, in a desert of stones. In my Combat Medic Field Reference, 

psychological catastrophes like John’s aren’t allowed for.” 

Miller said nothing. Together they looked at the mountains. Like a used-up married 

couple whose eyes no longer meet. 

After a while, Albert asked, “What happens now?” 

Miller said, “In three days a lieutenant-colonel will arrive with three new people to 

replace me, John and Rutger. And a second team as well.” 

“Why such a high-ranking officer?” Albert asked. 

“They’re changing the procedure. More rank and arrogance on the ground for better 

air strikes. I don’t know more than that either. You’ll just have to wait and see.” 

Miller sat down on a wooden bench by the wall of the house. Men who lose their 

command can sit if they want to. Everyone in the veterans home sits as well. 

“Let’s talk about something else, Albert,” Miller said. “What will you do when all of 

this is over? When the Taliban and Osama are gone and Afghanistan is the 51st state 

of the USA?” 

“I go and visit Calcutta,” said Albert. 

Miller raised his head. “Calcutta? What the hell do you want in Calcutta? Don’t you 

carry a Catholic rosary with you? Are you going to convert to Hinduism now?” 

“No, no,” Albert said, “I want to track down a distant relative there.” 

“What? Tell me about it,” said Miller. 

“Well, last year my ninety-year-old grandfather told me shortly before he died, that 

his uncle had signed up on a ship in Naples as a young man. This was at the end of 

the 19th century. The ship was bound for India. It docked in Calcutta, but after a few 

days, it set out on the return journey. Only my grandfather’s uncle stayed in Calcutta. 

He settled down, started a family and earned a decent living as a carpenter. But shortly 

after World War Two, in the third generation, the family fell destitute and was forced 
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to move to the slums of Calcutta. It’s possible that one of the descendants still lives 

there, at least she wrote a letter to my grandfather five years ago. And my grandfather 

said to me: Alberto, go look for her, bring her home to the States.” 

Miller shook his head lightly. “How will you find your relative in such a huge slum? 

Surely they don’t have a list of inhabitants?” 

“No, I’m sure they don’t,” Albert answered. “But I have a rough sender address from 

the letter. And I can ask people if they know anyone who comes from Italy. Maybe 

that’ll work. I can at least try.” 

Miller said, “I wish you luck in finding your relative.” 

Then Albert asked, “And what will you do, Captain? When you get home?” 

Miller said, “Lieutenant, Albert, I’m only a lieutenant now. I have to get used to it 

anyway.” 

“Okay, Mister Lieutenant, what will you do when you get home? Is there anyone you 

can look for without having to kill him like you do here?” 

“No,” said Miller, “there’s no one. My parents…,” he rubbed his brow, “my parents 

both died when I was eleven, and I haven’t got any siblings. I’ve often had the feeling 

that I came into this world to be alone. I joined the army to show my dead father that 

he was an example to me. Even though he died so young. And because I was looking 

for a new family.” 

Miller thought a while. 

‘Well, if I was going to leave the army, I’d go to a friend who runs a security company. 

Then I can hunt down little burglar-Taliban.” 

“That’s a plan anyway,” Albert said. And looked back at the mountains because they 

didn’t need any comforting. 

Departure into the tribal areas 

Karim brought Sarina to a windowless room on the first floor. 

“You can sleep here. We don’t have much room.” 

“Will I get enough air here?” she asked, close to tears. 
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“You’re the first one of my guests to ask that,” Karim replied. He pointed out a square, 

dusty grid in the ceiling. 

“There’s the air. It should be enough. Good night.” 

Silently, Karim gave Sarina a mat and some blankets. Then he left the room. Sarina 

looked around. Three walls of the room were covered with shelves and cupboards 

stacked with vast amounts of business papers. 

Sarina lay the mat on the floor, took her shoes and jacket off and lay down bent double 

under the blankets. For a few minutes she lay there, motionless. As though something 

inside her were lying in ambush, like a leopard ready to tear everything to pieces. 

Then, suddenly, the leopard jumped.  

Invisible claws of pain tore at her chest. From her face, tears pressed out like flood 

water through the cracked walls of a cellar. She shivered and her teeth were chattering 

like the castanets in an orchestra. Her tears ran down her cheeks in salty trickles, 

pooled at her lips and dripped from her chin. And from the depths of her throat came 

a sob, a gurgling and whimpering, that she herself registered with something like 

amazement. She lost all sense of her body, her soul. She was nothing more than a 

dissolving substance. Then, at some point, an exhaustion like none she experienced 

before, pressed like a pillow against her face. The way you suffocate a bothersome 

child. She dropped into a deep, leaden sleep. Without dreams, without recognition, 

without hope. She awoke when the morning commotion of vendors, animals, 

machines, children began. 

She put on her shoes. Her lovely English shoes. What are they good for, she asked 

herself. I’ve lost everything. I’m returning like a sinful, false mother. Without my 

child. My child fell into an abyss into which I did not follow him. I no longer have 

the strength to continue with this on my own. A cyclist cannot reach the moon. He 

may be filled with an unfaltering will, a perfectly trained body. But he has no starting 

point. 

She went downstairs. To the kitchen. She would leave after breakfast. Without 

recriminations. Without sorrow. Empty as the plastic cover for a corpse pulled out of 

the river. She would fly from Peshawar to Karachi. From Karachi to Europe. From 

England to London. The voracious giant on the Thames. In which the dead float anew 

every day. Those from wars past and wars to come. No one sees these corpses 
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anymore. They’re too commonplace. Then she would go to her apartment. To her 

husband. And stand alone in the doorway. Without Christian. And the neighbours 

would return from their Christmas shopping. 

She walked into the kitchen. Karim sat at the table. There was no sign of his wife, nor 

his children. Maybe the children were at school and his wife was on the market 

square. How do Pakistani children get to school? Sarina did not know. 

She sat down. Karim poured her a cup of tea. Without looking up. Sarina stirred her 

tea. Although there was neither milk, nor sugar in it. 

Karim said something. Without looking up. She heard it. As though someone were 

whispering something to her casually. Something about a foreign world. 

“I’ll come with you to search for Christian.” 

She saw the spoon fall from her hand. Then something suddenly yanked her from her 

chair. A sharp wire that pulled her up by the arms. 

She was standing. She heard herself yelling, “Why are you doing this to me? First no, 

then yes, when will it be no again, when yes? Are you playing with my fear, what are 

you thinking, are you trying to wreck me or what?” 

She sat down again. Shivering. Sobbing. Both were silent. When she picked up her 

teacup, she noticed the tea was spilling because she was shaking so hard. 

Karim was still not looking at her. 

“We’ll get underway tomorrow morning,” he said. 

“Is that all?” She was still yelling. 

He raised his head a bit. His guard up like a boxer, he said: 

“We’re doing this my way. Is that clear?” 

She had no more strength to speak. She dragged herself up to her bedroom like a 

limping antelope. She tried to think about his “my way”. It wasn’t possible. She fell 

asleep again. 

The next morning they left. They entered a dark courtyard behind Karim’s home. 

Karim pointed to a small car standing in a corner. The vehicle was so old and rusty it 

conveyed courage to any pedestrian. 

“Get in,” Karim said. Sarina threw him a questioning look. 

“Don’t say anything. We’re doing it my way.” 
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They drove through Peshawar. After a while Sarina had the feeling they were leaving 

town in a northerly direction, not towards the west, where they should be headed. 

“Where are we driving?” she asked carefully. 

“We’re going to fetch someone. There we’ll also switch vehicles.” 

Sarina closed her eyes. She said, “If we need to buy supplies, I have enough money 

with me.” 

“I’ve taken care of everything. Yesterday, while you slept all day. You came by plane 

and bus, and yet you slept like the dead. Six years ago, I was making my way on foot 

for eleven days, day and night, and still I could never sleep more than one or two 

hours a night. We are very different siblings.” 

Sarina wanted to be cruel, “Maybe we’re only half siblings.” 

“Don’t insult our mother,” Karim said. 

They were silent. Karim drove. Sarina looked out at the road. After about an hour, 

they reached an area full of warehouses, garages and half-finished office buildings. 

Maybe a commercial park had been planned here originally. A park they had simply 

forgotten to complete. 

Karim turned into a parking lot. At the other end, Sarina saw two figures. A child and 

a man. Both were apparently waiting for Karim. 

“They are coming with us,” Karim said. 

“A child? Why do you want to take a child?” 

Karim stopped the car. They got out. Sarina realised the child-like figure was an adult 

of short stature. He threw Sarina a broad, friendly grin. The other man was clearly 

Asian. 

“May I introduce you?” Karim said to Sarina. “My friends Aban and Deng Han Jin 

from China. Jin even speaks a bit of English.” 

“As-salaamu’ alaikum,” the midget said. 

“Good day,” Jin said in English. “Worked on British ships I.” 

Sarina shook their hands. She couldn’t say a single word. 

Meanwhile Karim had opened one of the nearby large garages. Inside stood a lorry 

with a circus caravan. Both were in the Pakistani tradition, entirely covered with 

flowerlike painted patterns and with the glued-on yellow, red, and white remains of 

luminescent reflector stickers, small disks of plastic and headlamps. It looked as 
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though flower beds were growing on the vehicles. As if they’d been ordered 

especially for a Christian Easter procession in Europe. 

Karim said, “I bought both for next to nothing from the Lucky Irani Circus in Karachi. 

That was a few years ago. I’m planning to start a circus here one day with Aban and 

Jin.” 

“The idea of a circus is definitely good,” Sarina said, “but why did we lose so much 

time driving all the way here just to look at your circus caravan? We need to travel in 

an entirely different direction. Please, can’t we get going?” 

“We’ll get going,” Karim said slowly. “But we’re taking the lorry and the caravan.” 

 Sarina turned white as chalk. She leaned her back against a wall. She was shaking. 

Suddenly she started yelling so loud the Chinese and the midget flinched. 

“Are you seriously planning to take this banger, a midget and a Chinese Buddhist to 

the tribal areas of fundamental Muslims? You’re completely mad, you’re trying to 

drive me insane, to get even for my not doing what you expected back then.” 

“Jin,” Karim said very calmly, “is not a Buddhist. He converted to Islam.” 

Sarina simply continued yelling, “I don’t give a toss. They’re going to shoot us dead 

before we’ve gone three miles. We’ll be as visible to everyone as a pied dog on a 

platter.” 

“But that’s exactly it,” Karim said. “And now please calm down. If you keep this up, 

Aban and Jin won’t come along because you’re too hysterical.” 

“What do you mean by ‘that’s exactly it’?” 

“Sarina,” Karim answered, “I told you we would do it my way. It’s dangerous, no 

matter what. But our main problem is that we’re searching for a needle in a haystack. 

And that is why we have to attract attention. It’s our only chance. If word gets around 

that a crazy group of people, a circus nut from Peshawar, a midget, a Chinese and a 

Pashtun woman are travelling around in a circus caravan and giving performances 

with stunts and a show, then we’re going to meet people we would otherwise never 

encounter.” 

Sarina was breathing a bit more calmly. “What do you mean with ‘stunts’?” 

Karim looked over at his two friends. “Do you think Aban and Jin are office 

workers?” 
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First, Karim gave Aban a short nod. Aban stood stock still for a few seconds. Only 

his cheeks and his mouth formed a gentle smile for Sarina. Then, without the least 

visible preparation, he did a standing backflip. 

Sarina took a step back. She asked, “And Jin?” 

Jin said, “Famous trick. Big trick.” 

He took a large knife from his pocket. He knocked against the car with the blade to 

show by the metallic sound that the blade was very real. Then he ran the blade lightly 

over the back of his hand so Sarina could see the pearls of blood forming and knew 

how sharp the knife was. Suddenly, more quickly than Sabrina could even see, Jin 

rammed the knife hard into his own stomach. Sarina screamed. Jin staggered a bit 

and collapsed. Then he stood up again, smiling, and held the complete knife in his 

hand. Not one drop of blood on his stomach. 

Sarina stared at Jin with her mouth hanging open. 

Karim said, “Not bad for a budding circus, don’t you think?” 

Sarina got a hold of herself. “Those may be great stunts, but we’re headed for the 

tribal areas. They’ll massacre us if we show up as a disrespectful circus company.” 

“You don’t know much about those tribal areas, Sarina,” Karim said. “Not so far 

away, in Kabul and Islamabad, they think there’s nothing there but archaic wild men, 

criminals and religious extremists. They think that in Europe and the US too, of 

course. But if the Taliban in Afghanistan are as humourless as lizards in a fridge, that 

doesn’t mean all Pashtuns in the tribal areas are like that. Besides, amusing people 

don’t have to be disrespectful. And as long as you obey the rules in the tribal areas, 

you can get by.” 

“What rules are those?” 

“There are many. Hospitality. Respect. Honour. No man may look at a woman he 

doesn’t know.” 

“Will I have to wear a veil?” Sarina asked. 

“We’ll decide then.” 

There was a moment of silence. Then Karim said, “Go ahead and take a look at the 

inside of the caravan. See what you think.” 
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They entered the caravan. There was a small table with chairs and sleeping 

compartments stocked with cushions, blankets and pillows. Karim had also bought 

plenty of supplies. They could cook on the little gas stove. 

“Which way will we travel?” Sarina asked. 

“First across the Khyber Agency, then in the Kurram Agency,” Karim responded. 

“It’s madness, Karim, don’t you agree?” Sarina said. 

“Yes, despite everything, it’s madness,” Karim said and nodded several times. 

“Why are you helping me anyway? After saying no at first?” 

Karim looked at the gas cooker for a while. As though soup was already boiling there. 

Then he said, “After our first conversation, when I told you I wouldn’t help and you’d 

gone up to sleep, I offered up all my anger, my bitterness to Allah, I hurled them at 

Allah. My bitterness about your prosperity and wealth in Europe, and my poverty and 

suffering. I begged Him for advice, for help. In the end I fell into a profound sleep in 

the middle of my study. Then suddenly, a new day was already dawning, my wife 

Nuria stood in the doorway. Since two of our children died in Islamabad she hasn’t 

spoken much anymore, she just works silently. As if she could redeem our children 

from Heaven like that. So suddenly Nuria stood there in the doorway of my study and 

said: ‘You have to help your nephew. He is the son of your sister. And you have to 

help your sister.’ I felt an incredible relief. The decision had been made. I thanked 

Allah. And now I beg you to forgive me.” 

Sarina hugged him. “I’m the one that should be asking for forgiveness. For simply 

leaving back then, with our parents, without taking you with us.” 

Karim said, “You did the right thing back then. War was already looming. War is not 

for everyone. And especially not for women.” 

They started around noon, after everything had been stashed in the lorry and caravan. 

Sarina joined Karim in the driver’s cab, while Jin and Aban disappeared in the 

caravan. They left Peshawar on a street that was, at first, well-constructed, and headed 

south-west. An endless stream of rattling, whistling, overfilled cars, buses and lorries 

were driving in the opposite direction, their fan belts and clutches grinding. After 

about an hour, the oncoming traffic thinned out. 

“What’s your plan?” Sarina asked. “What roads will we take?” 
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“I have no plan,” Karim said. “Today we’ll drive south and spend the night just short 

of the Khyber Agency border. Tomorrow we’ll try to cross that border. That will be 

difficult enough.” 

“Why?” Sarina asked. 

“Actually, anyone apart from the locals is forbidden to cross the border, because of 

the dangers from criminals and tribal fighting.” 

“So, how are we going to enter the agency?” Sarina asked. She noticed her voice 

getting louder. 

Karim didn’t answer, he sat at the wheel and stared at the windscreen of his lorry for 

a while. As though he was watching a television programme. Then he suddenly asked, 

“How much money do you have with you?” 

She said, “A little over forty thousand dollars.” 

Karim had a coughing fit. Then he said abruptly, “I can’t believe you would carry that 

much money on you. I’ve never even seen a thousand dollars at once. Never mind 

owning that much.” 

“How much of that money will we need to get in?” Sarina asked. 

“Not that much anyway,” Karim said. 

Both were silent. 

Then Sarina asked, “How cold will it get? It’s fall already.” 

“We’ll manage,” Karim said. “It won’t get really cold around here until January. By 

then we’ll be back, one way or another.” 

Sarina bit her fist to remain still. 

They spent their first night on the border to the Khyber Agency, near an abandoned 

factory. When they were getting ready to sleep in the caravan, Sarina noticed that Jin 

was cleaning a revolver. Jin said, “From freighter. Malaysian pirates. Maybe pirates 

here too. Soon.” 

When he was done cleaning his weapon, he pulled out a small magazine and looked 

at a page in it for several minutes. Then, suddenly, he jotted something down. Again 

he focussed on the page for nearly five minutes, to then jot down something in 

addition. Sarina saw it was an English crossword puzzle. When Jin realised she was 

watching him, he closed the magazine and said, “Downword puzzle. From UK 

freighter. Makes peaceful.” 
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Sarina said, “Jin, thank you for coming with us and supporting my brother and me.” 

Jin looked at Sarina and said, “You are beautiful woman.” 

Sarina sensed that this was not the last time she would stare at someone in 

astonishment on this trip. But for today, it was enough. She turned over on her pallet, 

pulled the blanket over her head and felt sleep spread over her body, her soul like 

warm, swashing water. 

Life in One Minute 

“Wasim, Wasim,” Shahin called out, “Come out, there’s a surprise for you, your 

cousin.” 

Wasim got up in a flash. And went outside. A man of about twenty was standing there. 

Wasim didn’t recognise him. He had a lot of cousins. Some had remained in Palestine. 

Some had been in his camp in Jordan. That was many years ago. He’d known most 

of his cousins as children, not later. 

Wasim embraced the man. “Excuse me, but I don’t recognise you. What is your 

name?” 

“Syed,” the man said, “The son of your uncle Dakil.” 

Yes, Wasim had an uncle named Dakil. Still he felt hesitant. 

“Speak, Syed, tell me something that proves you’re really part of my family. In this 

war, Satan is forever laying traps for us. It’s made us all suspicious.” 

Syed pulled something from this waistcoat pocket. “I won’t tell you something, I’ll 

give you something. Here.” 

He gave Wasim an envelope. The envelope was heavy. Too heavy to contain just a 

letter. Wasim opened the envelope laboriously with the stubs of his fingers. 

“What happened to your hands?” Syed asked. 

“I forgot to put on my gloves,” Wasim said. 

In the envelope he found a letter. And a wristwatch. 

“Leave me alone for a moment, Syed,” Wasim said. 

Wasim almost staggered into his shelter. In the flickering glow of an oil lamp, he 

unfolded the letter, his hands trembling. 
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“My dearest Wasim. When you read this letter, everything will have been in vain. 

And my guilt so immeasurably great that I will no longer be among the living. For 

this reason too I’m sending the watch back to you, because my corpse shall not be 

beautified by it. When my parents went to Damascus with me because there was hope 

of work and a better life for my family, I was carrying your child in my body. When 

it could no longer be hidden, my father wanted to disown me. But thanks to my 

mother and my sisters, I was allowed to stay. I gave birth to a boy. His nature was 

wonderful, his face was beautiful, and every day, while he was growing up, I saw in 

him your face. I gave him the name Djamal, the Beautiful One. I was so happy to 

have him, I dreamed of finding you again one day and showing you this most 

beautiful gift on earth. But then, one day, shortly after Djamal’s eighth birthday, my 

time ended. They brought him to me, dead, drowned in a swimming pool, as though 

he was a brick found at the bottom of the pool, a brick to stone me with for all eternity. 

Since then, I am just an empty shell, a dress, a body without a soul, without sorrow, 

filled only with guilt and hatred for myself. Because I was not there to protect him. I 

was not with him when the water surrounded his body, his face, his fear, drowning 

everything. Every night I wake up and see his agonised face as he fights for his life. 

Every day, when I go out and see children holding their parent’s hand, I have to steady 

myself against a house wall to bear the pain. Every evening, in my parents’ living 

room, I sit by an open window, on the fifth floor of a house in Damascus. Then I 

found out by chance that your cousin Syed, who admires you greatly for your 

fighting, was in Damascus and planned to find you in Afghanistan. So I knew my 

torment was over. Now I have written these lines to you and will soon give this letter 

to Syed, who will fly from Damascus to Pakistan tonight to get to you. In the evening, 

I will be sitting again in my parents’ living room, when they have already gone to 

bed, and for the last time I will open the window. Give up hope, for when you come 

to paradise for your battles, you will not find me. For I am now crossing the narrow 

bridge of eternity in order to fall into the fire, for forgiveness and grace shall not be 

my reward, and even this place of damnation seems to me a true deliverance now. 

Don’t ask Syed what happened to me, he will know nothing. Don’t forgive me, for 

my guilt is too great for any grace. You must continue to live in order to desecrate my 
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grave, to punish my body, if you come to visit your son, next to whom they will lay 

me, when all death kisses my false lips. Farewell. Aicha.” 

Wasim folded the letter and went outside, where Syed stood, speaking to Shahin. 

Wasim heard himself say “Syed, I thank you. Please forgive my doubts. Tell me. Why 

have you come?” 

Syed said, “I want to fight with you.” 

Wasim said, “That’s good.” He looked around. As though any minute now more 

cousins would show up to fight with him. 

Wasim said, “Rest now, after your long journey. Shahin will show you everything 

tomorrow.” 

Syed said, “I thank you, Wasim.” 

Shahin looked at Wasim. He was frowning. “Wasim, is everything alright?” 

Wasim was a speaking body, “Everything is alright.” 

Syed and Shahin left. Wasim remained where he was. He stood on a gigantic burning 

globe that was the world. The globe was turning. Soon Wasim would crash down. 

Into black nothingness. And pull everything else along. 
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Intermediate Chapter 10/31 
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Law of the Pashtuns 

Hear, inhabitant of the steppe, the border region, the mountains, child of Pashtunistan: 

This is the inescapable law, the Pashtunwali, and your highest command is to follow 

it. Centuries ago, long before the time of your father or grandfather, its laws were in 

force, so do not stain them with your dishonour or defiance, but consider them 

unbreakable, holy and irrevocable. 

 

Melmastia, the first law: Allow anyone who so desires, to enter and let him be your 

guest, let him find safety, food and drink in your home. Expect no gift, no 

remuneration or favour, but grant shelter and the safety of your village to anyone, 

regardless of his race, religion, national affiliation and status, regardless of who is 

hunting him or not. 

 

Badal, the second law: Let revenge follow upon all dishonourable conduct. If an 

injustice is committed against you, then seek revenge, demand it, execute it, for 

otherwise your honour will be stained for all time. For small offences, money, wares 

or marriage can atone for the injustice, in worse cases only the death of someone in 

the family of the guilty one. 

 

Nanawatay, the third law: If you are vanquished, go to the house of the victor and 

ask for forgiveness. But consider: you may not demand this forgiveness if you 

dishonoured or injured a woman, or if you wrongly killed a man or child. 

 

Nang, the fourth law: The honour of a Pashtun and his family is inviolable. It may 

neither be broken nor sullied nor offended, otherwise the second law applies. And 

again: Only the death of the person responsible can restore the sullied honour of a 

woman. 
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From a Pakistan Travel Guide 

 

Formerly Pakistanis did not drive fast, only dangerously. With the advent of improved 

roads, Pakistanis now drive fast and dangerously. 

 

Before you drive a car in Pakistan, spend a few days observing traffic on foot, or from 

a bus: Pakistani driving has a rhythm, it follows the rules of a sort of tango of driving, 

and you will be lost if you do not conform to this rhythm. 

 

Officially, vehicles drive on the left in Pakistan, but there isn’t much lane discipline. 

 

Generally, no one understands the point of seat belts and hardly anyone uses a mirror. 

 

Some cars have alarms that sound when the permitted speed is exceeded. But the 

sound of these alarms are more of a form of music to Pakistani ears. They are an 

addition to the radios which usually are turned up to full volume. 

 

The use of the indicator is not standardized. When a driver flashes his right indicator, 

it can mean he is planning to pull over and let cars behind him pass. However, it can 

also mean that he himself plans to turn right or pass. 

 

Driving in the dark should be avoided at all cost since no importance seems to be 

attached to functioning rear lights. 

 

Flashing the headlamps does not mean “after you,” it means “I’m coming and I’m 

not about to back down.” 
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JoPa II, General Audience II, Wednesday 31 October 2001 

Canticle in chapter 45 of the Book of Isaiah “On the Mystery and Providence of God” 

 

“Truly, you are a hidden God” (Isaiah 45, 15). The verse which introduces the 

Canticle prayed at Lauds on Friday of the 1st week of the Psalter, is taken from a 

meditation of the Deutero Isaiah on the greatness of God manifested in creation and 

in history: a God who reveals himself, though he remains hidden in the 

impenetrability of his mystery. He is by definition “the hidden God”. No thought can 

encompass him. Man can only contemplate his presence in the universe, discern his 

imprint and bow down in adoration and praise. 

 

The invitation to adore and the offer of salvation is directed to all peoples: “To me 

every knee shall bow, every tongue shall swear” (Isaiah 45, 23). To read these words 

from a Christian perspective means to go in thought to the full revelation of the New 

Testament, which points out in Christ “the Name which is above every other name” 

(Phil 2, 9), so that “at the name of Jesus, every knee must bend, in heaven, on earth 

and under the earth, and every tongue proclaim that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory 

of God the Father” (Phil 2, 10-11). Through this hymn, our morning praise acquires 

a universal dimension and speaks in the name of those who have not yet had the grace 

to know Christ. It is a praise which becomes “missionary", forcing us to travel to 

every corner of the globe, announcing that God has revealed himself in Jesus as 

Saviour of the world. 

 

At the end of the commentary, the Holy Father addressed the pilgrims in French, 

English, German, Spanish, Portuguese, Czech, Slovenian, Croatian, and Italian. 
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III 
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Lieutenant-Colonel Ramses 

Lieutenant-Colonel Ramses didn’t just come to take over a detachment. He arrived 

as though justness and infallibility came with him, but clothed in a garment named: 

Courage and Will. Wantonness. He came with three helicopters, three men as 

replacements for Miller, John and Rutger, an additional team and innumerable crates 

and containers. Two pallets of Starbucks coffee. I, the Messiah, bring you Starbucks 

coffee, to end your suffering once and for all. Welcoming committee beside the 

landed, clattering helicopters, surrounded by a rocky terrain. Which one of you 

nitwits is Miller? Raised hand. Get lost. Miller climbed into one of the choppers and 

disappeared. A soldier’s grave with a cross and his name would have been more 

dignified, Albert thought. 

Buck exchanged a few first words with the lieutenant-colonel. Afterwards, the CIA 

agent no longer looked like he could find the humour in a bullet through the lung. 

“Sir, how are we supposed to get all these crates to our camp? The all-terrain vehicles 

can’t get through here,” Buck said. 

“Not my problem,” Ramses said. “I bring ’em, you lug ’em.” 

“Sir, I’m a member of the CIA, not the army. You’re not authorised to give me orders. 

Our duty is to cooperate. Not to subordinate.” 

“Oh, I can’t give you orders? Fine, I don’t need you anyway. But I can give orders to 

my men.” 

In the end, Albert, the new men and the accompanying Afghans all hauled the crates. 

All except Ramses, of course. In the Second World War, there was a U.S. division 

called the Ragtag Circus. Because they took along everything that wasn’t bolted 

down. Planes, red wine, women, food, equipment, bricks. After all, they may come 

in handy one fine day. The Germans ahead of them, the rags with them. That’s what 

you’re like now. Ahead and all around not one Taliban, instead you’re lugging crates 

for Ramses. After one hour of gruelling work, they reached a road fit for traffic and 

loaded the stuff into the utility trucks they called for. 
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They drove to the camp. Ramses in front with Buck and a cock-sized cigar in his 

mouth. Apparently, every officer from U.S. major upwards, came equipped with a big 

mouth and something to smoke. 

Once in the camp, Ramses had all his men line up. He yelled as if the men in front of 

him were with the seven dwarves behind the seven hills. 

“We’re going to see some changes here. M-o-r-e  e-f-f-e-c-t-i-v-e.” When he radios 

the bombers, they come right on time and with the correct greetings. Not like things 

were, under Miller. The second team will be stationed north of here. Sandwich ’em. 

Squash the Taliban. But first you had to fulfil their oath. 

What oath? 

Buck stared at them, as if no one would ever find anything funny ever again. 

Ramses said, “We’re getting back the bodies of John and Rutger.” 

Buck’s face went ash-grey. “Sir, that’s impossible. And life-threatening. You know 

what happened and why we left the two of them behind. They deserved what they 

got. Otherwise, we probably all would have died.” 

Ramses, “I have nothing against John and Rutger being dead. The U.S. Army can live 

with a couple of dead boys. But not with empty graves. The U.S. Army has sworn to 

bring home every last of our boys.” 

“You’re doing this alone, Ramses,” Buck said. Albert caught his breath. How were 

they supposed to get anywhere, without someone speaking the local language? 

“Don’t worry,” Ramses said. “One of the two new men can speak a little Farsi. Good 

enough for ‘give us the bodies’ anyway. And there are a few Afghan lackeys around 

too.” 

Half of the cock cigar was still poking out of Ramses’ mouth. 

“Hail Victory,” Buck said and turned away. 

Ramses had the men saddle up. Onto the Jeeps. Fourteen men with heavy weaponry. 

Three Afghan men too. Each of them had received 100 dollars from Ramses. Officer 

Big Spender. Afghan-American Funeral Committee. 

They drove off. The same road as a few days ago. Only in daylight. But then full stop. 

Rock fall. Huge boulders on the road. Albert: As though the gods were being lenient 

with them. Ramses: obstinate. Climbed out with the cock in his mouth and yelled at 

the fallen rocks in this way. The stones did not obey him. In practically any other 
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country the Army would have had bulldozers at their command immediately. Not in 

Vietnam, not in Afghanistan. Which is why you lost wars like those. 

Ramses yelled, “We’ll take a different route. Jump to it.” 

“Sir, there are traces of explosives on some of the rocks. We should be careful. It 

reeks of a trap.” This from Miller’s successor, Captain Reilly. 

“And you reek of fear,” Ramses cackled. 

One of the Afghan drivers exclaimed, “It isn’t as simple as taking a different route. 

There is one, but…” 

“But what? Who gives a shit?” 

“Four or five hours detour. And through Hazaras territory.” 

“Hazaras? What’s with Hazaras? Some kind of Apaches or what?” 

“Different tribe. Unpredictable. One day friends with A, the next with B. At dawn 

this, at dusk that.” 

“Okay, so today they’re our friends,” Ramses spun around. 

They turned and drove off. One hour, two hours. Then a village. They thundered 

through. Something was wrong. Apaches? 

Ramses had them stop. Send three men ahead. A patrol. Classic infantry tactics. 

Scout. Shoot. Then call the bombers. They shoot too. But different. 

The patrol returned. One of the men was chewing on a cigarette like he hadn’t eaten 

in days. 

“What?” Ramses shouted. 

“Sir, the village has been wiped out.” 

“Wiped out?” 

“Corpses everywhere. Kids. Grownups. Old people. Could have been just a few hours 

ago. The burn marks are fresh, so is the blood.” 

“Our bombers?” Ramses asked. 

“No, they were all knifed, beaten, shot to death. Not us.” 

Albert thought: Now Ramses has really arrived here. And his cigar isn’t a cock to 

suck on, it’s a dead bit of flesh. 

“We’re going back.” 

Oh sure, right: the army never leaves anyone behind. They manoeuvred the vehicles 

around. Funeral directors without turnover. That’s what they were. 



112 

Border Crossing 

After the breakfast Jin cooked up for them from tin cans, they got off to an early start. 

Soon they reached a lowered boom barrier with a small hut, the border to the Khyber 

Agency. A uniformed man with a holster at his side came out of the small guardhouse. 

Karim said to Sarina, “It’s better if you go to the back.” 

Karim got out and showed the man his papers. The border guard looked at the papers 

as though they were an arrest warrant. Then he motioned for Karim to follow him 

inside the guardhouse. 

Jin watched from the window. After a while, he said, “Take too long.” 

“What do you mean, Jin?” Sarina asked. 

“Papers fake. Take too long.” 

Sarina was glad she didn’t have to look at herself in a mirror just then. 

“Does that mean they’ll arrest us?” 

“Don’t know. Most time it goes quicker.” 

“Jin, are you often here with Karim?” 

“Sometimes.” Jin began rummaging in a drawer. He pulled out a crossword puzzle. 

As long as Jin is still solving crossword puzzles, all is not lost, Sarina tried to calm 

herself. After a while Karim returned. 

“It’s going to take a bit longer.” 

Sarina pressed her lips to prevent herself shouting again. 

“You’re trying to cross a border with falsified documents and then you tell us it’ll 

take a bit longer? They will put us in prison.” 

“The guard I know, Jaspal, is not on duty, and the guard who is on duty, doesn’t know 

me.” 

“So what happens now?” 

“He’s called Jaspal, but he’s on an excursion with his kids, says his wife. Now he’s 

waiting for Jaspal to call back.” 

Sarina said nothing. 

“Give me two hundred dollars,” Karim said. 

“He’s pretty cheap,” Sarina said defiantly. 

“It’ll cost more in the end, believe me.” 
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Karim went back to the small guardhouse. Half an hour later he returned. The boom 

barrier remained down. Karim said, “I’m going to take a nap.” 

Karim lay down to sleep. Jin kept busy with his “downword puzzle”. Aban was trying 

to repair a radio. Inside, Sarina was shivering so badly that she couldn’t concentrate 

on anything. Then she remembered the words of a therapist she’d visited years ago 

to get treatment for her anxiety attacks. “You can’t be afraid while you’re writing.” 

Sarina rummaged through her knapsack for an empty notebook and a ballpoint pen. 

Then she began writing in the notebook. Jin looked over at her and asked, “Puzzle 

you too?” 

“No,” Sarina said. 

Jin turned back to his columns of letters. 

Hour after hour went by. It was already past noon. Suddenly there was a knock at one 

of the windows. Karim jumped up as though he hadn’t been asleep. After a while he 

returned. 

“We can continue.” 

He got behind the wheel. The official raised the boom. Sarina didn’t ask why they 

were now finally allowed across the border. Whether the official had reached Karim’s 

friend Jaspal. Or whether the two hundred dollars made the difference. 

“Are we in the first circle of hell now?” Sarina asked her brother while they motored 

quietly down the country road, as if they were just looking for a nice picnic place. 

There are hells that don’t look at all like the nether regions. 

“That depends,” said Karim, “how you go about things.” 

“How should you go about things?” Sarina asked. 

“You have to be able to wait. Longer than you’ve ever come to know. What happened 

back there was a short wait.” 

Sarina looked out the window. 

“Karim, tell me. How often are you in this area and what do you do here? Are you 

dealing in drugs or weapons?” 

Karim stared ahead at the road, as if he were afraid of running someone over. 

“You don’t need to know.” 

“No, I don’t need to know,” Sarina said. 

“What comes next?” she asked. 
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“It will be dark soon. I’m going to try to get us to the petrol station at least. We can 

spend the night there.” 

“What petrol station? It doesn’t look like there’s a petrol station anywhere near here,” 

Sarina said. 

“A friend of mine, Vinay. He runs a sort of petrol station on the road from Peshawar 

to Parachinar. You’ll see. Meanwhile, enjoy the landscape.” 

Sarina looked at the mountains. Yes, the landscape was glorious. Mountain ranges 

that gave you the shivers. Before them a plain of sand, gravel, stones and withered 

trees. As if the mountains formed a guard of honour during the day, only to advance 

at night to crush everything. 

Liquidation 

The Hazara shepherd Shah Mohsin knew: One day they would come and take 

everything that was his. He was sixty years old and had been herding sheep for fifty 

years, first his father’s, then his own. And he had hoped, had in fact begged Allah, 

that one of his three sons would one day take over his more than one hundred sheep. 

But his first son had been shot dead by the Russians. The second had died in the 

internal battles of the Mujahideen. The third son, only eight years old, had been 

mentally handicapped from birth and incapable of leaving his father’s house, where 

he ate and babbled and whimpered while sleeping. 

Shah was the richest man around and the eldest in his village. Yes, one day they would 

come, the Pashtun Taliban, and take everything away, his sheep, his son, the family, 

everything. So often in the past the Taliban had killed his people, the Hazaras, without 

even breaking a sweat. One day they would come to his village as well. One way or 

another, it no longer really mattered how and when exactly. 

And they did come. In the dawn of a fall morning, on three all-terrain Subarus, the 

Taliban drove to his village and asked the first man they could get hold of, “Where is 

Shah, your village elder?” The man told them before they cut his throat. Then they 

kicked down Shah’s door and pulled him out. Like a stubborn goat dragged off to 

slaughter. 
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Shah cried, “Take all my sheep, all that I own, I give you my sheep as a present. And 

kill me, but let the others in the village live. I beg of you.” 

One of the Taliban said, “We’ll happily take the sheep if you want us to have them. 

But that’s not why we came.” 

Shah didn’t understand. He knelt down on the ground, the heavily armed Taliban in 

a semi-circle surrounding him. “Why did you come then, brothers, benefactors of 

Afghanistan?” 

Then the semi-circle opened. Shah saw a man approaching him. He was no Talib. He 

was an Arab. The Arab wore leather gloves. He bent down to Shah, pulled off his 

gloves and showed Shah his hands. Shah nearly didn’t recognise they were hands at 

all. What he saw were two black mutilated bits of flesh with small, just as black 

appendages. But since they were hanging on two arms, they had to be hands. 

The Arab said, “Allah was kind to me and took only my hands, but allowed me to 

live. But many of my brothers were burned beyond recognition, like these hands here, 

and nothing remained of them but a heap of ashes and bones.” 

Shah whimpered, “I beg Allah to relieve their pain in paradise, but I am not at fault 

for the death of your brothers. We are a peaceful village of Hazaras, we do not fight 

against you.” 

The Arab bent down so far he could whisper into Shah’s ears, “Listen, old man, we’ve 

been told that you’re the richest man around here, you trade and make deals with 

everyone, you know everyone. Is that true?” 

“Yes,” Shah said, “that’s true. Take all my riches and my sheep as a token of my 

friendship.” 

The Arab got up, pulled his gloves back on and gazed at the village. It seemed 

deserted, nothing but a few chickens cackling to themselves. But the Arab knew: 

everyone was huddling in their houses, stiff with fear, not even daring to come near 

the small windows. Then the Arab bent back down to Shah. 

“Who,” the Arab hissed, “who, and I’m asking you only once, who in this area is 

betraying our exact positions to the Americans? They could never hit us so precisely 

with only their own information. Who are the traitors?” 

Shah knew the end of his village had come. They would all be killed, whether they 

knew the traitors or not. A man searching for a traitor is a blind man. 
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Shah howled, “By Allah, I swear to you, I don’t know, I have never seen any 

Americans, and no one has told me anything about this.” 

“If you don’t know, who is it that does know?” the Arab asked. “There has to be 

someone who knows.” 

Now Shah begged for nothing more than a merciful death. “I swear to you by the 

Almighty, I do not know.” 

The Arab got up again. “Maybe your memory will return when you watch us now.” 

Shah had run out of hope. The Arab signalled to the Taliban. They took the petrol 

jerry cans from the vehicle, poured petrol on everything flammable and put a match 

to it. Then they began to throw grenades into every house and to shoot anyone who 

ran out. From one of the houses, a woman with a screaming baby in her arm ran out. 

A salvo from a machine gun tore up her abdomen and she lost the child, which also 

had been hit, so that it rolled down the embankment before her house. And while her 

intestines were spilling out, she tried desperately to reach the child by sliding on her 

legs and grabbing it with her hands. The next salvo killed the child and both lay half 

a metre apart. Shah was lying stretched out on the cold ground. 

“Do you know now who the traitors are?” the Arab asked. “Who is helping the 

Americans?” 

“I don’t know,” Shah shouted. “By Allah, why are you killing innocent people, I 

really don’t know.” 

Tears were streaming down his face, his ears were ringing, and he saw villagers, his 

friends and members of his family, running out of the houses and across the path, like 

ghosts already on their way to the realm of the dead, in flames, mutilated, shot to bits, 

rolling in the dirt and screaming for release. 

Then he saw them dragging his disabled son Ismail from their house. Whimpering, 

his son knelt before the Arab and babbled “Sal-a-am a-lei-i a-l-e-i…” 

The Arab asked, “Who is that?” 

“That is my son Ismail,” said Shah. “At least, let him live.” 

“Then give me the names of the traitors.” 

Shah yelled some names. Names that occurred to him spontaneously. 

The Arab hit him. “You’re lying.” 
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Shah forgot his tears, his pain, his age. Suddenly he shouted so even the Arab seemed 

to flinch, “You are a demon, and Satan sent you with the others. You’ll roast in hell 

until the rest of you is as black as your hands.” 

The Arab called one of the Taliban to come closer and said something to him. The 

man pulled out a handgun and shot Ismail, the son. The way you postmark a stamp. 

Ismail fell to the ground without uttering a sound. Then the Talib shot Shah dead. 

Another stamp. Now Shah really did not know the traitors anymore. The Arab turned 

and went to one of the vehicles. Another Arab came to him and said, “Wasim, is what 

we’re doing here really necessary?” 

The man addressed as Wasim stared at the man who asked the question. As though 

he were staring through a curtain. Suddenly a memory rose up in him, the memory of 

these words that the slaughterer of Serbs Oric once said to him, “My advice to you 

is, kill Serbs as long as you can. It’s the only way.” 

Wasim said from behind his curtain, “Syed, it’s the only way.” 

And added, “Or do you think the Americans ask whether this is necessary before each 

of their attacks?” 

They got into their Subarus and left the burning, lifeless village. And to Wasim it 

seemed that the deadly quiet that was spreading over the village now, was drowning 

out even the motors of their all-terrain vehicles. 

History Lesson 

They are eating breakfast. Son, father and mother. Father is reading the papers. No 

one in Afghanistan reads the papers. At some point, even death becomes boring. 

Father gets up and gives Sarina a kiss. “See you in the afternoon.” To Christian: “Shall 

I give you a ride to school?” “No thanks, I’ll walk. The air will do me good.” 

“And I don’t?” father asks. 

He asks stuff like that every morning. Christian doesn’t answer. Sarina says, “Okay, 

that’s enough.” 

They hear Thomas for a while longer, first in the bath, then in the hallway. The door 

closes. From outside. This afternoon he’s back. If they don’t shoot him. Last year a 
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female officer of the Met had left the house in the morning and had not returned again. 

Driver’s licence control. Without any warning, the man in the car shot the 

policewoman dead. As if he had a corpse in the boot. But there was no corpse in the 

boot. The only corpse was that of the policewoman. 

Christian continues to eat his cornflakes. 

“What’s the matter?” Sarina asks. “You’re so restless.” 

“Nothing’s the matter,” Christian says. He’s thinking: The last exam in history. The 

Anglo-Saxon kingdoms. Unfortunately only a “D”. England between 600 and 1000 

AD is a patchwork of tribes and realms that wage war, copulate, butcher each other, 

over each other, beside each other, under each other. Residual Celts, Angles, Saxons, 

Jutes, Vikings. One day with each other, the next against each other. Chaos to rival 

Afghanistan. Today Christian has to give a speech. His topic: an overview of the 

history of Afghanistan from antiquity to the present. “Go ahead,” the teacher had said. 

What is an overview? One million dead? Two million? 

Christian gets dressed. Throws his schoolbag over his shoulder. Bye mum. Bye 

Christian. 

It takes twenty minutes for him to walk to school. Smokers’ corner. Chatting. You 

bugger. You prat. You’re a prat yourself. There’s a girl he can’t look at. She’s too 

beautiful. She has a boyfriend. You’re always the dog before the gate. 

The bell rings. Hundreds of inmates walk to their cells. Then the teacher-guards 

arrive. First lesson, mathematics. Integral calculus. Not as bad as chemistry or 

physics. The lady teacher philosophises about integrals. As if they were a revelation. 

Or contained erotic truths. The pupils attempt to wake up. 

Five minutes yard exercise. The cells are aired out. The teacher-guards change, the 

way a torso changes shirts. History. Christian has already handed in the written draft. 

Now the presentation. 

The bell. The class cells fill again. Christian files past bonsai pupils in the first and 

second form and enters the class room. Eighteen pupils. One guard. The teacher: 

“Okay, today we have on our schedule Christian’s report on the history of 

Afghanistan. Christian, please begin.” The teacher grins. He always grins. 

Christian takes his transparencies and goes to the front of the room. To the projector. 

He shows the first transparency. There are two enemies in the plenum, besides the 
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teacher. Alan and Timothy. Alan is: disinterest, born of arrogance. Why should I give 

a toss about Afghanistan? If twenty nuclear bombs drop on Afghanistan, I won’t 

notice it here. If a nuclear bomb detonates in San Francisco, I would see the effects 

on the local exchange rates. That’s Alan. Then there’s Timothy. Timothy is the 

incarnation of stupidity leading to disinterest. I don’t get it. I don’t twig it. So okay, 

here I go. 

Alexander the Great. Nomadic tribes. Arab troops in southern Afghanistan in 700 AD. 

Silk Road and Marco Polo. The Turkic Empires up into the 16th century. The English 

arrive after 1800. Christian senses his classmates pricking up their ears. The English? 

We were in Afghanistan? We came from India. And the Russians came from the north. 

“The Great Game” it was called. Afghanistan melts down the great powers. The 

English lose regiments the way others lose their hankies. Then the Germans come. 

After World War One. Not as soldiers. But as engineers. Germany doesn’t always 

send soldiers to delight the world. The class laughs. After World War Two, the Great 

Game continues again. The neighbours, India and Pakistan, sink into a morass of 

violence. The English, Americans, Soviets are struggling to take control in 

Afghanistan. The Russians invade. Mujahideen. Civil war. Taliban. I think veils are 

shit. Rosie. A bit less vulgar, if you please. Discussion. Timothy, made desperate by 

stupidity: Why can’t they just finally calm down and make peace? No one 

understands why Timothy chose history. But no one would understand if he chose 

geography or art either. 

The only thing he’s gifted in is sport. He always wins the 100 metres. Muscular thighs 

so thick there can’t possibly be room for his balls or anything else between them.  

Alan raises his hand. Alan is dangerous. 

He says, “At least the Taliban managed to pacify the country. Before that, it was just 

a collection of gangs. You couldn’t even feel safe driving down the main roads. The 

Taliban disarmed the country. Before that nothing but gangs. Afghanistan has only 

one choice: dictatorship or gangs.” 

“A provocative hypothesis,” the teacher says. “We should discuss that.” 

Provocative, yes. But discussion? Impossible. Because Christian starts shouting. 

“What rot! Before the great powers came, Afghanistan was a system of mostly 

functional tribal societies. There were conflicts, sure, but there was mediation. 
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Sometimes war. Where was there no war?” Christian is still yelling. Alan said, “You 

see? How is a country supposed to find peace if the Afghanis always start shouting 

right away.” 

The teacher: “That’s quite enough, Alan. Christian, please calm down. Thank you for 

your presentation.” 

The class is dismissed. The teacher: “That was a good presentation. Many facts, all 

treated well, a central theme. You get a B+.” 

“Why not an A?” 

“I said quite clearly that the discussion would be part of the grade. Flipping out at the 

first provocative question isn’t very professional. It lowers the grade.” 

“Oh sure, sure, sure. But that Great Britain leaves behind hundreds of thousands of 

dead in India, Pakistan and Afghanistan with its barbarous colonial politics, that of 

course is professional.” 

“Christian, that’s quite enough now, really. Please leave.” 

Christian thinks for a while. About what Alan said back then. A country full of gangs. 

Yesterday one of the ring leaders came into his hut and gave him something to eat. 

“We’ve demanded a ransom for you. From the British government. When they pay, 

you’re free.” 

Then the ring leader left again. As though he wanted to fetch the ransom money 

straight away. Christian ate hungrily. It’s over. Why should the stubborn Brits pay? 

Brits don’t even pay for real Brits. He watched a film about the IRA and their 

hostages. The Brits would not be blackmailed. Not for any death under the sun. 

A Petrol Station in the Middle of Nowhere 

After about four hours, they reached the petrol station. It seemed, the roof above the 

two petrol pumps would crash down at any moment. Everything was so dilapidated 

that you expected a mix of rust and dust from the hoses rather than fuel. 

Karim switched off the motor and got out. A lean man of about sixty emerged from 

the petrol station hut. 

“As-salaamu’ alaikum, Vinay,” Karim said, “How’s business?” 
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“Wa alaikum salaam, Karim,” the man answered. “Well, how’s business? One day 

it’s bad, and the next day it is even worse, I would say.” 

“Aren’t you still afraid,” Wasim asked, “that one day they’ll rob you of everything?” 

Vinay shrugged. “Usually there’s nothing here to steal anyway. Neither fuel nor 

money.” 

“Do you have any diesel right now?” Karim asked. 

“A few drops. Maybe I’ll have more tomorrow. Or the day after.” 

“Then give me the drops you do have.” 

Vinay put a half-rotted hose into the tank opening of Karim’s lorry. The petrol pump 

sounded like an ancient heart-lung machine. At least the smell of fuel wafted through 

the porous hose. The meter on the pump was dead. 

“That can’t have been more than ten litres,” Karim said when Vinay hung the nozzle 

back on the fuel pump. 

“I told you, maybe a bit more tomorrow,” Vinay teased him back. 

“Can we spend the night here?” 

“You’re always welcome. If you’re not afraid of bandits who raid my empty and 

worthless petrol station.” 

“Since we arrived, it isn’t quite as empty and worthless,” Karim shot back. Both men 

laughed. 

Karim went back to Sarina and the other two. They’d all gotten out. Karim said, “I 

got barely ten litres. We’ll wait until noon tomorrow to see if Vinay gets a fresh 

supply.” 

Sarina was chewing her nails. “Until noon tomorrow? We’re losing too much time. I 

can’t bear this much longer.” 

She thought for a moment. “And what happens if no new fuel arrives tomorrow? 

What then?” 

“Then we’ll drive on regardless,” Karim said. 

Suddenly Aban stepped forward. As if to show he hadn’t been lost on the way. 

“And how far will we get with your ten litres and whatever was left in your truck? 

And your spare jerry can?” 

“Probably to the border to Afghanistan, but certainly not back.” 

Aban and Sarina stared at Karim. No one said a word. 



122 

Then, Karim said like speaking before witnesses for a forthcoming trial: “In any case 

we’re leaving noon tomorrow at the latest. Go and get some sleep.” 

Karim went back into the tiny petrol station to see Vinay. Aban joined him. Jin and 

Sarina remained in the caravan. Jin solved crossword puzzles. 

Sarina fell asleep. Everything around her got dark. As though the sun no longer 

existed. And no moon, no stars. Sarina swam in her sleep. Sometimes she was brought 

closer to the surface by something and she would be awake for a moment, dozing, 

only to sink back down into the deep again.  

Suddenly, she heard the sound of a motor. Still half asleep, she thought: the fuel 

tanker. She raised herself. No, a tanker sounds different. Deeper, more calming. She 

looked outside. In the dawn light, she saw a normal off-road vehicle. Karim was 

gesticulating to the two men sitting in the car. Then Sarina noticed that the strangers 

were East Asian. She quickly got dressed and woke up Jin. Jin went outside. He too 

began wildly gesticulating with the strangers.  

After a while, Karim called for his sister: “Sarina, could you try your luck? They 

aren’t Chinese, and they don’t speak Pashto either. And Jin’s English isn’t good 

enough.” 

Sarina stepped outside and joined them. Both strangers were dressed in leisure 

clothes, in the western style, with rugged pants and jackets. Like on an adventure 

safari. 

Sarina addressed them in English. “Good morning, gentlemen. My name is Sarina 

Smith. Where do you come from?” 

A look of relief appeared on the face of one of the men. He answered in English, 

“Good day, madam. My name is Takumi Nakamura and this is my colleague Masaru 

Yoshida. We’re both from Japan.” 

Takumi shook hands. His colleague, who clearly spoke no English, did the same. 

Sarina was looking like a horse standing before a chess board. Then she asked, “What 

are you doing in this region?” 

“Our company instructed us to find out which route the illegal exports of Japanese 

cars from Pakistan to Afghanistan are taking. We lose millions of dollars a year 

because of this. Unfortunately, the Taliban regime seems not to be aware of the 

invention of import licences.” 
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Sarina asked, “And you’re doing this despite the fact that you speak no Pashto?” 

Takumi looked a bit embarrassed. “We had a local guide. But he disappeared last 

night.” 

“And what do you want to do now?” 

Takumi looked determined again. “Well, at first we wanted to turn back. But having 

come this far, we’ve decided to press on. It’s a matter of our company’s honour.” 

Takumi looked over at the petrol pump. “Can we fill up here? Do you know what the 

octane of the petrol is?” 

Sarina shook her head. “We’ve already refuelled with the last drops of diesel they had 

here. I don’t think he has petrol at all. You’ll have to turn back.” 

Takumi gave her a searching look. Sarina said to Karim and Jin, “Let’s have a few 

words in the caravan.” Inside she said, “We have to keep the two of them from 

travelling on. What they’re planning is insane. They don’t speak a word of the local 

language.” 

Karim shook his head. “What we’re planning is just as crazy. Despite our language 

proficiency.” Then he added, “What those two do is not our problem. I can’t speak 

with them. Tell them in English. Maybe you can convince them to turn back.” 

Suddenly they heard a motor again. Sarina quickly got out of the caravan. The 

Japanese sped off in the direction of Afghanistan. It seemed they didn’t want anyone 

else to try to talk them out of their trip. They were motorised knights for the honour 

of their company. 

Sarina and the others waited until noon. No fuel tanker came. Karim decided, “We 

travel on.” 

No one protested. Karim and Vinay embraced. 

Vinay said, “May Allah be with you and your sister.” 

Karim said, “May Allah be with you and your fuel. Aren’t you afraid that your 

ramshackle gas station is going to burn down one fine day, or blow up in your face? 

If and when the fuel tanker does arrive again one day?” 

“I won’t notice it. It will be a beautiful death.” 

Vinay grinned and looked at Sarina. 

Karim asked, “What’s the matter, Vinay?” 

Vinay said, “There’s one thing I do think is funny.” 
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“Oh, what’s that?” 

“Normally you always come from the west with women and take them to the east. 

Now you’re here with a woman from the east and you’re taking her to the west. It’s 

the same as always, only the points of the compass have changed.” 

“Shut your gob, Vinay,” Karim exclaimed. 

“What does he mean, Karim?” Sarina asked sharply. 

Karim only said, “We’re leaving. Sarina, up front with me. Aban and Jin, in the back.” 

They all got in.  

Sarina insisted, “What did he mean with women from the west and you’re bringing 

them east?” she nagged. “For heaven’s sake, what did he mean by that?” 

Karim stared at the road as though he was worried about driving over a landmine. 

Then he said, “Sometimes I smuggle women from the border regions over to 

Pakistan.” 

“You deal in girls, you swine,” Sarina yelled. “I can’t believe I’m hearing this.” 

“I said ‘sometimes’. And they come with me of their own volition. They get promised 

to someone they don’t love. And they want to get out of a world where women aren’t 

allowed to show emotions or to express wishes.” 

“You promise them paradise and they end up in brothels.” 

“I don’t promise them anything. They pay for the trip. Then I let them out south of 

Peshawar. What happens after that is not my problem.” 

Sarina was running her fingers over her face as though they were windscreen wipers. 

“I don’t believe it. I just don’t believe it. My own brother is a human trafficker.” 

Karim said, “I don’t trade in humans, I transport them. If you don’t want to be in my 

company, feel free to get out. Or we turn around and you go back to England, where 

everything is clean, orderly and peaceful.” 

Sarina fell back onto the car seat. “We have human traffickers there too. It’s just that 

I’m not related to them.” 

They continued driving. Karim stared at invisible landmines on the road and Sarina 

began chewing her nails again. 

Then they reached the border to Kurram Agency. Here too, there was a lowered boom 

barrier and a small hut for the guards. But there wasn’t a soul in sight. Karim tried 

raising the boom, but it was fixed and hardly movable. As if it had never been opened 
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before. One could see the trails of horses and camels on both sides of the road. But 

for a lorry, especially one pulling a caravan, it was too risky to leave the road and go 

around the boom barrier. The terrain was sloping on both sides and consisted of a mix 

of dust, sand and stones. Karim didn’t dare remove the boom with brute force. So 

they were forced to wait. To wait again. Sarina thought, I am constantly waiting in 

this desert landscape while my son is dying somewhere. 

Towards evening, they heard the sound of a jeep chugging up. A man got out. He 

might be a bandit or a border official, you couldn’t tell. No uniform, only a revolver 

on either side of his waist. 

“Hello,” the man said. “Have you been waiting a long time?” 

“Almost the whole day,” Karim answered amicably. 

The man grinned. “That’s the way it is: I come by once a day to see if anything needs 

doing. If I sit in the little guardhouse all day, I become melancholy. The riders and 

cattle drovers ignore my border anyway. And usually, no one comes at all. Where are 

you headed?” 

“Parachinar,” Karim answered, grinning as well. “For a circus performance.” 

“That’s good,” the man said. “There isn’t much to laugh about right now.”  

He unlocked the boom and cranked it up. 

“Have a good trip.” 

They continued driving. A girl-trafficker and his sister. A jumping dwarf and a knife-

throwing Chinese. They would never return because there just wasn’t enough fuel. 

Sometimes a car or a cart came in the opposite direction. Occasionally, they were 

overtaken by other cars. But it seemed as though beyond the provincial border they 

just crossed, far behind the last Pakistani petrol station, any sign of civilisation had 

all but disappeared. There couldn’t be another city coming. Parachinar was a myth. 

Right in front of them, the plain, the earth would drop, suddenly and without warning, 

into a boundless black precipice which would swallow all four of them into the abyss 

along with their ridiculous circus. 

They had to stop shortly before they reached Parachinar. A Muslim funeral procession 

with two coffins was moving across the road. Dozens of silent people, their heads 

bowed, filed past. Karim turned off the motor. They waited for the procession to clear 

the road. A small herd of sheep brought up the rear, appearing to mourn for the two 
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who had died, bleating an elegy of their own. As the last mourner, the last sheep 

disappeared behind a hill, Karim started the motor. Before them, wedged between the 

foothills of the mountains and studded with minarets, the silhouette of Parachinar 

appeared, the last city before the deadly border. 

Mustafa Bang 

Wasim and seven other men sat in a tent, beside them folding tables covered with 

innumerable boxes of wires, screws, clamps, and radio technology. They were 

waiting for Mustafa Bang. That’s what they all called him in the camp. Mustafa Bang 

or “The Lord’s Bang”. Wasim sat in the second row to the very left, to his right 

crouched Rifat, one of the Arab combatants who had come to the camp a few days 

ago. Beads of sweat were visible on Rifat’s brow, although it was very cool in the 

tent. 

“What’s wrong with you?” Wasim asked. “Are you hot?” 

“I’m running a fever, Wasim,” Rifat said. 

Wasim pulled up his right sleeve and touched Rifat’s forehead with his underarm. He 

no longer had enough feeling in his mutilated hands. Rifat’s forehead really was 

burning hot. 

“You have to lie down, Rifat,” Wasim said, “You’re really sick.” 

“I’ll just finish this teaching session with Mustafa, then I’ll go lie down,” Rifat 

answered. 

After half an hour, Mustafa finally arrived, accompanied by two bodyguards and an 

assistant who pushed his wheelchair into the room. Mustafa’s abdomen was covered 

by a wool blanket. He wore an eyepatch over his right eye. His right arm was missing. 

Wasim and the other men rose from their chairs and greeted the newcomer with “As-

salaamu’ alaikum” and “Zenda bashi – health always.” Wasim saw how hard it was 

for Rifat to get up with his fever. Mustafa had his assistant wheel him to the front 

table so that he sat opposite the eight men. With his left hand, he gave the signal for 

all of them to sit down. Only the two bodyguards remained standing behind his 

wheelchair. Like two columns flanking the throne of a Caliph. 
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Mustafa began. He spoke very softly. As though Wasim and the other men were sitting 

directly beside him. “Allah loves the great blast. I will show you how to gain the love 

of Allah. Now…” He paused for a moment, “why do I look the way I do? Did I blow 

myself up? No, I did not. The Russian tore my right side apart with a mine. It was the 

Russians. I’m telling you this so you don’t think I haven’t learned my trade properly. 

You understand?” 

Again he paused. He stared intently down at the wool blanket on his lap. As if a bomb 

could explode there at any moment. 

Then he continued, “Now the Americans are trying to destroy my left side with their 

bombs and missiles. But they will never succeed. All of you have suffered from the 

bombs of these infidel dogs. But in this lesson, you will understand that you 

yourselves are even better bombs: sleek, deceptive, devastating. The enemy sends his 

bombs with machines. But we, we send them with human beings.” 

Suddenly Mustafa’s voice was sounding very metallic. It seemed that inside his body, 

in his throat and vocal cords, half had been shot to bits and replaced with metal 

implants. But with his left eye, he stared at the men so implacably that not one of 

them dared to look away for even a second. 

Mustafa continued, “I know what’s distressing you. But rest assured, no matter how 

your earthly existence ends, with what pain and hatred, with what fear: at the gates 

of paradise the four highest angels will give you a new body so that you can 

effortlessly satisfy the virgins.” 

Wasim felt the need to smile or to smirk. But Mustafa was looking at them as though 

he had just bitten into a lemon. 

“Truly, brothers, I envy you. For soon you will be freed of your corporeal existence 

while I, who can only live with steady injections of morphine, have received from 

Allah the mission to teach you and many others here on earth.” 

Again there was a pause. What was left of Mustafa’s body jerked a bit and he 

continued. But this time his voice sounded much firmer, as though everything up to 

now had been no more than a cumbersome preamble, and what was to follow was the 

actual revelation. His torso straightened. It almost seemed that he wanted to get up. 

As if the wheelchair didn’t exist. 
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“Brothers, let us begin with the instructions. There are three kinds of bombs for us: 

The first bomb, I call it the coward’s bomb, is the one you place somewhere and 

detonate with a wire or a radio signal when you are safely away. It isn’t very effective 

because usually you cannot carry it right into the enemy’s heart. 

The second bomb, I call it the brave bomb, you carry against your body in belts of 

pockets, and with it you walk up to the enemy as closely as possible, to detonate it 

there. 

The third bomb, I call it the holy bomb, is the one you carry inside yourself, in your 

stomach, in your guts, or implanted somewhere in your abdomen. With this one you 

can get all the way into the inner circle of the enemy, and you detonate it in order to 

destroy them, their leaders, their advisors. This bomb is very hard to recognise. 

We cannot build this last stage because we don’t have the proper medical facilities. 

And in the next weeks, the goal is not to destroy the leaders of the enemy, for they 

are far away in America, Europe and Saudi Arabia. No, for you the goal is to become 

courageous bombs that hit the enemy’s rank and file, to force it to leave this country. 

Always keep in mind that the Americans are unwilling to make sacrifices. If only a 

few soldiers die, they will beat a cowardly retreat. So we are going to help them be 

cowards.” 

With his left hand, Mustafa began rummaging through the pile of boxes, wires and 

tools in front of him. As if it were a heap of presents. 

Suddenly he held up a small brown package. “Our bread, our daily food that Allah 

provides us with, is called C-4, plastic explosive. This bread is procured for you so 

that you don’t have to go hungry. If you should need to obtain your own bread one 

day, be very careful that it contains no odorants and no metal dust. Because the 

enemy’s sniffer dogs will find things that you can’t smell at all, and the metal dust 

can be found by detectors. So that you might be discovered before you manage to get 

your bomb to your target. If you have no possibility to check for odorants and metal 

dust, if there is any doubt, always take the Russian C-4 explosive manufactured in 

the eighties. Although the Russians are infidels, they keep things simple and without 

frills, unlike the Americans, who have a computer even to flush their toilets.” Mustafa 

swayed his head slightly as though he were laughing. But he kept a straight face. 

Perhaps his facial muscles were paralysed, Wasim wasn’t sure. 
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Mustafa continued: “However bread alone is not enough, you have to make it 

palatable to the enemy. Place the bread into small boxes of cardboard or thin wood 

and compact it with nails, shreds of steel, anything that can dig deeply into the 

enemy’s flesh. But if you have to fear metal detectors again, then take glass, marbles, 

fireproof ceramics. Glass is especially good, yes, it’s really good.” 

For the first time he seemed to grin, as if he had finally managed to free the muscles 

of his cheeks from their paralysis. 

“Why is glass good? Well, in Vietnam, the Americans began experimenting with glass 

ammunition for the first time. Because glass bursts into many thousands of small bits 

and fibres in a heat explosion, more than steel does, and all these little pieces burrow 

far into the body and can hardly be removed by surgery. This way such a projectile, 

such an explosive device, wounds its victim severely, even if he’s only lightly hit, in 

the arm or leg for example. Glass burns its way into the flesh and the flesh has to be 

amputated…” 

Wasim had the feeling that “flesh” was one of Mustafa’s favourite words. He 

celebrated this word as if his entire mouth were filled with it. 

“Well, the Americans, fearful as always, rarely used these glass projectiles because 

they were afraid the enemy would then start using them as well, and America loves 

its cowardly sons and doesn’t want to ask too much of them. We too love our own 

sons, but we don’t spare them, because in this Holy War, it isn’t our wellbeing that’s 

at issue. No, the death of the mangy, infidel enemy is our most holy goal to which all 

else must be subordinated.” 

Suddenly there was a sort of commotion behind them, at the entrance to the tent. 

Wasim heard excited shouts from outside. Then two armed men stormed in and 

yelled, “Everyone hit the ground, by Allah, everyone hit the ground.” 

Quickly Wasim threw himself on the ground. Probably an air raid was imminent. But 

in falling, Wasim saw that his neighbour Rifat was not throwing himself on the 

ground, instead he remained seated. Perhaps he was running such a high fever that he 

couldn’t perceive the warning cries or no longer had the strength to leave his chair. 

Wasim called out, “Rifat, Rifat, take cover!” 

Then something odd happened. Rifat didn’t remain seated, he even got up. It seemed 

he wanted to hold a speech in the midst of the impending air raid. At the same time 
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he raised his left arm and clenched his fist. As if he were angry about something. 

Wasim still heard no plane, no missile rushing at them, no explosion. Nothing. 

Then one of the men who’d rushed in shouted, “Rifat, you’re a mangy traitor. You’re 

dead.” 

But no one shot Rifat. As though he were invulnerable. Or as if it all were nothing 

more than a game, an exercise. Instinctively Wasim crawled away from Rifat. Then 

he saw something that made him catch his breath: From Rifat’s left fist, a wire ran 

down his arm and into his sleeve. Rifat was a bomb. That’s why no one was shooting 

at him. 

Wasim stopped crawling. He lay still. He breathed. For seconds, a deathly hush fell 

over the tent. As if they were all dead already. Torn to shreds by Rifat’s bomb. 

Then Wasim heard Mustafa’s voice. Wasim could see along the floor that Mustafa 

was still sitting in his wheelchair. Wasim saw the legs of the bodyguards beside 

Mustafa’s wheelchair. They would always stand beside Mustafa, in every air raid, 

every attempted assassination, until they entered paradise together. Mustafa’s 

assistant lay on the floor shivering. 

Mustafa said, “Rifat, brother, what have you done? Do you want to enter hell for your 

betrayal?” 

Rifat did not answer Mustafa’s question. He seemed to find it hard to continue 

standing and holding his fist with the ignitor high in the air. 

Mustafa continued to talk. Calmly, as though he were posing technical questions in a 

course. 

“What did they promise you for killing me?” 

Rifat remained silent. 

“Money? Yes, obviously, they promised you money. Money for your family, your 

lover, who was never your lover, but a snake of the Americans. They’ve surely paid 

you a part of it already. Well, perhaps they really will send the rest to your family if 

you go through with this. But what much higher, much worse price will your family 

pay in the end?” 

Mustafa spoke and lectured as if he were alone in the tent and not surrounded by men 

armed to the hilt, their weapons all trained on a suicide bomber. 
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“Well, they will have promised to give your family a new identity, but my brothers 

will find them, track them down, kill them so that all your damnable actions will have 

been in vain. And then they will all, your parents, your children, your wife, your 

siblings, join you in hell, where you will wither for this damnable betrayal like some 

miserable bush in the desert.” 

Rifat was swaying besides his table. Wasim raised his head a bit and could now see 

Mustafa’s face as well. 

Mustafa seemed to be thinking. Then he said, “Well, since you obviously got through 

security, you must be carrying the bomb in your body. I imagine they implanted it in 

your intestine. But you aren’t a holy bomb, you’re a bomb of Satan. Where did they 

open you up? In Pakistan? Yes, it was surely there. And then they sent you back here, 

yesterday, the day before, because you can’t be a bomb like that for long.” 

Mustafa scrutinised Rifat, “I see you’re running a fever. I think they should have 

given you much more medication. You see, they weren’t even willing to make your 

last hours bearable, you dog of Satan. Well go ahead, trigger the bomb, what does it 

matter? I will go to Allah, others will take over my role here on earth, you’ll just 

provide a great release for me. But you and yours will forever languish and waste 

away in the final dark.” 

Wasim froze with terror. In his mind he appealed to Allah to spare him. Suddenly an 

emotion seemed to ripple through Rifat’s body. He raised his fist a bit higher as if to 

show he was even more determined to detonate the bomb. 

Mustafa seemed completely unimpressed. He said, “Rifat, this is my offer to you: Go 

out, go behind the hill beside the tent, and finish off your unworthy existence. We’ll 

let your family live, and for your repentance, perhaps Allah will be merciful. So leave 

now.” 

Again there was a stunned silence in the tent. Wasim’s heart was thumping all the 

way up to his ears. The others too were lying on the ground like frozen pillars of salt. 

Rifat didn’t move. Mustafa sat stock-still on his chair. As though he’d suddenly 

passed away. 

Half a dozen rifles and revolvers, as well as almost two dozen eyes, were still aimed 

at Rifat. Still no one dared to shoot. 
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Then, still holding the ignition release, Rifat slowly turned around. More slowly than 

the hour hand of a clock, it seemed to Wasim. Rifat walked to the flap. 

“Let him go,” Mustafa ordered. 

Rifat left the tent. No one followed him. No one knew how much explosives he 

carried in his body. The seconds passed. They all waited breathlessly. Then there was 

a sudden bang, dampened by the hill between the detonation and their tent. 

Mustafa said, “It would have been enough to kill us all. He has now executed 

himself.” 

Turning to his bodyguards and the other armed men, he said, “Spare his family. They 

shall never find out about any of this. Give his remains to the dogs.” 

And to Wasim and the others, “The lesson is over for today.” 

Leaving the tent, Wasim turned a last time to look at Mustafa. And had the impression 

that the bomb expert resembled a limp inflatable doll, now reduced to a heap in the 

wheelchair. 

A Virtual Conversation 

My son, I have searched for you for too long. Where is your body, your soul? You are 

an arrow that was shot into my heart. Christian, talk to me. Who are you? You have 

to speak to stay alive. Otherwise insanity will confront you like a boxer in the ring. 

What do you remember? 

I lay on the sofa running a fever, and you left. 

I never left you alone. 

Yes, you did. I was alone. Loneliness was my shadow. Silence my song. 

And then? Go further back in your memories, Christian. 

A few houses down the road, a young mother was dying of cancer. One of 

her sons came out to play. He was seven, just like me. We built earth fortresses 

on the meadow behind our house. It was as though this boy were trying to build 

his sorrow into the fortresses. I told him, “You’re not getting my mother.” 

What else? What else do you remember? 
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We were in the mountains. On a hiking trip, I was ten or eleven. A bus with 

a blind group and their carers arrived. With long white canes, this odd bunch of 

people hiked through the mountains. The blind couldn’t see the mountains, but 

they could sense them. Now, I too am blind. I don’t see my kidnappers, but I 

sense them. They are the beasts before my skull. 

You speak so seldom of father? 

I hated him. 

Why? 

Every Christmas he would kill my favourite rabbit for the holiday meal. 

Always my favourite one. I thought he was trying to spite me. Years later, I 

came to understand that he always killed the one that looked the best to eat. 

Which happened to be the one I was feeding extra because it was my favourite. 

The hatred towards my father became a limping goat. Did you love him? 

I loved the affection he gave me. His sense of duty, his responsibility. But I don’t 

think I ever loved his soul. 

Where is he? 

He’s in his armchair in the sitting room. When I left to look for you, he didn’t even 

say good bye. I think he’ll starve to death in that chair while I’m away. 

Mother, where are you now? 

I don’t know. I’m becoming part of a landscape, an era, a fate. I am the body for my 

despair. Karim, Jin, Aban, they’re like beings from a dreadful fairy tale. They’re 

helping me travel through this fairy tale. I don’t think I will ever return. 

The Last Two Jews in Afghanistan 

A helicopter gave him a lift to Bagram Airfield. The airport was little more than a 

cemetery. When they landed, Albert saw the wrecks and remnants of dozens of 

Russian fighters, transport planes and helicopters. In the brown clothing of betrayed 

metal. Between all these machines, on the landing strips and by the decrepit buildings 
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were innumerable shell-holes and impact craters, old ones with weather-worn rims 

and surfaces, and fresh ones from the Americans and the Taliban. As though there had 

always been fighting and shooting here, and peace had flown off long ago with the 

vacationers and business travellers. 

Albert left the helicopter and walked over to one of the buildings. It was more of an 

obstacle course than anything else. Trucks, bulldozers and diggers were moving in 

all directions to open up the runway for planes again. 

Albert walked over to the building assigned to the Red Cross. A sergeant was standing 

by a table with the bearing of a general, commanding an entire airport. 

“Ginovatti, Special Forces, I’m supposed to pick up medication and equipment here,” 

Albert said. He showed his papers to the sergeant. 

The sergeant peered closely at Albert’s paper. “We don’t have this stuff.” 

“Excuse me, what’s that supposed to mean: ‘We don’t have this stuff’? Lieutenant 

Colonel Ramses arranged with Bagram Airport by radio that I can pick this stuff up 

today. We have practically nothing left ourselves.” 

“Be that as it may,” the sergeant said, “the two helicopters from Uzbekistan had to 

turn around with their cargo. The weather was too bad, so they probably won’t be 

back until the day after tomorrow.” 

Albert looked for the Communications Office. There, he asked to be connected to 

Ramses. Ramses first yelled at the other end of the line as if he were under drumfire. 

Finally Albert understood the words, “Okay, Albert, you wait until the damned 

helicopters get there.” 

“But that’s two days, sir.” 

“Just stay there. Drive to Kabul and see if you can find anything we could use out 

here. Buck says they have a few depots and stockpiles of ours there now. But drive 

over in a plain uniform, not as a member of the Special Forces. You never know. I’ll 

expect you back in two days. With the crates. Doesn’t interest me where you find the 

stuff. Is that understood?” 

“Yes, sir, I understand.” 

You couldn’t really understand Ramses. Just hate him. 
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Albert found himself a cup of coffee and a normal army uniform. Then he asked one 

of the military police officers lounging around, “What’s the quickest way from here 

to Kabul?” 

The officer pointed to a collection of automobiles not far from the runway. 

“Kabul taxis. Cheap, quick, to Kabul or paradise.” 

Albert walked slowly over to the vehicles. A few natives were standing by the cars. 

They rushed towards him immediately and started talking to him in a wild mix of 

local language and English. Albert understood bits and pieces, “Kabul” and “cheap” 

and “fast.” Just as the military policeman had suggested. The word he didn’t hear was 

“paradise.” But this became clear if one looked at the cars. Most of them were rusted, 

the tyres bald, the windshields cracked, one even lacked doors. 

Albert pointed to the car that seemed safest to him. A young man quickly opened the 

passenger door, pushed Albert into the car and climbed in on the driver’s side. He 

drove off honking wildly. Among the honking and the not very reassuring sounds of 

the motor, Albert heard the man jabbering words like “Hashem. Kabul. Wife. Taliban. 

Everything.” 

Albert just said, “Kabul.” 

They reached the main road. Albert asked, “Your name is Hashem?” 

“Yes, am Hashem. Show everything in Kabul.” 

If we ever arrive, Albert thought. The main road was a military graveyard of bullet-

ridden tanks, vehicles, buses lining the road. Tell-tale signs of the Russian invasion. 

And a warning for all crusaders, freedom fighters, saviours that would come after 

them. On maps, Afghanistan is red. The road itself was no more than a patchwork 

rug. American sapper units had already made the approximately 35 miles to Kabul 

accessible for travel, but only for heavy military transporters or all-terrain vehicles, 

not for civilian cars. Albert crouched low on his seat to avoid bumping his head 

against the car roof because of all the pot holes. He began thinking that the helicopter 

flights and mule safaris of the last few weeks were downright comfortable. 

Hashem talked constantly, as though this was necessary to keep the engine running. 

A radio, with its volume turned to maximum, was clearly the most reliable part of the 

vehicle. Every few miles, the motor gave up the ghost. Hashem disappeared under 

the open hood with a handful of tools, while Albert stretched his legs. 
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After about an hour and a half of driving, the silhouette of Kabul appeared, with the 

high minaret of the main mosque and the mountain ranges that surrounded the city, 

all covered with innumerable clay-coloured houses. As if, for thousands of years, the 

city had been growing into the mountains, or the mountains into the city. 

Slowly a cacophony of honking, music, shouting and voices reached Albert’s ears, 

becoming ever louder until it eventually neutralised Hashem’s unstoppable flow of 

words and the noise from the car radio. Although the cool autumn day wasn’t very 

inviting for an outing, the streets were full of people. Men, women, children, animals, 

vehicles, they were all intertwined, they walked, ran, skipped across the streets 

singing, taking, yelling. 

“Kabul happy city,” Hashem said. “Not quiet, like with Taliban. With Taliban no 

music.” 

They turned into the happy main street of the happy city. 

“Make photos. Show good photos,” Hashem said. 

“I don’t have a camera with me,” Albert said. 

A few minutes later, Hashem suddenly stopped, got out, and disappeared in the 

entrance of a house. Shortly afterwards, he reappeared, pushed a camera into Albert’s 

hand and said, “Good. Twenty dollar. Later. Now photos.” 

They drove on. After a while Hashem stopped the car again. They got out, and 

Hashem led Albert to a park. 

Already, there was quite a crowd in the park, excitedly looking at something. Since 

the crowd was standing with their backs to him, Albert couldn’t see what they found 

so fascinating. Hashem made his way through the crowd with Albert. 

“Good photos, good photos,” he kept repeating. Albert suddenly felt a subtle nausea 

in his gut, creeping up all the way to his throat. Then he saw the cause of all this 

excitement. 

On half a dozen masts in front of him, the bodies of several Arab and Taliban fighters 

hung, maimed and mangled in horrific ways. They had clearly been hanging there 

since Kabul had been abandoned by the Taliban. Despite the cold, they had begun to 

decompose, and crows or rats had started to gorge on the remains. Albert shrank back. 

The army trained me to deal with recently killed men, not with rotting corpses. He 

fought hard not to throw up. 
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Hashem clicked his tongue. 

“Make pictures. These Taliban warriors not gone from Kabul. But killed and 

defeated.” 

Albert stood petrified before the dead men. Hashem took the camera from his hands, 

shot a few pictures and pressed it back into Albert’s hand. Then he pulled Albert away 

from the bodies to the park’s exit. 

“Distraction, distraction,” Albert made out in the uninterrupted flow of words 

Hashem emitted. The Taliban must have forbidden talking as well. Albert had enough. 

He gave Hashem thirty dollars and said, “Drive me to the centre of town, to my 

people. Then we’ll go separate ways.” 

Hashem pocketed the money so naturally, as if the cash had always belonged to him. 

Then he said, “Distraction important. Distraction.” 

Albert suspected he wasn’t rid of Hashem yet. They drove through a labyrinth of 

streets. It was as though the city had awakened from a long sleep lasting thousands 

of years. Bazaars, music, men laughing, children shrieking, women singing, parties 

everywhere. Albert drifted through it all, pushed on by Hashem’s single-mindedness 

and by all these impressions. America thinks only its cities matter. But Kabul’s spirit 

of enjoyment was so different, as unbelievable as a cure for cancer. 

“Taliban gone,” Hashem said over and over. “Allah be thanked. Taliban gone. 

Everyone relax.” 

They stopped in front of an inconspicuous building. Hashem got out and walked 

towards the entrance. He signalled for Albert to follow him. They stepped into a 

corridor. Albert had the feeling he was in a recently vacated apartment. Then Hashem 

opened a door and said again, “Relax”. 

As soon as Albert entered the room, Hashem left and closed the door behind him. As 

though everything to come now was unavoidable, obeying an inescapable law that 

had existed for all time. The room was suffused in dull, dusky light. A curtained 

window let in only a few rays of light. Albert saw a figure entirely veiled by a loosely 

hanging cloak. Only the tips of the feet and the hands were visible. They were so 

delicate and white like no one had ever touched them. And there was something else, 

Albert saw. As if he were wearing a new kind of night vision glasses, Albert could 

make out the gently swung hips, the soft breasts, the delicate neck of the woman, 
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even though all was hidden by the cloak. The woman came towards him. She clasped 

her full-body cloak at the hips and pulled it over her body. Unable to escape, Albert 

entered the prison of her body. He was a starving man before a wonderfully aromatic 

cake. The woman’s upper body was still covered by a blouse and her vulva by a silken 

covering, but her arms, her face, her feet, her legs were so graceful that Albert began 

to shiver slightly. The woman’s skin was so incredibly pure, white as alabaster, as 

though her body had never seen the sun. He was lost, lost for ever, until the end of 

time. The woman opened her blouse. She knelt before Albert. She stroked his pants, 

his stomach, his thighs with her hand. She unbuckled his belt. She pressed her fingers 

against his genitals. He was a child without will. A pubescent boy drifting on a sweet 

maelstrom. He felt the woman’s nipples glide over his glans. He felt her mouth, her 

tongue. He surrendered. Surrendered to the fact, that if you can’t beat an army with 

weapons, send women instead. The beautiful Vietnamese who throws a grenade into 

a medical helicopter. The Afghan woman whose Taliban friends were waiting in the 

room next door. Only the Germans, back in 1945, had lovely women who were not 

guerrilla fighters. 

The woman stood up again, this time to take of the rest of her clothes. She slipped off 

Albert’s tunic and shirt. He caught the distant scent of otherness, indulgence, sweat 

and sin from this woman. She pulled Albert onto a bed that stood on one side of the 

room. She lay down on her back. She spread her legs to solid pillars, leading into a 

hall of longing, of forgetting. She pressed Albert’s face into her vulva. His mouth 

merged with an infinite gentleness, softness, tenderness that encompassed him like a 

soft, warm clasp, never again to open up. The woman directed Albert’s head, she 

pressed herself gently against his mouth, and he melted into her genitals like a face 

of wax in candlelight. There was only this one moment, this moment without past, 

without future. He was a mouth in this woman’s wounded, wonderful, wondrous 

body. He heard the woman moan softly. But he hardly moved at all. He was just 

breathing in this woman. As if she were giving him all the oxygen of his future life 

to breathe. Then, after an eternity, he felt the woman pulling him up. Her hands and 

arms were delicate and gentle, and yet the force that led him was irresistible. Until he 

touched her breast with his lips. He was a child sucking on his mother’s breast. With 

closed eyes he kissed her neck, her cheeks, her mouth. He felt the woman press her 
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mouth firmly on his, as if she wanted to find her own genitals on his lips. Her breath 

was almost sweet and yet cool, it seemed all her inner warmth had moved to her 

breasts, her vagina. Then he felt her fingers caressing his penis. Slowly, as though 

seconds were really hours and the beat of an eyelid an entire day, they joined. He felt 

her warm, damp softness opening up slowly, as if in answer to a silent plea, like warm 

ice through which a canoe gently glides. It seemed to him as if everything in his body, 

his blood, his warmth, his longing gathered in his member, his glans, while he gently 

slid up and down the inmost, the gentlest part of her. Then everything in him 

discharged. His entire life was suddenly streaming into this woman and he knew there 

was no ending to their union, he and this woman were forever one body, one soul, 

one being. He embraced her like a child embracing its dead mother, and he heard her 

dead heart, her expiring breath, her silence for ever. 

A previously unknown exhaustion flowed through him. As though he hadn’t slept a 

single hour throughout his past missions. He was now waiting for a member of the 

Taliban who would stab him in the back. He didn’t mind. His life had found its 

completion. Finally he heard sounds at the door. But it was Hashem. 

Albert rose and put on his clothes. The woman too got dressed. He tried to catch her 

eye. But she looked only downward. But when she pulled the burka back over her 

head in the brighter section of the room, he had for the first time a short moment in 

which he could clearly see her face. It was distorted with an ugly pain. As if someone 

had pulled a knife through her body. Albert was this knife. He gave the woman fifty 

dollars. It couldn’t get any dirtier than this. He stumbled out. 

“Very relaxing, wasn’t it?” Hashem said, who had been waiting in the hallway. And 

added, “Fifty dollars for me.” 

“Thirty dollars for you,” Albert said. And thought: I don’t have more than forty left. 

“Forty,” Hashem said. 

“Thirty-five,” Albert replied. 

“Okay, thirty-five,” Hashem said. “Now get out. Enough. I not drive you anymore.” 

Albert gave him the money and left the house. Hashem followed him cursing, got 

into his car and drove off alone. As he pulled away, he honked as if he were 

transporting an emergency victim. 
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Albert strolled down the streets. He had to find his comrades by evening. He was a 

Special Force soldier. If need be, he could sleep rough, rest under a sheet of 

newspaper, in any kind of territory. But not in a strange city. Children and young men 

were constantly running up to him, showing him things he should buy. Shower gel, 

Tupperware, watches, television sets, the entire output of western civilisation in an 

eastern country. Darkness fell. Did you really think, Albert, that the sun would shine 

a bit longer just for you, for loving a woman as if her womb were your absolution? 

That’s the plan of those who want to murder you. That in the presence of a woman, 

you would forget the time of day, forget yourself, until night came. In order to kill 

you somewhere in a dark street. Hashem is one of them. You fool. 

Albert felt more and more uneasy. He searched for a sign pointing to the American 

troops. The Americans had arrived two weeks ago, they had to be here somewhere. 

But there was no trace of them. Not even a jeep or a truck on the streets. America is 

so big, it isn’t anywhere. Everything seemed strange to Albert. The people, their eyes, 

the style of the houses, the cars. 

Then suddenly he stood before something that seemed familiar to him. 

At first glance, it was a two-storey house, built and plastered just like the other houses 

in the street. But the windows were draped differently. There were golden curtains, 

embroidered with different symbols than those he had seen in the city so far. Hebrew 

characters. Like those he’d seen in districts of his native city, Boston, where the Jews 

lived. 

He knocked on the door. Someone had to be at home. Because he heard singing, 

singing that sounded familiar. Like the songs from the houses of Jewish families or 

synagogues in his native city. But no one opened the door. Regardless of how often 

he knocked. 

Albert walked around the house. When he stood before the side wall, he saw 

movement behind one of the windows. He knocked against the window. 

A back door opened. A strong, squat man of about forty stood before him. He wore 

sandals, wide Afghan pants and over his torso nothing but an undershirt, although it 

was fairly cold. A kippah covered the back of his head. 

“Shalom,” the man said and looked at Albert’s uniform. Then he added in a somewhat 

exotic accent, but in English, “You’re very persistent.” 
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“Shalom,” Albert returned the greeting. And asked, “You heard me knocking the 

whole time?” 

“Yes,” the man said. “People who want something important from me will find me 

eventually. I don’t like moving if it isn’t necessary. My name is Zablon Simintov, and 

this is my home and my synagogue.” 

“My name is Albert Ginovatti and I’m a US soldier,” Albert answered. 

“I’ve been wondering why none of you have turned up yet. Do you want to come in?” 

“Yes, I’d like that very much,” Albert admitted and went inside. He looked around. 

Then he said, “This house doesn’t look like a synagogue.” 

“No,” Zablon said. “In this country it’s better not to look like a synagogue.” 

Albert asked, “Didn’t the Taliban discover and close down your underground 

synagogue?” 

“They knew about us, but they never closed down the synagogue. I never did 

understand those guys. They stone their own women at the slightest provocation, but 

let a Jew live unmolested. However, those scoundrels did take my Torah scroll and 

never brought it back again. Probably because it was worth quite a lot.” 

Zablon led Albert into the rear of the building. Albert asked, “How many are you?” 

Zablon answered, “I’m the only one left, the others have all gone.” 

“You’re all alone here?” Albert asked. 

“Yes, why not?” Zablon replied. “There are fewer arguments this way.” 

They entered a room with a table and some chairs. Zablon offered Albert a seat and 

put water on to boil for tea. He asked Albert: “Where do you and your family come 

from originally?” 

“Boston,” Albert answered, “but my family comes from southern Italy.” 

Zablon looked at him belligerently. Then he said, “I didn’t know Italians fought in 

the American army.” 

“Why shouldn’t we?” Albert asked. Zablon’s face lit up. 

“The Italian divisions in Rommel’s African army ran away as soon as the British fired 

the first live bullet.” 

“I wasn’t in Africa back then,” Albert threw back, “and since that was sixty years ago, 

neither were you. It seems to me you enjoy insulting people. That’s probably why all 

the other Jews left this place.” 
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“You win a point for that,” Zablon conceded. He poured the boiling water into a tea 

pot and put a few cookies on the table. 

“Help yourself.” 

“Thank you.” Albert tried the tea. “Can I spend the night here? I got lost when it 

began getting dark and I really don’t want to look for my company in the middle of 

the night.” 

“That shouldn’t be a problem,” Zablon said. “I’ll give you a mat and a blanket, then 

you can sleep in this room.” 

Suddenly Albert heard a clanking sound in one of the rooms nearby. He threw Zablon 

a questioning look. “Didn’t you say you were the only one here?” 

Zablon stirred his tea for a little while. “Well, there is one man left who doesn’t want 

to leave. But he doesn’t really count.” 

“Aren’t you glad not to be entirely alone at least?” Albert asked. 

“If you knew Isaac,” Zablon answered with an expression of both contempt and pity 

on his face, “you’d prefer being alone as well. He considers himself an exorcist of 

demons and sells love potions to women. Until a few years ago, he also ran a brothel 

somewhere in the neighbourhood. Then the Taliban caught him, beat him up and 

closed down the brothel. In this case I even agree with the Taliban, he deserved no 

better. And he breaks everything. He just dropped something again, as you heard.” 

Zablon continued to stir his tea. His face turned as dark as his drink. 

“On top of it he denounced me to the Taliban. Said I was a thief and an Israeli spy. I 

sat in a Taliban prison for three days before they let me go again. In the meantime 

they’d pretty well demolished my apartment, but apparently they found nothing that 

could prove my activities as a spy.” 

His face lit up again. 

“But then they did find his accounts for the brothel, which got him into heaps of 

trouble.” 

There was a pause. Then Zablon continued, “So, now he’s in his half of the synagogue 

and I’m in mine. We manage to put up with each other.” 

“Do you mind if I go over and meet him?” Albert asked. 

“By all means,” Zablon said, “but don’t expect me to come along and introduce the 

two of you. And I warn you, most of what he says is lies.” 
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“I can tell the two of you are inseparable friends.” 

“I’ve never heard of Italian humour,” Zablon shot back, his eyes flashing belligerently 

again. 

Albert got up and walked towards the room where the noise had come from. He 

discovered a man of about seventy who was fiddling with some bowls. Albert politely 

knocked against the door frame and introduced himself, “Shalom. I’m Albert from 

the US army.” 

The old man continued handling his bowls, completely unimpressed. Then he said, 

“I was already expecting you.” 

“Oh really?” Albert replied. The old man said, “Even if I do live in this half of the 

synagogue, I always know what’s going on in the other half. That scoundrel over 

there thinks I’m a deaf and blind old dodderer. But I notice everything. Even when 

he starts selling his stolen goods again.” 

“Stolen goods?” Albert asked. 

“Zablon,” Isaac replied, “probably told you not to believe a word I say!” 

“Yes, that’s what he told me.” 

“Even if you don’t believe me, he deals in all sort of contraband. It was just plain 

dumb luck that he’d sold most of his stuff a few days before the Taliban came here to 

search the place.” 

Isaac sighed as if a historic opportunity had been missed on that day. And looked at 

Albert searchingly. 

“Well, one thing you can definitely believe is my name, which is Isaac Levy. And I 

wish for nothing more but for the day when the Lord calls Zablon to Him. So, what 

did he tell you about me?” 

“That you denounced him to the Taliban and had him thrown into prison.” 

Isaac grinned, “Oh, he was in prison alright, but not because I betrayed him. Actually 

the Taliban raided his illegal distillery in the house next door.” 

“Aha,” Albert said. “Zablon also claims you exorcise demons.” 

“Yes,” Isaac said, “I do, because this country has been occupied by demons for more 

than twenty years. Zablon’s demons are the only ones I haven’t been able to exorcise 

so far. He seems to love them and then I don’t stand a chance.” 
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“Zablon allowed me to spend the night in his half of the house. Is that alright with 

you?” 

“Of course,” Isaac said. “After all, it’s his half. I would counsel you to sleep in my 

half because I can’t guarantee that Zablon won’t cut your throat while you sleep. But 

you’ve already accepted his offer.” 

“That’s right,” Albert said. “I suppose I have to spend the night over there.” 

After eating dinner with Isaac, Albert went over to Zablon’s side of the synagogue 

and lay down to sleep. And he drifted off with the cheerful thought that the entire war 

so far had been worth it just to meet these two oddballs. The next morning he ate 

breakfast with Zablon, said a heartfelt thank you and goodbye to both of them and, 

following Isaac’s careful instructions, made his way through the town to his 

companions. 

He found them quickly, but couldn’t get the required materials and supplies from 

them either. A military transporter finally took him back to Bagram Air Base. 

Albert called Ramses to tell him he’d received no new equipment nor medical 

supplies. He expected Ramses to start yelling at him. Instead Ramses was very quiet. 

As if peace had finally been declared. Or someone had told him he was the best 

Lieutenant Colonel of all time. 

“Don’t worry, it’s not so bad, Albert,” Ramses coughed softly into the radio unit. 

“We’re being redeployed south, on the border to Pakistan. New special assignment. 

I’ve already got everything we need. We’ll be at Bagram Air Base tomorrow morning. 

Wait there for us and hold yourself ready.” 

A Circus Performance 

They reached Parachinar in the early afternoon and parked in the first big square they 

came to. Within minutes, they were surrounded by curious children and youths. From 

inside the caravan, Sarina watched Jin and Aban distributing sweets and performing 

small tricks. Then they both seemed to have disappeared and the children were getting 

ready to leave again. But suddenly she heard a bumping and clicking from above. 

Apparently the children had climbed up onto the roof of the caravan. She decided to 
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go out and ask the children to come back down. But just as she was opening the door, 

she heard deafening shouts and shrieks from the caravan roof. It was Aban, resonating 

like a giant. 

“Inhabitants of Parachinar,” he shouted, “men, women and children of the tribal 

regions. Your day’s work is harsh, and you have but little leisure. But tomorrow 

afternoon, come to us, for the circus performance of ʽThe Four from Peshawar’, and 

watch the show we’ll put on for you.” 

Sarina suddenly had the feeling of someone tightening her belt. Why did Aban say 

“four”? There were only three performers, if you counted Karim. Who else would 

join them? 

Aban continued to shout without a pause. “Come, one and all. Forget your worries, 

your pain. Come to our Circus performance to see our stunts and our acts. Free of 

charge. Come! All of you!” 

Aban jumped off the roof with a double backflip. The crowd exclaimed with surprise. 

It really was a breakneck move. Then Aban and Jin moved through the crowd singing 

and howling, shouting out as if they were selling overpriced carpets: “Come one, 

come all, tomorrow afternoon, and your mouths will open with amazement.” 

Sarina discovered Karim just returning from town. 

Although she had sworn to herself to remain calm, Sarina raised her voice: 

“Karim, what does Aban mean when he says ʽThe Four from Peshawar’? There’s 

only three of you, not four. Is someone I don’t know going to join us? One of your 

odd acquaintances?” 

“No,” Karim said, “no one else is joining us.” 

“Excuse me, what?” Sarina asked. 

“You are the fourth person.” 

“Are you insane?” she cried. “I can’t do any tricks at all. My bones break just 

watching Aban jump like that.” 

“It’s not a matter of stunts,” Karim said. “Jin and Aban do those. I can’t do flips and 

spin in the air or ram knives into my belly either. That’s only part of the programme.” 

“And what exactly is the other part?” Sarina asked. 

“Theatrical performances.” 

“What kind of theatrical performances, if you please?” 
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“You’ll see tomorrow.” 

“And what exactly am I going to be doing in this theatrical performance?” 

“You’re the desperate woman who is looking for her son.” 

“Excuse me? Are you asking me to display my suffering in public?” 

Karim looked around, as though he were searching for someone, somewhere to help 

him. Then he began in a tone of voice Sarina didn’t like. 

“Sister, I’m telling you amicably and for the last time: We’re doing this my way. This 

is a country in which you only scream or get hysterical when your child, your 

husband, your mother is lying dead in your arms. Then you too can scream. And this 

is a country where a lot is forgotten, but some things never. In which a message can 

be accidentally swallowed for ever by the next well, or can travel from child to 

mother, from mother to father, from father to cousin, from cousin to brother, from 

brother to nephew, from nephew to grandfather. And perhaps a different message 

finds its way back to the original sender of the message, saying: Listen, I know 

something that can help you. We need two things: Patience and attention. So, I want 

you to perform your suffering, to help people see it, feel it, carry it home in their 

heads, remember it, tell others about it. That’s the only way we might find out 

something about Christian’s fate.” 

“You really are crazy,” Sarina said, calmly. She thought. Then she asked, “Do you 

have a scene description or something I can prepare?” 

“English theatres and circuses may well use scripts or choreographies, but no one 

here has anything like that. You come onstage just as you are. Show them your sorrow, 

your pain, as best you can. I’ll do the rest.” 

“I can’t do that, I really can’t,” Sarina moaned. 

“You have tonight and tomorrow morning to get ready to do it anyway. Christian’s 

life is at stake. It’s our only chance to get the attention of people around here, to make 

your situation known. Any police force, any secret service is powerless around here.” 

Sarina realized her throat hurt from all the dust and dry air she’d breathed in, and 

croaked: “I’ll do my best.” 

“Good,” Karim said. “We won’t start with your act anyway. First the stunts, then a 

performance with just Aban, Jin and me. Then at some point I’ll call you onstage. So, 

before that, sit in the audience and try to get a sense for when the audience laugh, 
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when they gasp, when they think. You’re not in London, sitting in a living room with 

the television constantly on. Some people here may have a television with a few 

channels, but their world is entirely different anyway.” 

“What do you mean by onstage anyway?” Sarina asked. “We don’t even have one.” 

“You could call it an arena or whatever. You’ll see tomorrow how we go about it.” 

They ate supper together. Then they got ready for the night. Karim slept in front, in 

the driver’s cab. Aban, Jin and Sarina stayed in the caravan. Aban was already snoring 

in his berth while Jin was lying supine on his mat with his eyes closed in mystical 

repose. 

Sarina was still sitting at the table looking at pictures of Christian and thinking: We’re 

a circus act that wants laughter, but creates horror instead. 

She began to quietly cry. Suddenly Jin was standing beside her, as though he’d risen 

effortlessly like a spirit, and put his hand on her shoulder. At first she wanted to shake 

it off. But his touch was so calm and heavy, that she allowed it, despite herself. Then 

she heard Jin’s voice: “Courage may be gone. Joy, happiness. But not hope. When 

hope gone, everything gone. I have hope. Allah makes sun rise every morning. For 

Christian too.” 

“Thank you, Jin,” Sarina said. But she lacked the strength to look at him. 

She got up to get ready for sleep. Her head bowed, she said to Jin, “Let us get some 

sleep, Jin. Tomorrow is our show.” 

“Yes, tomorrow show,” Jin said. And added, “You so beautiful.” 

Sarina shook her head. “Jin, you mustn’t say that. I am married.” 

“I too,” Jin said. 

“Where is your wife, Jin?” Sarina asked, surprised. 

“I not know,” Jin said. 

Sarina lay down on her cot after putting away tins and utensils from the blanket into 

the cupboard. She felt completely empty. She was nothing but a sheath of opaque 

silk. Her only hope consisted of a knife-swallowing Chinese who thought she was 

beautiful and said things like “Allah make sun rise and Allah help us.” Yes, perhaps 

that was so. If you’re heading for perdition, you can at least enjoy the steps on the 

path there. 
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The next morning, Karim, Aban and Jin began preparing the caravan for the show. 

Two loudspeakers were placed at either end of the lorry and connected to an ancient 

battery-powered cassette recorder that was installed in the cab. All available folding 

chairs from the lorry and the surrounding houses were placed in a semi-circle and a 

ladder was leant against the back end of the lorry. A pole was placed vertically 

through the hatch on top of the lorry’s cab, protruding a few metres above the roof. 

Apparently, Aban was planning some leaps from a far greater height than Sarina had 

seen so far. And even if it all looked a bit cobbled together, Sarina thought, it did 

make the impression that the three of them had done this kind of show before. Every 

movement was slick and efficient. 

She asked Karim, “Have you performed this kind of show before?” 

“Yes, in Peshawar, for friends and acquaintances. But…” 

“But what?” Sarina asked. 

“Well, Peshawar is only the gateway to the tribal regions, not the tribal regions itself. 

So I don’t quite know how the audience will react here.” 

Sarina felt that anger rising in her again. That European anger brought on by 

unpredictable events. But she kept her mouth shut. 

Karim asked, “What’s wrong, Sarina?” 

She heard herself saying “I’m fine, no worries.” 

“I’m surprised to hear that from you.” 

“So am I,” she said. 

In the early afternoon the first people showed up and sat down on the available chairs. 

Mostly fathers with their children. A few woman showed up too, some veiled, others 

not. After forty-five minutes, nearly half the square was filled with people. Sarina, 

who had taken a seat as well and was veiled, felt terribly nauseous. She’d hardly slept 

the previous night. And even now she wasn’t sure what she would say when she went 

on stage. A veil, she thought, has one great advantage: No one can see my deathly 

pale face. 

The show began. Karim got up in front of the semi-circle and shouted “Brothers and 

sisters, dear guests, inhabitants of Parachinar! We welcome all of you to our show 

ʽThe Four from Peshawar’. I, Karim, have come from afar, but Jin, the knife-
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swallower from the Middle Kingdom, hails from an even more remote place. A round 

of applause for Jin, who knows of pain only from the stories of his ancestors.” 

Karim disappeared in the lorry. A few seconds later wild dancing music erupted from 

the loudspeakers. Suddenly Jin stood in the arena. He had several knives in both 

hands. To show how sharp they were, he deftly sliced through a tomato. The surfaces 

of the cut were smooth as mirrors, with no mushy parts. Then he threw the knives up 

in the air one after the other, juggling with them, catching them in turn, spinning 

round and round, running in circles. He looked like a knife-tossing tornado. The 

audience shrieked joyfully. Then the music abruptly changed. A drum roll pounded 

from the speakers. Jin held all the knives in his hands again, bent his head back and 

opened his mouth gaping wide. Then, with his right hand, he took one of the knives 

by the tip, gauged the trajectory with his seesawing forearm and hurled the knife up 

high. Except for the drum roll, there was deadly silence. The knife spun around 

several times on its own axis, hovering in the air a few seconds, as if to delay the 

execution of its victim. Then it landed tip down in Jin’s mouth. Only the handle 

protruded. The people gasped and screamed. Jin staggered around in a circle a few 

times and seemed to fall over, feigning a fatal injury. Sarina felt her chest tear. But 

then Jin stood bolt upright again and pulled the shining knife out of his mouth. Not a 

trace of blood. He repeated this momentous throw several times. Every time, Jin 

appeared to be mortally wounded, only to jump up a few seconds later, beaming with 

joy, the knife shining in his hand, but without a drop of blood to be seen. 

Then he threw the knife up once more. This time it flew almost twice as high as 

before. The audience moaned. No one could believe it was possible for Jin to catch 

this knife with his mouth. The knife came down. Like a pointy guillotine. Jin stretched 

his chin out and opened his mouth wide. The knife rammed down into his mouth. He 

staggered. He stumbled. Suddenly a red liquid ran from his mouth. The people 

screamed. Jin fell to the ground. 

He wheezed. Karim came. But he didn’t seem to be very worried. He kicked Jin in 

the bum. Jin jumped up and grinned. He was completely unharmed. The audience 

breathed a collective sigh of relief. Jin bowed and tumultuous applause resounded 

over him. 
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Again the music changed. A fast dervish dance tune boomed from the loud speakers. 

Karim announced the next act: “Dear guests, we now present to you the wild Aban. 

It pleased Allah to let him grow into a dwarf, but as consolation, he gave him the gift 

of defying gravity.” 

Karim clapped his hands. Aban appeared suddenly on the roof of the lorry. He went 

to the end of the roof, then ran like a scalded cat and raced to the other end of the 

lorry in a series of flips. Then he stood in the middle of the lorry and performed 

forward and back flips, perfectly balanced and landing on the same place time and 

again. He climbed like a squirrel up the pole protruding out of the cab and performed 

a double back flip onto the roof of the lorry. Then he jumped to the ground with a 

double forward flip, while Jin stood waiting with his knives. The audience howled 

with delight. Sarina was speechless. Now Aban jumped up on Jin’s shoulders. Jin 

juggled with his knives again, as though Aban wasn’t heavier than a fly, and the next 

half hour was filled with the two men’s leaps, knife throws, mad pursuits and loud 

shrieking. Most of the audience stood up from their seats, clapping in time with the 

music. 

Then the music suddenly stopped. Jin and Aban bowed. Karim appeared before the 

audience again. He gestured with his hands for silence. And proclaimed, “That’s 

enough stunts for now. My friends, we all know, these are grave times. You all know 

it. So now, please watch our presentation about the great men of our age.” 

Karim, Jin and Aban disappeared into the lorry. A melancholy song sounded from the 

speakers. After a while, Aban emerged from the lorry. Sarina swallowed hard when 

she saw him, while the audience bellowed with delight. For Aban was wearing a 

western suit and a top hat with an American flag pasted on it. 

Aban stood before the people and yelled: “Which one of you destroyed my Twin 

Towers? Who was that?” 

He walked towards the audience and picked on individual people, pointing at them 

and shouting: “Was it you? Was it you?” 

And the men, women and children shouted back: “It was me! It was me!” 

Aban yelled at them: “I’m going to kick your bums.” All the while he was constantly 

stumbling and falling. Sarina wished she were deaf and blind. But things got even 

worse. Jin and Karim climbed out of the lorry. Karim was wearing a turban, a green 
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military camouflage jacket and a Kalashnikov, while Jin, who was also wearing a 

turban, wore a bandage over his right eye. 

Karim said to Jin, “Mullah Omar, have you seen the crazy American? He managed to 

escape from his cage.” 

Jin said, “No, Osama. I haven’t seen him, but he can’t have gotten far. We’ll catch 

him again.” 

Again a fantastic spectacle began to unfold. Aban George Bush ducked down 

between members of the audience, who tried to grab and hold him. But because he 

was so dexterous, he escaped time and again, running and jumping to safety. Jin 

Mullah Omar and Karim Osama chased after him and tried to catch him while 

shouting “Back! Back into your cage!” After fifteen minutes pursuit through the 

throng of people, Aban George Bush allowed himself to be caught. Amid wild shouts, 

he was thrown into a cage that Jin Mullah Omar and Karim Osama pulled out from 

the lorry, huddling and whimpering like a beaten dog. 

After world politics had thus been put to rights again, Karim announced the next act. 

He’d already given Sarina a sign that it was time for her to come on stage. She rose 

with an effort. Wishing she were miles away, she felt like an actress making her debut 

performance without learning her first role by heart. Completely veiled, she stepped 

into the arena. A female gladiator, without weapons, without an enemy. Helpless. 

Empty. Karim shouted, “Inhabitants of Kurram, of Parachinar, listen to the true story 

of an Afghan mother.” 

Sarina raised her hands as if in Islamic prayer. For almost half a minute she stood like 

that, incapable of uttering a word. Then, hesitantly, as if her voice were under water, 

struggling against drowning, she called out, “Allah, Lord over sorrow and happiness, 

Lord, help my son Christian and give him back to me. He was abducted from a 

refugee camp where he was alleviating the suffering of the sons and daughters of 

Afghanistan. He was abducted, in this region, nearly seven weeks ago to extort a 

filthy ransom. I’m searching for him, but I cannot find him, Allah, help me.” 

Meanwhile Karim, Jin and Aban entered the arena. Karim and Jin were dressed up as 

bandits, carrying Aban as a tied-up bundle. Aban was blindfolded with a piece of 

cloth. Karim and Jin were beating the bundle like madmen, pulling Aban along while 
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Sarina continued to exclaim, “Allah, give me my son back, I feel he is here, please 

send him back to me.” 

Then her strength was sapped. And the old theatre rule applied: You cannot play what 

really happened to you. Tears flooded her eyes, rolled down her cheeks and trickled 

into her mouth. Her words began to gurgle and become unintelligible. She dropped 

to her knees, bent forward and became what she was: a mother without hope. A 

mother inflicted with sorrow and pain. The audience was deathly silent. The show 

changed to a devotion, a sharing with a broken woman, hunched down on her knees 

and crying. Karim’s cruelty didn’t end there either. There was no music. He said 

nothing. He cemented this moment of Sarina’s helplessness on the stage like a voyeur. 

He knelt down beside her. He, the cruelest of the cruel, pulled the veil from her face. 

He stroked her cheeks. Sarina hated him. Her swollen, watery face looked straight at 

the people before her. The people looked back. And understood, as if responding to a 

signal, that the face of this woman showed all the truth of suffering. 

The show was coming to an end. The first people got up from their seats. The children 

began again to play, to laugh, to joke. The audience blended into the afternoon 

twilight of the city. 

Karim helped Sarina up. She was still whimpering. 

“It couldn’t have been better, Sarina,” he said. “The people had to take that last 

impression home with them. It’s the only chance we have of finding out anything 

about what happened to Christian.” 

Sarina said, “I can’t go through that again. I just can’t. And why did you have to open 

the veil?” 

Karim was a theatre director. “Grief must have a face. We’ll do it this way every 

afternoon. At the end of every show. Until we receive news that helps us. Or…” 

“Or what?” 

“Or until we know Christian is dead.” 

 

  



153 

Intermediate Chapter 12/20 
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Current Yearly Climate in the Region 

As every year, a mostly continental climate prevailed in Afghanistan in 2001, 

characterised by hot summers and cold winters. Maritime influence, caused by US-

aircraft carriers in the Indian Ocean, was observed occasionally in October 2001, and 

daily during November and December 2001. 

 

The northern areas of the country experiences a severe winter from December until 

February, with highs around 8° C and temperatures down to -8° C at night. Locally 

the highs can reach several hundred or even a thousand degrees, especially in the 

surroundings of detonating mines, bombs and rockets. 

 

A light to medium heavy rain period occurs between October and May, with March 

and April being especially wet months. This sometimes impedes the necessary daily 

recovery of corpses considerably. 

 

Between June and September it’s quite dry, with average highs of 30 to 32° C, and 

thus fairly pleasant if you can watch combat operations from the shade. Merely very 

dry winds from Iran, sent as revenge for the Iranian diplomats murdered by the 

Taliban in the year 1998, in part put a considerable strain on the micro climate. 

 

Climatically, southern Afghanistan is subtropical, making it possible to cultivate date 

palms which are the staple food of wide sections of the population, since the supply 

of food has broken down in many areas. 

 

Western Pakistan too has a mild climate, with temperatures up to 10 or 15° C even in 

November and December. Not until January and February does rigor mortis set in 

there as well. 
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Taliban-Matrix 

Women Men Everyone 

1. are not permitted to attend 

educational institutions 

2. are not permitted to join the 

work force and may only 

work at home 

3. may only leave their homes 

when escorted by a close 

male relative 

4. are not permitted to be 

treated by male doctors 

 

1, 2, 4 → Woman may not 

receive medical treatment 

 

5. shall wear a long veil that 

covers them from head to 

toe 

6. shall speak only to men they 

are closely related to 

7. are not permitted to laugh 

out loud or wear high heels 

8. are not permitted to appear 

in films, on radio or 

television and are not 

permitted to be 

photographed etc. 

9. are not permitted to take 

part in sport 

10. are not permitted to look out 

of a window (all windows 

must be painted over) 

 

etc. etc. 

1. are not permitted to 

cut their beards 

2. must wear a turban 

3. must regularly attend 

a mosque 

4. shall be whipped for 

minor offences 

5. shall have their hands 

and feet chopped off 

for theft 

6. shall be buried alive 

for homosexuality 

7. shall be executed by 

the victim’s relatives 

for murder 

8. shall shout “Allah-o-

Akbar” (God is great) 

and clap to cheer at 

sporting events 

9. taxi drivers shall be 

publicly beaten if they 

transport woman 

 

etc. etc. 

1. no one may listen 

to music or watch 

films 

2. everyone must 

have an Islamic 

name 

3. everyone must 

pray five times a 

day 

4. anyone who keeps 

pigeons or plays 

with birds shall be 

incarcerated 

5. anyone who flies 

a kite shall be 

incarcerated 

6. anyone who owns 

forbidden 

literature shall be 

executed 

7. anyone converting 

from Islam to 

another religion 

shall be executed 

 

etc. etc. 
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The World Moves On 

Coventry Telegraph: Residential home is bright winner 

A Coventry residential home that has been lighting up Christmas for a decade is the 

winner of our best-decorated house competition. The spectacular illuminations at 

Apple Garth, in Brownshill Green, stood out among the entries we received from 

across Coventry and Warwickshire. Owner Kathleen Hope certainly goes… 

International Movie Database: Reviews 

LOTR is an adult film worth watching, by JJ-111 from United Kingdom. Read the 

book, bought the tee-shirt, now see the film! Here is a film that tells the story of the 

little hobbit Frodo and his friends. For three hours, you are taken on a journey and at 

the end, you are left wanting more. I sat beside someone who, as the lights came up, 

looked shell-shocked. Overcoming my own visualisation… 

modarchive.org 

Happy Happy Christmas, composed and arranged by Father Christmas (aka DRAX): 

A merry Christmas to you all from DRAX. I believe this is my first own Christmas 

composition :) Don’t take this song too seriously ... it’s just made for the purpose of 

Cheering up! Well, perhaps you should take it a little seriously ... Don’t underestimate 

the concept of cheering up as we all need it now and then :) 

BBC News 

Charity reports influx of dogs: The National Canine Defence League (NCDL) has 

warned that its animal centre in Bridgend, south Wales, is taking in more abandoned 

dogs than ever before. The organisation has urged people to think carefully before 

buying someone a pet for Christmas. Sarah McKay, assistant manager of the 

Bridgend centre, said they… 
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easyJet: News and Offers 

Visit the tulips in Amsterdam from just £15 including tax: If the winter weather is 

getting you down, plan an early Spring break to cheer yourself up and book an easyJet 

flight to Amsterdam from just £15 one-way including tax, or take a return trip from 

the incredible price of just £28. 
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Khaki 

Wikipedia: Khaki (UK /ˈkɑːkiː/, Canada and US /ˈkækiː/) is a colour, a light shade of 

yellow-brown. Khaki is a loanword incorporated from Hindustani (Urdu) ख़ाकी/خاکی 

(meaning “soil-coloured”) and is originally derived from the Persian: خاک [xɒːk] 

(Khâk, literally meaning “soil”), which came to England from British India via the 

British Indian Army. 
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Decampment for Tora Bora 

Albert waited at Bagram Airfield. It was as if the entire American army were moving 

south. Trucks, tanks, jeeps were marshalled and ready for the off. Heavy transporter 

planes were constantly landing. Helicopters. The hunt for Osama. We know where he 

is. In Tora Bora. In the underground cave complex and fortress, in which the Russians 

had already blown themselves up. The Russians were no amateurs. But the 

Americans, they were the ultimate in military strategy, tactics and operations. They 

were the Blow-Osama-Right-Out specialists. 

After waiting for a few hours, Albert saw Buck and the men of his team. They came 

crawling out of a helicopter. Ramses too followed them out of the helicopter. With 

such a rolling gait you could think he’d flown the chopper personally. Ramses could 

do anything. Even what he couldn’t do. 

“Hi Albert,” Buck said. He didn’t grin. 

“How’s this going to work, Buck?” Albert asked. 

“Not well, it seems to me,” Buck said. “We’re supposed to go down south as well, 

for bombing raids and such, but fighters from the Northern Alliance will do the work 

of the infantry.” 

“That saves American blood,” Albert said. 

Buck still wasn’t grinning. “It would be better if our people did the ground job. Even 

if it costs a lot of lives. Then we’d finally get it done with.” 

Ramses interrupted them by bellowing: “Get ready! Take-off in half an hour.” Ramses 

was so strong he could even stop time. 

They loaded the helicopter with the gear that had been waiting for them in Bagram. 

Then the helicopter engines were turned on again, the rotors fleshing out their 

immense power. Sounds of might and victory. You can’t lose a war with motor sounds 

like that. 

They took off and flew over Kabul. Ramses had told the pilot to do that. Show us the 

damned city we’re shooting our asses off for. 

Kabul from above was a stunning sight. The city stood out like an antique settlement 

that had just been excavated. And they, the soldiers, were the archaeologists that had 

dug Kabul from darkness into the light of day.  
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Only Buck still wasn’t grinning. 

They flew due southeast and landed after about half an hour close to the Pakistan 

border. They could hear bombs detonating in the distance. As though the total arsenal 

of all American munition factories were targeted right there. The strategy was simple: 

First bomb the mountains away, then the really special stuff could be aimed into the 

caves. Military history is not an American speciality. The British never managed to 

eliminate even a small landscape. Heligoland 1947. Complete waste of time and 

effort. And the tunnels of the Vietnamese withstood the assault of all the gas, bombs, 

mines and whatnot the Americans tried. America is always without history. Without 

memory. 

Ramses pointed in the direction of the crump-crump-crump of the bombs and said, 

as if it were a day-order, “My grandfather was part of the attack on Dresden.” 

“Dresden?” one of the men asked, “What was with Dresden?” 

“We blasted it of the face of the earth in 1945. So, nothing was left when my 

grandfather was done with it,” Ramses said. He was a poet. A warrior poet. America 

is the only country that has detonated bombs in every other country in the world. No 

one can hold a candle to that. 

They checked their gear. Tomorrow would be the day of days. Laser markings on the 

military bases, the mouths of caves that the big brothers in the sky and the adipose 

Chiefs of Staff in CENTCOM couldn’t see. 

“We are the eyes of death”, Ramses said. 

Ramses was growing mythological. All death is mythological. That way it’s less 

troubling. 

Waiting 

Waiting.   

 I wait for my eyes.  

  I wait for my mouth. 

I wait for waiting.   
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On three afternoons in a row they had sent out the news, played Sarina’s suffering, 

given their show in different squares in Parachinar. Who knew something? Who’d 

heard something? Who was murmuring what rumour? 

The following night someone threw a stone against one of the windows. It could mean 

anything: a boyish prank. Or: You have insulted Osama. Or: We know where 

Christian is. But nothing further happened. Jin nailed boards in front of the windows. 

They waited. 

Then, on the fourth day, a man came to see them and said, “Go to the south entrance 

of the city this evening.” 

Jin cleaned his revolver. 

They waited at the place the man had described. Jin, Karim and Sarina. Aban stayed 

in Parachinar with the lorry. It might be a trap. In order to break into the lorry, the 

caravan. To mug them. 

No one came that evening or even the following two days. Waiting is a form of 

hopelessness. 

Jin read something out loud for Sarina, “African river with four letters?” 

Sarina closed her eyes. Her head was empty. Jin looked back down on his crossword 

magazine. 

Then Karim decided, “We’ll drive on.” 

Sarina asked, “Where to?” 

“To Ali Mangal Post, west of here. Even closer to the border to Afghanistan. I’ve 

never been there. It’s dangerous. Even more dangerous than here. But we have to risk 

it.” 

Jin said, “I been there. You need lots revolvers.” 

Sarina felt as if the earth were opening up beneath her feet. Blood was flowing from 

Jin’s mouth again. 

Sarina gasped, “Jin, please don’t do that.” 

Jin pulled a small paint bag with a red liquid from inside his cheek. He wasn’t 

grinning. 
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They packed. They drove off. They were a circus searching for criminals, for lost 

souls, under the pretext of amusing people. There is so much absurdity on this earth. 

Hour after hour their lorry chugged towards the innermost circle of hell. 

Then they stopped. In front of them, a burnt out car stood in the middle of the gravel 

road they had driven down. Otherwise no one near or far. Karim and Jin got out. 

Karim said to Sarina, “It’s better you stay inside.” 

Karim went up to the vehicle. Jin followed, the revolver at the ready. Aban stayed 

behind with Sarina in the lorry. 

Sarina watched Karim and Jin circle the car several times. Then Karim bent over the 

driver’s seat. Probably to release the hand brake and shift into neutral. Karim and Jin 

pushed the car off the road. They both returned white as a sheet. 

Karim only said, “Let’s get away from here fast.” 

He started the motor. Sarina asked, “Was it an air raid?” 

Karim said nothing. When they drove past the burnt out car, on the side of the road, 

Sarina looked inside. On the back seat, the half-charred skull of a man stared back at 

her. She screamed. She recognised the car. It was the off-roader of the Japanese they’d 

met at Vinay’s petrol station. She became hysterical, “What happened?” 

Karim answered. And for the first time, Sarina heard a slight trembling in his voice. 

“That was no air raid. The car would look a lot different then. The Japanese was shot 

and then set on fire along with his car. I have no idea what happened there. It’s been 

at least half a day ago. Criminals, a hold-up murder, an assassination. The two of 

them apparently ran into the wrong sort of people. The other man was probably 

abducted.” 

Sarina felt as though her whole upper body, her neck and her limbs were nothing 

more than blocks of concrete. She panted, “I’m afraid.” 

Karim said, “We’re driving on. Or did you really think only the nice people from next 

door live around here?” 

They drove on, not back. Further and further west. As though they wanted to see more 

burnt cars with corpses. They were driving towards the war. That invisible pin board 

reaching clear up to the sky, and being full of names, names, names. 

The lorry chugged on, and with it the fear, the terror. The corpse in the burnt out car 

became history. Inside horror, you quickly forget horror. 



169 

Then they suddenly heard the sound of lorries from behind. Karim moved to the 

roadside as best he could. Two, three, four lorries, fully loaded with armed men, 

clattered past them, apparently wanting to get to this war taking place somewhere in 

the mountains ahead of them. Like the American fighters and bombers that sometime 

thundered overhead like stunningly fast metal raptors. 

Then another lorry overtook them. But this one drove only a few dozen metres further. 

Then it stopped and blocked the road. Karim was forced to stop. 

Karim said, “Now things are getting really serious.” 

Three heavily armed men climbed down from the lorry. Cartridge belts, 

Kalashnikovs, hand grenades. Sarina felt her head beginning to shake. As though her 

heart had risen all the way up to her mouth. 

The men approached Karim’s lorry. One of them waved for Karim to come out. When 

a man wearing a Kalashnikov waves, that’s an order. Karim got out. 

One of the three men said nervously and with the voice of a bear, “Who are you, 

stranger? What are you doing here?” 

Karim said, “My name is Karim and we’re a travelling circus performing in the 

villages of this region.” 

The bear man gave Karim’s lorry and caravan a long and thorough look. 

“You really are a circus.” It wasn’t possible to tell if he was grinning or not. 

He wasn’t. He said, “Do you want to insult the honour of Allah by making your 

ridiculous jokes and stunts now, while Allah’s fighters are spilling their blood in the 

battle against the American dogs?” 

Sarina, who heard it all through the window, was reduced to a heap of fear. 

Karim said, “Brother, even in dark times a circus can bring comfort and a small 

amount of relief for people.” 

The bear man was not convinced. “Are you trying to insult me and my fighters? You 

fool, get on your knees. And you’re even a liar, a murderer, as you just attacked the 

car back there and killed the driver.” 

Karim was a worm that needed to be squashed. A worm who said nothing anymore 

but, “That wasn’t us, I swear it.” 

Slowly, the bear man said, as though giving directions, “You’re dead.” 
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He pressed Karim down on the ground with his powerful arms. He released the safety 

catch on his weapon. 

Sarina couldn’t stand it in the lorry anymore. She opened the door, jumped down and 

ran towards the bear man. 

“No, don’t, don’t kill him, he’s my brother, I’m begging you. We’ll turn around, we’ll 

turn around, only please let him live. I’m begging you.” 

The bear man gave Sarina a surprised look. One of the other men grabbed her and 

flung her to the ground. Then a shot rang out. She screamed. Had the bear man shot 

Karim? Or had Jin shot someone with his revolver? In that case they were all lost. 

But in the midst of her tears, her screams, Sarina had heard a whistle when the shot 

rang out. It seemed this shot came from far away. She looked up. Karim was still 

lying on the ground. He was alive. Next to him, the bear man was winding in pain on 

the dusty road. A pool of blood was forming underneath him and flowing down the 

road a bit. 

Then Sarina saw three more men. Apparently one of the lorries that had passed them 

before had turned around and another fighter had gotten out and came back with two 

other men. This other fighter now stood before the bear man and said, “I told you, 

Rafik, we don’t stop. I also said that if you ignored my orders one more time, I would 

kill you.” 

The bear man was looking at his leader with glassy eyes. It was impossible to tell 

whether he’d understood or not. But he was still breathing. 

The leader shot the bear man right through the heart. The two men with him dragged 

the heavy corpse from the road. The leader questioned the men who’d come with the 

bear man. The two of them quickly got into their lorries. The leader said to Karim, 

who’d gotten up again: 

“This is not the time for circus wagons and performers. Go back. You’re heading for 

a war zone. We’re travelling there because we belong there. I don’t think you belong 

to the war.” 

“Thank you,” Karim said. “You saved my life.” 

“I didn’t save your life,” the leader said. “I upheld the discipline of my men. There’s 

a big difference, you understand.” 



171 

Karim said, “Help us.” He pointed to Sarina. “We’re looking for the son of this 

mother. My nephew. He was abducted and he’s somewhere out there.” 

The leader stared at Karim as though he wanted to read his thoughts. Then he said, 

“Go to Bijan Kahn. What he doesn’t know, no one knows.” 

“Where can we find him?” Karim asked. 

“Ten miles down the road, you’ll come to a crossing. Take a right and head into the 

mountains. At some point you’ll reach his fortified village.” 

“Can we reach it with my lorry?” 

The leader scanned the lorry and its hundreds of flower and colour patterns. 

“I can’t tell. Maybe. You’re the one who wants to get there, not me.” 

“Thank you. Allah be with you, wherever you may go,” Karim said. 

The shadow of a smile passed over the leader’s face. 

“Well, come to think of it,” he said, “maybe Bijan would be pleased by your little 

tricks and stunts. If he wants to know who sent you, tell him my name: Naim.” 

He turned around and drove off with his men. Karim, Sarina, Jin, and Aban stared 

after them for a few minutes. 

“That was a close call,” Karim said. Sarina was shaking. She had to vomit. She cried 

and whimpered. “We have to turn back, Karim. There’s no point, we have to go back. 

They’ll kill us all. We were lucky this time, but what will happen next time?” 

“And Christian?” 

“Christian is dead, he’s dead. It’s hopeless, we have to turn back.” 

Karim squeezed Sarina tightly until she calmed down. 

“You’re being ruled by your fear, not your love. You don’t know if he’s dead or alive.” 

Sarina continued to shout while Jin and Aban got into the lorry. 

“How do you know? You always know everything. Did you also know we came close 

to having to bury you just now? And the rest of us, while we’re at it?” 

Karim sat down in the middle of the road. As though he wanted to be run over by the 

next vehicle that came along. But no vehicle came. They were alone. Sarina sat down 

next to Karim. They were carrion in the midst of a barren landscape of rocks, dust, 

and sand. The only thing missing were the vultures. 

After a while Karim said, “When our youngest child died in Islamabad, my wife 

carried it in her arms for a day and a night. She didn’t eat, she didn’t drink, she didn’t 
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sleep. She didn’t even speak one sentence, nor did she even cry. All she did was hold 

this child tightly. Lifeless, cold, dead. On the morning of the second day, she fell 

asleep sitting up, and I had to gently prise our son from out of her arms and hands, in 

order to bury him. That’s when a child is dead. When you hold it in your arms like 

that. Not sooner.” 

He stood up. 

“We’re going on. For the first time, we have a promising lead.” 

Sarina vomited again. 

Then she wiped the vomit from her lips and said, “We are going on.” 

Conversation by the Campfire 

They sat around a small campfire in the shelter of a cave entrance. Wasim, Syed and 

the other men. They roasted chicken and potatoes over the small flames. They listened 

to the dull, dark detonations of the American bombs rumbling in the distance. As if 

they were listening to a radio program. The detonations sounded like an awakening 

giant, lumbering about. The Afghans among them said: After the war is before the 

war. The non-Afghan warriors said: If I don’t fight here, I fight somewhere else. 

One of the men was singing and playing the guitar. They smoked a little weed, to 

calm their nerves down, without dulling their senses. Because no one knew how 

quickly the Americans might get to them. 

Wasim. Why don’t you tell us a story? It’s the time of day for stories. Do you want to 

tell us about your son? He was the purest thing you ever had. But your body was 

burned, like everything on earth, your hands, everything about you was burned, not 

by fire, but by guilt. 

One of the men, Shahin, asked Wasim’s cousin, “Syed, what would you do if Osama 

gives you fifty thousand dollars after the war and says you can go anywhere you 

want?” 

Syed contemplated the fire. As if the fifty thousand dollars were burning up in it while 

he watched. He said nothing. 

Shahin tried again, “Magomed, what would you do?” 
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Magomed was their Chechen. He had come from the Caucasus with two other men. 

Now he was alone. With Magomed they were a world war. Middle East, southwestern 

Asia. Northern Asia. America. Europe. In another division there were two Abu Sayyaf 

fighters from the Philippines. But they were half sick. It was too dry for them here. 

They needed to be constantly sprinkled with water. 

Magomed scratched his eyebrows. 

“During the war in Chechnya, we managed to nab a Russian reconnaissance patrol 

once. We shot seven of them. The eighth man we tortured to death for three days.” 

He closed his eyes. And kneaded one of his eyelids with a finger. 

“On the third day I brought him some water. He was babbling to himself about his 

little daughter who loved to play the violin. A few hours later he was dead.” 

Magomed pressed around his mouth with his finger, wanting to squeeze out a 

sentence. 

“I would buy a violin for his daughter with the money.” 

One of the men said, “What’s wrong with you, Magomed? That wouldn’t cost fifty 

thousand dollars. And you don’t even know where his daughter lives.” 

Magomed looked around at the others like a dead man with empty eyes. He was back 

in Chechnya. 

Shahin asked, “Wasim, what would you do with the money?” 

Wasim continued to stare into the fire as well. Just like Syed. 

I would look for my son’s grave. Where is it? How can I find a grave with the 

inscription ‘Djamal’ in a country I’m not allowed to enter? 

Wasim looked up and said, “One summer, when I was twelve or thirteen, we weren’t 

able to stand it anymore in the camp in Jordan. It was suffocating us. We had to get 

out, at least once. Just for a short while. We went to the train tracks and took a cargo 

train heading south, to the Red Sea and Aqaba. We rode under the bottom of the 

freight wagons hanging on to the axle rods twenty centimetres above the ground. So 

no one would catch us. In Aqaba we went down to one of the beaches. The sea was 

hot and there was a scorching beach wind. It was terrible. That heat, that hot wind on 

top of it. Just once, I want to visit an ocean where a cool breeze blows. With cool 
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waves. I would buy a sailboat with the money, and I would sail across a cool sea with 

a cool wind.” 

The men laughed. “You’re really something, Wasim. Here we are freezing, and you’re 

dreaming about a cool sea with a cool wind.” 

Wasim was silent. That heat in Jordan, I still carry it inside. I thought I would never 

be able to freeze again. 

They sat for a while longer, then they said their goodbyes. 

“See you.” 

“Yes, see you.” 

A Fortress of Clay and Strangeness 

After one hour, they reached the crossing Naim told them about. Karim got out of the 

lorry and looked around. The others got out as well. 

Pointing at the gravel road leading off to the right, more a path than a road, Karim 

said, “With the lorry we may be able to manage that, but only without the caravan. 

We have to shift things from the caravan to the truck.” 

They began loading the most important things from the trailer to the lorry: food 

supplies, clothes, tools, jerry cans of diesel fuel. The paraphernalia for the stunts. In 

case they had to entertain again. From the back of the lorry, they removed all the 

furniture. Chairs. Cots. They could just as well sleep in their sleeping bags. 

Karim started the motor again. Sarina saw him glance at the fuel gauge. She looked 

at him. His face was empty. As though nose, eyes, mouth were missing. He made a 

right turn and followed the gravel path. They were now definitely in the border 

territory. Weird rock formations, ravines, streams. It seemed to Sarina that behind 

each hill there were: corpses, demons, bandits, tribes. Traditions, honour and battle. 

Revenge and friendship. And Sarina saw that the horror of the incident with the bear 

man was now fixed on the faces of the others and wasn’t going away. She knew her 

own face looked no different. I’ll never look into a mirror again. She could never 

return. Jin stared at the pages of his crossword magazine without making a single 

entry. And Aban seemed to have gotten a bit smaller than he already was. 
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To distract herself, Sarina said to Jin, “Jin, tell me about your wife.” 

Jin looked up and stared at the wind screen. 

Then he said, “One day gone. Maybe secret service. Maybe normal criminals. Never 

saw her again. Looked very long.” 

“Do you have children, Jin?” Sarina asked, thinking she could lessen her own horror 

with someone else’s terror. 

Jin said quietly, “Child still in stomach.” 

Sarina wished she could stitch her mouth closed. I’m never going to ask anyone in 

this country another question. 

Karim drove at a snail’s pace. The lorry had four-wheel drive and for the first few 

miles, all went well. They drove down a winding road. At some point they had the 

feeling of driving past the same mountains, hills, brooks, sand flats and gravel slopes. 

As if they were travelling around a huge circle, recognisable in its entirety only to the 

wise. The landscape flowed around them, came closer, seemed to take hold of them. 

Hour after hour passed. They began to ask themselves whether Naim’s advice hadn’t 

in fact been a trap, a different way to liquidate them. 

Then suddenly a mule with a rider stood before them. Karim had just rounded a hill 

and therefore saw them both very late. He had to brake sharply. The man and the mule 

stood in the middle of the gravel road and looked at the standing lorry, quite 

unimpressed. The mule made no effort to step aside to let the lorry pass. Karim leaned 

against the steering wheel. Sarina said, “Just give a short honk.” 

Karim said, “Honking doesn’t help with mules, not animal mules, and not human 

ones either.” 

Karim got out. Slowly, he walked towards the mule rider. The stranger’s face was so 

weather-beaten you could hardly make out the eyes. Karim saw that there were two 

rifles fastened alongside the mule’s flank. 

Karim said carefully, “Honoured stranger, please let us by. You can see it’s close to 

impossible for me to get out of the way with my lorry. So I’m begging you to step 

aside.” 

The man answered in a Pashto dialect Karim had difficulty to even understand: 

“My mule is not used to me asking him to step aside. You tell him.” 
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The man pointed to the reins. Karim was uncertain. He approached the animal slowly, 

took the reins from the stranger's hands and gently pulled on them. The mule didn’t 

budge. Karim pulled harder. Nothing happened. The man on the mule seemed 

amused. Karim pulled as hard as he could. It was impossible. It seemed as though the 

mule, which only a moment ago, had just been walking down the path, was now 

embedded in concrete. The man on the mule broke into a peal of laughter. 

“You see, stranger, this is a very special mule. It takes three men to move him. It 

would be best to just pick him up and carry him.” 

The stranger had seen Jin and Aban, who had also climbed down from the lorry. 

He pointed at them with his riding crop. “Take them, perhaps the three of you together 

can manage it.” 

Karim asked the stranger, “But why don’t you tell the mule to step aside yourself? 

He would obey you.” 

The stranger smiled. “I told you already: He isn’t used to that. I have to live with him 

for many years to come. So I don’t want to upset him unnecessarily.” 

Karim beckoned to Jin and Aban. Jin went behind the animal. Karim and Aban each 

grabbed one front leg of the mule. Jin grabbed the back legs. The stranger remained 

seated on his mule. At Karim’s command, they attempted to lift the mule. But Jin 

suddenly let go. The mule still stood in the same place. 

Karim exclaimed, “What’s the matter, Jin?” 

Jin groaned and complained, “He shat on me, he shat all over me!” 

The man on the mule laughed heartily. 

“You’re a bunch of jokers, by Allah. You can’t get a simple mule off a simple path. I 

hope you don’t have anything more difficult than that on your list. What do you want 

here anyway? There is only one place you can reach from here, and that’s a village 

two miles down the road. They don’t see strangers there very often.” 

Karim said, “Sir, we are searching for a man named Bijan, we wish to ask his advice.” 

The stranger stopped laughing and said, “I didn’t know Bijan was a wise man, capable 

of dispensing advice. Who gave you his name and his whereabouts?” 

“A man named Naim, he gave them to us.” 

“Naim?” A gentle smile seemed to glide over the man’s face. He asked, “When did 

you see Naim?” 
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“About six hours ago. He was driving towards the border,” Karim answered. 

The man seemed to ponder this. Then he asked, “How many more of you are in the 

lorry?” 

“One woman,” Karim said. 

“Your wife?” the man asked. 

“My sister.” 

“Okay, then come with me and I’ll lead you to the village and to Bijan. If you can’t 

even move this mule off the road, how on earth can you find the village without my 

help?” 

He gave the mule a pat. The mule turned around immediately and set off. 

Along with the others, Karim chugged behind the mule for an hour and a half. It was 

not only the most stubborn animal in the world, it was the slowest as well. 

Finally they reached the village. It consisted of a dozen clay huts ringed by a solid 

wall of stone and clay. When they approached, the gate was opened. The mule man 

rode trotted in, followed by Karim’s lorry. The four of them got out. Soon they were 

circled by wary looking men and grinning children. 

“Come along,” the man said. “I’ll lead you to Bijan.” 

He got down from the mule and gave one of the villagers the reins. Then he walked 

up on the tracks through the village. Karim, Aban and Sarina followed him. Jin stayed 

behind with the lorry. When Karim turned around, he saw that a few of the villagers 

had entered the lorry and had emerged with all sorts of things while Jin was following 

them ranting and raving. Karim wanted to turn back, but the man said, “Let them. 

Nothing will be missing when you return.” 

Karim motioned for Jin to calm down. 

They reached the clay hut furthest up the hill. Apparently Bijan loved having a clear 

view of things. The man entered the hut and was greeted by two women. 

Then he entered one of the rooms, sat down on a chair and began: 

“Well, this is Bijan.” He pointed to himself. “Excuse my little game, I just couldn’t 

resist.” 

Stunned, Karim said, “Forgive me, I didn’t know. So I couldn’t greet you in the proper 

manner.” 
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Bijan said, “You did a good job introducing yourself. If you’d honked just once back 

then on the road, I would have shot you dead. This is my country, my tribe, and no 

one bothers me here unless he has a very good reason to. I assume you gave Naim, 

my son, a good reason?” 

Karim said, “Sir, by almighty Allah, we do have a good reason. You’re our last hope.” 

He motioned for Sarina to come closer. 

“This is my sister Sarina.” 

Bijan looked at her the way you might look at a horse that you’re interested in buying. 

“Then speak, Sarina.” 

Sarina told him her story. 

While she was speaking, Bijan kept running his fingers through his beard. As though 

he’d sunk into a world of fairy tales, crime and The Arabian Nights. After a while he 

closed his eyes and leaned back, then suddenly began making odd sounds from the 

back of his throat. 

Sarina interrupted herself and shot Karim a questioning glance. Then she said in a 

whisper. “He’s fallen asleep. Oh no! He’s really fallen asleep.” 

Karim placed his index finger over his lips. 

Again Sarina felt this anger, this mix of desperation, fear, hatred and hopelessness 

boiling up inside her. Her voice strained, she said, “He’s sleeping. Our last hope is an 

old man who can’t even listen, but falls asleep instead.” 

Abruptly Bijan opened his eyes. He said, “Even when I’m producing strange sounds, 

I can still listen, Sarina, despairing daughter of Afghanistan.” 

Sarina swallowed hard. Then, her voice shaking, she said, “Bijan, I thank you for 

allowing me to share my grief with you.” 

Bijan stroked his beard. Then he said, “What you told me is very difficult. The 

animals, the wind, the men and women report many things to me, and when 

something unexpected happens, I hear about it.” 

Sarina couldn’t restrain herself. “Have you heard anything then? About kidnappers, 

about a captured hostage?” 

Bijan said, “I don’t know if I’ve heard anything.” 

“What do you mean?” Sarina asked. “I don’t understand what you are saying.” 
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Bijan looked at Sarina for a while. Then he said, “You are a frantic mother on a frantic 

search. You want certainty. But often there is no certainty. Many events, many bits of 

news are reported here. But they are distorted, they were told from one person to the 

next, and what the first person in this chain said is very seldom what the last person 

on the chain hears. Therefore many know a bit about different things, but no one 

knows anything exact. Take this war that is raging not far from here. All sides deeply 

believe they are in the right, and yet no side is really in the right. When we hear things, 

what parts are true? What is true is that I am sitting here with you and that my mule 

is very stubborn.” 

“Please help us, Bijan,” Sarina said. 

Bijan looked thoughtful. Then he said, “Yes, maybe I will help you. Only one of my 

four sons is still alive. Naim, who showed you the way to me, he is my only son I 

have left. And I will lose him soon, too. I can feel that he will not return from this 

war. So if I won’t have a son left, why shouldn’t I help your son, and his mother?” 

He mulled things over. “But you must wait. Maybe days, maybe weeks.” 

Sarina threw herself on the ground. Bijan was a holy man. 

“But then my son might already be dead.” 

“If they wanted him dead, they would have killed him long ago.” 

Sarina lay on the ground like a limp rag. 

Bijan ignored her. He said to Karim, “Well, what could you do here in the meantime?” 

Suddenly a smile passed over his face. 

“You are desperate people who have come to this country disguised as a circus. 

Perhaps you could, in fact, supply a bit of amusement to my family and the others in 

the village. But I would advise you to leave out the farce about Osama and Mullah 

Omar. We can take a joke here, but not any joke.” 

Sarina sat up. “You know about our show, Bijan?” 

Bijan nodded. Sarina said to Bijan: “I thank you for wanting to help us. I thank you.” 

“Now you sound a bit more hopeful, mother of Afghanistan. I’ll let you know as soon 

as I hear anything.” 

They were dismissed. They went back to the lorry. It had already been thoroughly 

checked out and emptied by the children and youths of the village. Some of the things 

that weren’t solidly built in stood before the lorry, others had disappeared entirely. 
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Jin was sitting apathetically in the cab. One of Bijan’s men came along with Karim, 

Sarina and Aban. He shouted at the kids, “These four are our guests. Jump to it!” 

Fast as lightning, as though they’ve all suddenly turned into benevolent elves, the 

missing things were returned from the houses and the lorry restored to its former state. 

Karim thanked the man and said, “We would like to invite you to a show tomorrow 

afternoon.” 

Hostile Allies 

Albert gives Reilly, the replacement for Captain Miller, a shove. “Captain, do you see 

that over there?” 

Twilight has already fallen. Reilly looks through the normal binoculars first, then 

through the night scope. Then he hands the instrument to Albert. “You take a look. 

So we have a second opinion.” 

So one opinion says: dead. And the other perhaps: life. 

Albert recognises three figures. They look almost like Special Forces soldiers. Except 

that in this area, no other units are actually posted. 

Reilly says to one of the other men, “Go get the Lieutenant Colonel.” 

Ramses comes. He’s less adept at crawling than at doing the Big Balls Walk. 

“Sir, we don’t know who those men are over there!” 

As always, Ramses is full of good advice. “Where is our sharpshooter?” 

The sharpshooter is a rifle with a man named Mike attached to it. Ramses says to the 

sharpshooter-rifle, “Your target is over there.” 

Reilly says, “Sir, they don’t look at all like al-Qaida fighters or Taliban, by God.” 

Ramses replies, “You never know what the enemy looks like. We didn’t know on 9/11 

either. Mike, your target is waiting for you.” 

In the same moment, a bullet whistles by an inch from Ramses’ shoulder. Albert pulls 

the Lieutenant Colonel down to the ground, face to the earth. The next bullet whistles 

by just above its intended target. The projectile would have exploded in Ramses’ head 

like a stick of dynamite in a watermelon. Damn, damn, back off. 

They carefully crawl back. 
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Ramses, “Who the hell was that?” 

Albert, “Maybe al-Qaida’s learned to shoot?” 

“Al-Qaida doesn’t have night scopes.” 

“You don’t know that, sir.” 

Ramses to Albert, gasping with gratefulness, “I owe you one.” 

Suddenly a flare goes up in front of them. A NATO signal. Friends. That’s NATO 

alright: fire first, then send an identification signal. Ramses has someone check via 

radio transmission. No reception. There is never any reception. Three men come 

towards them. Waving. Is this perhaps a trap? To go over to close combat? Stay alert. 

Weapons at the ready. 

Then the three strangers are there. Special uniforms. Night-vision devices. 

“Hi folks,” Ramses says. “What kind of assholes are you?” 

One of the three answers, in good English, “KSK. German Special Forces. I’m 

Captain Eurich.” 

Ramses shouts as if his balls were bursting, “And just because you haven’t fired a 

shot in fifty years, you think you can aim at anything?” 

The German captain apologises. 

“Sir, our instructions are to secure this flank. No one reported any allied forces in this 

quadrant. Also…” 

Ramses, “Also what?” 

“We did do a bit of shooting before. In Yugoslavia. For the family photo album.” 

Ramses’ balls exploded, “I can’t report every damned step we take. Besides, we’re 

constantly connected to headquarters by GPS. They damned well know where we are. 

You just didn’t read the fucking reports.” 

“Sorry, sir, we didn’t know you were here.” 

Albert thinks: That’s NATO alright. The allies shoot each other and headquarters 

dreams of victory. 

Ramses calms down, “Okay, never mind. We got lucky, nothing happened.” 

He looks carefully at the surrounding area in the twilight. As if he was thinking about 

going home to sleep. “Can you tell us anything about this sector?” 

Captain Eurich reports, “Not much. Five miles from here there’s an al-Qaida position 

in a complex of caves. You should eliminate them, otherwise the main force is in 
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danger of being attacked on the flank. The carpet bombing of the B-52s hit everything 

around here but the enemy.” 

“Smart ass,” Ramses says. 

“Sir?” the German asks. 

Ramses and his men continue on. 

Ramses says to Albert, “Like I said, I owe you. But not these Krauts.” 

 

Dead, Yet Not Dead 

They performed, the children shrieked with pleasure, they received applause. Do 

people the world over clap their hands? 

They waited. For news from Bijan. Sarina didn’t play her own story in the show, she 

just watched the others perform. That too was her story. To merely watch the others 

on her powerless journey. Aban and Jin. Jin and Aban. Flips and knives. Anecdotes 

by Karim. Music. Waiting. She hadn’t known you could wait so long. 

So Sarina waited. Like a desert carcass waiting for rain. But no one can wait for ever. 

Waiting brings on stiffness. She didn’t see Bijan even once. Often she had to fight 

down the impulse to run to his house, throw herself on the ground and cry out: Help 

me, haven’t you heard anything? Did you know something all along? But she lacked 

the strength. There comes a point where you lie in your bed waiting for death, and 

you stop going to your doctor. Because the doctor too is only waiting. 

The third day passed. The fourth. The fifth. She felt like she’d been in this village for 

an eternity, as though it had existed since the beginning of time and she with it. Karim, 

Aban and Jin were no more than spectres, figures, extras in a piece a stranger, a demon 

had staged. She was the main character. Who nonetheless said not one word. 

Then, on the sixth day, a woman came to her. “Bijan wishes to speak to you. To you 

alone. Now.” 

A motor started inside Sarina. As though a rusty old diesel motor were getting her 

heart, her lungs, her muscles up and running. She followed the woman to Bijan’s 

house. 
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Bijan sat on his chair. As if he hadn’t gotten up since their last conversation six days 

ago. Sarina sat down on a carpet before him. The carpet for supplicants who appeared 

before the village elder, before the tribal chief. 

Bijan said, “About five miles from here, there is a hut. One of my wives will take you 

to it. There you will wait. Someone will come.” 

Sarina felt as though her lungs were going to burst. 

“Who will come?” she asked. It seemed to her she was whispering and screaming at 

the same time. 

“I do not know. But someone will come.” 

Sarina whispered, Sarina screamed, “I thank you, I thank you.” 

But when she looked into Bijan’s face, his eyes seemed to have disappeared entirely 

behind leathery folds of skin. 

The woman brought her to the hut. They were two creatures in a world of rubble, 

stones and solitude. When they’d reached the hut, the woman gave Sarina a bag with 

a flatbread and a leather flask of water. “Wait.” 

The woman left. Sarina was alone. Only the bombers were overhead. And in the 

distance it sounded like the celebrations of a constant New Year’s Eve. In the hut she 

found a small stove with logs on the side. Matches and small twigs were there as well. 

As if someone had prepared the place for her years ago. Soon she had a warming fire 

going. 

It became dark. She tried to sleep. But it was pointless. 

She waited the next day and the next night. Nothing happened. She asked herself if 

she was hungry or thirsty. She felt nothing anymore. Sometimes she wished one of 

the bombers would hit her hut. 

On the second day she ran out of water. But not far from the hut, she found a brook. 

There she filled her leather flask. 

Just as she was returning, she heard the rattling sound of a motor. A cross-country 

motorcycle was coming up the narrow path to her hut. On the bike sat two men. Sarina 

stared at them as they approached. Neither of the men wore a helmet. Her son was 

not one of them. 

They were Taliban. Both heavily armed. Abruptly she thought this hut could also be 

a retreat for fighters, which meant these two might not be the people she was waiting 
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for at all. But she stood as if paralysed. Quickly she pulled the veil across her face. If 

you have to die, the veil before your face is a help. 

The man on the back got off. He was tall and in his late thirties, and he wore a very 

dark full beard. The driver remained seated on the machine and turned the motor off. 

The tall Talib walked up to Sarina without the slightest hesitation and said: 

“I greet you, unhappy mother of Afghanistan.” 

She dropped the water flask. She now had certainty. Her son was dead. A horrible 

emptiness washed over her like boiling water that was at the same time ice cold. She 

felt as though she were falling over sideways. Her son was dead. She was forced to 

sit down on a stone. 

The Talib knelt down beside her and said, “I understand your pain. In this war, I too 

have lost so many people that I loved. My name is Baryal, yours is Sarina. Is that 

right?” 

Sarina had trouble understanding him. It was as though he were speaking to her from 

far away. After she’d done nothing, but bite her tongue and lips mechanically for a 

while, she nodded. 

“Yes, that’s my name.” 

She couldn’t speak her name anymore. She hated her name. She hated herself. 

Then she asked, “Where is my son and how did he die?” 

Suddenly something pulled her violently upward, a boundless anger. She rose and 

beat this stranger named Baryal with her bare fists. 

“You killed him, you. You kill everyone who doesn’t do exactly what your dirty 

hatred, your delusion demands of you.” 

Baryal got up slowly while she kept hitting him, then grabbed her arms and held 

them. 

“Mother of Afghanistan, yes, we are the hatred of the whole world. Because that is 

what the world wants. And yes, your son, the way you knew him, is dead, and yet he 

is not really dead.” 

Sarina could hardly understand what he was saying. She yelled, “What does that 

mean, he’s dead and not really dead? Do you mean he lives in your damned paradise? 

Is that what you mean?” 
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Baryal said calmly, “Before you judge us, listen to me and I’ll tell you what happened. 

Listen to me.” 

Slowly Sarina became calmer. She sat down again. Baryal sat down beside her. Then 

he began: 

“About three weeks ago, we heard a gang was holding a young Englishman who 

could speak Pashto somewhere near Parachinar. We tracked them down and freed the 

boy. Christian was his name. It was your son. He told us everything. About his 

background, about you, his Afghan mother, about his work in the leprosy and refugee 

camps.” 

Sarina fought to control her sobbing. 

“We executed his abductors, a gang of cowards and criminals. This is not the time, 

now in this holy war, to earn dirty money with the sons of Afghanistan, I told the 

leader of the gang before I shot him. The men who abducted your son were mongrel 

dogs, blinded by the greed for the West’s dirty money. They paid for it.” 

Baryal paused. It almost seemed as though he were waiting for a signal to continue 

with his story. After a while Sarina quietly said, “I thank you for freeing Christian. 

But what happened then?” 

Baryal continued. “We left it up to him to decide whether to go with us and fight for 

his country. Or go home to you.” 

Sarina shivered with sorrow and pain. 

“What did he decide? Please tell me.” 

Baryal said, “He went with us. I swear to you by Allah: We forced many to join us by 

threatening violence, but this man came with us of his own volition. And we would 

have let him go if that had been what he wanted. Because for many years he’d done 

good things for his and our people in the refugee camps on the border, without any 

wages. This is why we let him decide.” 

“And what happened then?” Sarina asked. 

“He learned the most important things within a week. He worked in our medical unit. 

That’s what he was best at, helping the wounded and giving them comfort.”  

Sarina sobbed again. “But why didn’t he contact me to tell me that he’s alive?” 

“He tried to contact you,” answered Baryal, “but wasn’t lucky.” 
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“Then, two days ago,” Baryal continued, “we were forced to draw back into one of 

the fortified caves. The Americans and the dogs from the Northern Alliance were 

advancing. When we realised we could not hold this emplacement any longer, we 

prepared for a retreat. Shortly before we were ready to leave, a heavy bunker buster 

hit the complex in which Christian and the wounded were. They were buried under 

the rubble. Feverishly we dug the men out. For most of the wounded, it was too late, 

but we were able to pull Christian out alive.” 

Sarina looked up. “Alive? Did you say alive?” 

“Yes and no. He didn’t get enough oxygen for a long time. He’s alive, but his mind 

is that of an infant. He can no longer speak, or laugh, he just stares into the middle 

distance. He didn’t recognise us, and I’m not sure he will recognise you. He’s a body 

without comprehension, without memory, only his soul is there, somewhere deep 

inside. It’s very difficult for us to get him to eat or drink, every once in a while at 

least.” 

Sarina stood up. “Can you bring me to him? Please.” 

Baryal answered, “Yes, I can. I don’t have to explain to you it will be very dangerous 

for you. And I don’t know whether you can ever come back on the path we will be 

taking.” 

Sarina said simply, “I want to see my son.” 

Baryal went to his motorcycle and told the other man to remain in the hut. Then 

Baryal got on the seat and motioned for Sarina to get on behind him. At first she 

hesitated, but then she got on. They drove off. A freezing head wind pressed against 

her head and she held on to Baryal’s back as hard as she could. 

Salvation 

Albert and the other men in his unit reached the village. An hour earlier, they’d 

requested the bombing of a Taliban position behind this village. But instead of the 

arranged five-hundred pound bomb, the B-52 bomber had dropped a one thousand 

pound bomb that had torn apart not only the Taliban position, but half the village 

besides. Carefully Albert and the others approached the first demolished houses. 
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One of the men, Mark, said, “Maybe I don’t really want to be in this village.” 

“If you don’t tell a village there’s a war on,” Mike the sharpshooter said, “what do 

you expect?” 

Captain Reilly said, “We have to take a look at the Taliban position back there, and 

to do that, we have to go through the village.” 

And in the back, Ramses was sounding off, “Okay, men, let’s go to the site where we 

sinned. I told them five hundred pounds, not one thousand. Let the villagers complain 

to the Air Force. And keep a close look-out. We don’t know if there are snipers 

around. Or another German, firing wildly in all directions.” 

They tightened their gear belts. As if that would make things better. 

From the first house they passed, a tiny rivulet of blood was running out into the dusty 

street. The second house had been reduced to rubble. Then they heard a drawn-out 

screech like the howl of an unknown animal. After a few steps, Albert saw a small 

boy of about six between the stones. He was sitting next to an undefined mass of 

blood, flesh and bones from which, like a delicate sea anemone, the beautiful face of 

a young woman protruded. The boy was running his small hands over this face again 

and again, as thought he could wipe death from the countenance of this woman. And 

while he did this, he was screaming so loudly that his whole head seemed to consist 

entirely of a huge, wide-open mouth and two eyes grown together and flooded with 

tears. Albert wanted to pull the boy away, but the boy held on to the woman’s corpse 

like an octopus. 

Albert moved on. Soon he stopped counting the bodies, he also stopped looking for 

wounded people he might have been able to help. He simply moved forward, without 

a goal, without understanding what was surrounding him. Reilly determined the 

direction they took. If a soldier no longer knows which way to turn, he follows his 

commanding officer. The officer will know what needs to be done. That is every 

army’s legend. They were all a legend. The legend of the big, hard, and yet benevolent 

warriors that had come from a far-away world to conquer evil, once and for all. It was 

such a lovely legend. You could really believe in it, if you were only determined 

enough, for long enough. Albert believed in it. Reilly believed in it. They all believed 

in it. You weren’t so sure about Buck, who had come with them and was doing hardly 
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anything except cracking the joints in his hands. But this village too was a legend. 

No one could live, or eat, or laugh here anymore. 

When they’d crossed half the village, they met up with allied fighters from the 

Northern Alliance. Albert and some of the other men exchanged greetings. But the 

men from the Northern Alliance looked as if they’d met deadly enemies. 

Buck said, “I think if we continue to shoot wide, the way we did in this village, we 

won’t have any allies much longer at all.” 

They continued on, past the soldiers from the Northern Alliance, whose gazes 

followed them like a passing cloudburst. They wanted to get through the village as 

quickly as possible. 

Albert lit a cigarette. He stood there and smoked. As if he were standing in his own 

front yard. Then, after a while, he saw an undamaged house from which a soft 

whimpering could be heard. Albert stopped in his tracks. This whimpering was 

different. It was not just the whimpering of a human being over a loss. It was as 

though an entire biography, a whole life was being mixed into this whimpering. As 

though there were a sort of wisdom in this whimpering, a wisdom about the laws of 

lies, guilt and forgiveness. Against every military rule in existence, Albert opened the 

door to this house. At first, just a crack. Now he could hear the whimpering more 

clearly. It was the whimpering of a woman. He opened the door all the way. He knew 

this could be a trap. Maybe someone wanted to lure him in, and a Talib or al-Qaida 

fighter was waiting inside. Or it could be a woman who would blow herself up along 

with him as soon as he entered. Still he went in. Suddenly he thought of his mother. 

When he was a child, she’d sometimes whimpered just like this woman. And Albert 

had always run down into the basement to stop hearing his mother whimper. Maybe 

that was why he entered this house. So he would, just this once, not run away. He 

stopped right behind the door. And looked into a dark room. 

Then, when his eyes had gotten used to the darkness, he saw the silhouette of the 

whimpering woman. The woman was kneeling before a bed. As if she were praying 

to the bed. In the bed, an apparently sick or injured young man lay groaning. 

For some moments, Albert stood still in the doorframe. Like someone waiting to be 

greeted. After a while, the woman stopped crying. As if a certain set time had arrived 

at which she had planned to stop. The woman got up and spoke to him. In English. 
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“You’re American?” 

“Yes,” said Albert. 

“This is my son,” the woman said. “I’ve been searching for him for months. I’m from 

England. My name is Sarina Smith. He’s seriously wounded, he was buried in a 

tunnel. I beg of you, help me get him to a hospital.” 

“You don’t look British,” Albert said. “But you sound British.” 

With his flashlight, Albert examined the young man. Not in order to help the woman. 

But to be sure this wasn’t a trap. Except for some dark bruises, the young man had 

no visible wounds. He was breathing. His eyes were open. But they didn’t follow 

Albert’s hand when he moved it. Apparently he was suffering from Apallic 

Syndrome. There were no explosive devices on the man’s body, by the bed, or under 

it. 

“Are you a doctor?” Sarina asked. 

“I’m a medical sergeant,” Albert answered. Then he said, “I have to frisk you.” 

He carefully checked Sabrina’s upper body and legs. As if it were the beginning of a 

night of love. He thought again of the woman in Kabul. 

Sarina asked, “Can you help me? Can you get my son to a hospital?” 

Albert felt a strange constriction in his throat. He said, “There’s nothing I can do for 

you. We’re in action. I have to rejoin my men.” 

The woman sat down on the bed and cupped her head with her hands. She sat there 

like a sculpture. Albert left the house. He looked at the destroyed, torn-up village. He 

continued to walk. He was looking to reconnect with the others. 

He turned around a last time. He saw Buck following him, looking like he’d been 

given the slip in a scavenger hunt. 

Albert said, “Buck, why are you even here with us? You’re not required to come along 

on our outdoor missions.” 

Buck stopped in his tracks and wheezed into his belly, “You may know what a US 

officer looks like. But I don’t think you can tell an al-Qaida leader from one of his 

followers. So I thought I’d watch you guys.” 

Albert said, “Listen, Buck, there’s a woman in there with her very sick son. She says 

she’s from England. And she needs help.” 



190 

“From England?” Buck asked and pressed down on the thumb knuckles. “You don’t 

have to believe everything people tell you here, you know.” 

He seemed to think. 

“Okay, since we haven’t made a great impression so far for our benevolence, we 

could do something good for a change.” 

Buck went inside. A short time later, he came back out. 

“She’s from England,” he said to Albert. 

“And how do you know?” Albert asked. 

“She knows Marmite.” 

“What the hell is Marmite?” Albert asked. 

“A horrible spread,” Buck answered, “which is eaten only in England.” 

“And how do you know?” 

“I was stationed in England for two years. In the seventies.” 

Ramses came marching up. As high ranking rear guard. Buck pushed on, pale and 

wheezing. Probably he was planning to lay down and die once the al-Qaida officers 

had been captured. 

Albert said to Ramses, “Sir, there’s an English women in that house with her seriously 

injured son. Buck has confirmed she’s from England.” 

Ramses looked as if Albert had refused a dozen orders at once. 

“Bullshit. Are you suggesting this is some vacation resort for the Brits?” 

“Let me call the medical service.” 

“No way.” 

“Sir, you owe me one.” 

Ramses looked like he was considering it. Then he said, “But then your account is 

empty.” 

“I know.” 

“Alright, go ahead. Call the quacks. They’ve got nothing to do anyway. But you’d 

better check everything out before they come. For hidden explosives and other Koran 

goodies. And with the military police.” 

Ramses pulled a cigar from his breast pocket. Then he said, “We’re withdrawing for 

today.” 

“Sir?” Albert asked. 
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“We’re withdrawing. This valley is empty. And I’m not going to risk the lives of my 

men for three masturbating al-Qaida or Taliban sharpshooters. Call the vehicles for 

the return transport.” 

An hour later, two trucks showed up. Ramses’ men got on board. Albert and a medic 

joined Sarina in the house. Albert said to Sarina: “Ma’am, we’re taking you back with 

us. Your son as well. However, both of you are under arrest until it’s clear why you’re 

here at all.” 

“Under arrest?” Sarina asked. It sounded like salvation. 

They drove off, a column of two trucks and a few small vehicles. And it seemed to 

Sarina as though she was safe and protected for the first time since coming to 

Pakistan. 

All Journeys Must Come to an End 

“And when you travel your last journey, warrior, do not despair. For fear will be your 

sister, doubt your brother, helplessness your child. And you will feel all strength, all 

hope, all confidence sliding away from you like water running through your fingers. 

Then, in this moment, this hour, when all hope is a far-off rumour, kneel and pray the 

holy verses of the most holy of books. And you will feel: The fear and doubt that have 

washed around your soul like sweet wine around a tongue, this fear and doubt that 

have beguiled you like the vapours of a water pipe, they will flow out of you like an 

exorcised demon that now has to seek out his false happiness elsewhere. For it says 

in the Scripture: Do not fear your enemies, fear ME if you are true believers. Then, 

on your last evening, on this your last path, do not drink or eat, so Allah may see that 

your body is nothing more than a hull that you plan to remove for ever for His sake, 

so that your soul might rise to the open gates of paradise. On this, your last morning, 

shave your body, but shave your beard only if your mission demands it. Wash yourself 

to be pure for the beginning of your new existence. Finally speak the verses of the 

Holy Scripture that we have chosen for you, speak them into your hands and then rub 

your upper body with your hands so that this Holiness may enter you deeply and 
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strongly. And then step out with confidence and thankfulness for having received this 

duty in the battle of the holy warriors against the infidel hordes of the devil.” 

And Wasim bin Yusuf stepped outside. A brother had shaved and washed him. Had 

wrapped the five belts with explosives around his body and placed detonators in the 

charges. Had pulled a burka over his head and body. Then, one more time, Wasim 

had dropped to his knees and prayed, babbling incoherently. But God understands the 

babblers too, the silent ones, and the ones condemned to death. 

Outside an all-terrain vehicle was waiting. Two men sat inside. When Wasim climbed 

into the back, he saw a child sitting on the rear seat, apathetic and with glassy eyes. 

As though it were running a fever. Like Rifat long ago. Wasim asked, “What is this 

child doing here?” 

Without turning around, the front passenger said, “Your charge alone would not be 

sufficient.” 

Wasim insisted, “Nobody said anything about a child.” 

The passenger answered, “You’re not Allah’s partner. You’re his servant.” 

Wasim gazed at the child. It was a boy. Perhaps seven or eight years old. As old as 

his son Djamal was back then. A beautiful child. Pure, without sin, without shame, 

without falseness. The car drove off. They left the village in which Wasim had spent 

the night, and headed east, along a dusty country road. The sun rose far ahead of them 

over the mountains. It looked as if a huge explosive charge had been set off in the 

distance, and the blast had frozen as a red-yellow fireball in the midst of expanding. 

Wasim couldn’t stop looking. 

After driving about two hours, they reached another village. It was market day. The 

two men in front got out and phoned with their mobiles. Then they told Wasim and 

the child to get out. The passenger took a wire that was dangling from the child’s shirt 

and attached this wire to Wasim’s charge. No one paid attention to them. Then the 

passenger said, “They will arrive in about half an hour. They have to come through 

the village, there is no bypass. Keep your right arm wrapped around the child. You 

know what you have to do. Allah be with you.” 

Wasim said nothing. Yes, he knew what he had to do. They’d constructed a special 

detonator because of his mutilated hands. It was enough for him to press down with 

the stump of his thumb. 
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The two men climbed back into the all-terrain vehicle and drove off. Wasim looked 

around. He watched the inhabitants of the village do their shopping and selling in the 

market, pitching their products, haggling, exchanging news. Wasim looked down at 

the apathetic boy who was standing beside him. Wasim wanted to tell him that 

everyone would be very proud of him, the child warrior of Allah. But Wasim couldn’t 

get the words out. All of his thoughts dissolved in his head like black blood, he felt 

sick, he was thirsty and cold. The boy wouldn’t have understood anyway. “Bombs,” 

Mustafa Bang had once said, “first have to be quiet. That’s why bombs receive 

medication.” Wasim had received pills last night and this morning. He felt as though 

a ram had pushed his fear right down into his gut. Like in a junk press. All he did feel 

was the boy’s left hand occasionally moving against his right thigh. 

Wasim walked along the side of the village road with the boy, trying not to attract 

attention. Sometimes he would look at the fruits and vegetables stacked in the 

displays. As though he were planning to buy something. Then the stall holders would 

begin gesticulating wildly, trying to talk him into buying their wares. As if their lives 

depended on a sale. But Wasim moved on without buying anything. A bomb doesn’t 

get hungry. Once, the boy stumbled. Wasim was just able to catch the boy in his arms 

and keep the wire between them from detaching. Wasim knelt down. When he held 

the boy against his body, he could feel the warm, quiet breathing of the child. Wasim’s 

thoughts and gaze melted into each other. Child of Allah, how lovely it is to feel your 

breath. 

Then he suddenly heard the sound of engines. The heavy sound of a cracking diesel. 

As though they were coming from hell. The hell of the infidels. The realm of 

Christians and Jews. To Wasim, these machines seemed to be panting. Like 

misshapen dogs growing monstrously huge. Wasim rose and turned around. Yes, with 

their wide driver’s cabs and low slung bodies, these two trucks looked like huge dogs, 

like bulldogs. Wasim pressed the boy against him hard. My child, I love you. So much 

that all my pain is becoming shoreless. I love you. 
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Mamma Mia 

She heard a voice. She couldn’t tell whether it was the voice of a child or an adult. 

“Mamma Mia, come quickly! There’s someone outside for you. Come quickly!” 

She was lying on a mat on the ground. She pushed herself up with an effort. On 

elbows of bone. The skin over her bones was thinner than wrapping paper. She hardly 

ate anything now. If you’re getting prepared for heaven, you don’t need food 

anymore. Only something to drink. It’s terrible to die thirsty. 

And again there was this voice. Indistinct, muffled, but audible, “There’s someone 

for you, outside. Come quickly.” 

A sort of slight breeze blew from her lungs, over her vocal chords and out through 

her mouth and lips. A puff of air that carried only one hardly audible word to the 

surface, “Wh-o?” 

She listened. Then, very suddenly, the voice said, “An Italian man. An Italian.” 

Suddenly she felt as though an electric current moved through her body. An Italian 

man? For her? For the Italian lady? That’s what they all called her here. Because 

she’d been tirelessly telling the same story to everyone she met, the story of her origin 

in Italy. That once, long ago, her ancestor had come from Italy, had married an Indian 

woman and had lived respected and wealthy, until one day, in the third generation, 

something terrible had happened, something incomprehensible that destroyed 

everything: A close relative became a murderer and plunged the entire family into 

isolation and a poverty so deep, so thorough, that the slums of Calcutta alone had 

mercy. So that she herself, the last of her line, had to waste away in corrugated sheet 

iron and cardboard, in filthy water and disgusting sewage, for ever and ever. For 

decades she’d told this story incessantly. As though everyone else would forget the 

story immediately, so that constant retelling was a dire necessity. For this reason she 

was known only as “the Italian lady” or sometimes “Mamma Mia”, because every 

sentence of hers began and ended with this phrase. Five years ago, old and sick and 

with an almost unimaginable effort, she managed to write a letter and send it to the 

last address known to her. To one of her relatives in America, asking for help, for 

deliverance, for a dignified death in the privacy of her own family. Nothing had 
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happened. She had no idea whether her letter had ever arrived, ever been opened and 

read. All she knew was that she was resting on a mat awaiting eternal rest. 

“Come quickly. The Italian.” 

The voice repeated it. On all fours, Mamma Mia crawled towards the exit. Slum 

houses have the advantage that it’s never far to the door. Her arms were like overly 

long matchsticks that could snap at any moment. Her legs were decaying, rotting 

wood. But all of this didn’t matter to her. He had come to fetch her. An Italian. From 

her family. She would be able to die with dignity. Suddenly she felt the blood coursing 

through her body. 

She reached the entry. She poked her head outside. It was bright day. She saw the 

sun. But she saw no one else. No man, no visitor, nothing. Perhaps the sunlight was 

blinding her. In a last effort to bring her lungs, her throat, her lips to form another 

word, she gathered all her strength, “H-e-l-l-o?” 

Had he left again? She heard nothing. No voice. No sound. And nowhere could she 

see a person. 

Then she heard a rustle to the left. A figure came towards her. The figure bent over 

her. Was this the Italian? She heard a voice. 

“Mamma Mia, what’s wrong? You have to go lie down again.” 

It was the voice of her neighbour. Utpal’s voice, the cobbler. But hardly anyone here 

owned shoes. 

Again she forced her lungs to press something out in the form of words, the way a 

juice press works on dried-up fruit. She pushed her face up towards Utpal. 

“Th-e… m-a-n…?” 

Utpal said, “What man, Mamma Mia? There’s no one here, and there was no one 

here. I’ve been sitting in front of my shed for over an hour waiting for customers.” 

Mamma Mia’s matchstick arms buckled and her face slammed hard against the 

ground. She whimpered as though she would one day be reborn as a dog without legs. 

“Mamma Mia,” Utpal said, “you can’t stay there on the ground. Let me bring you 

back inside.” 

He gathered her up in his arms. He was surprised how light she was. Light as a dress. 

He carried her inside and lay her down on her mat. After giving her something to 

drink, he said to her, “Call me if you need me.” Then he went back outside. 
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As she was looking at his retreating figure with her feverish eyes, she knew she would 

never call out to anyone again. 

Homecoming 

What happened next, after this bomb attack? 

 Well, the Americans brought me to a field hospital in Kabul. There they 

operated on my back. Luckily the shrapnel hadn’t penetrated my spinal cord, 

otherwise I’d be sitting in a wheel chair. The Americans lost seven men, among 

them the medical officer who helped me get out of the border region. 

And your son? 

My son was in the back of the second lorry, strapped to a stretcher, and 

remained unharmed. We were then flown out with a military plane to a US base 

in Uzbekistan. There they separated us. 

Why were you separated? 

I was permitted to leave after half a dozen interrogations, because I could 

prove everything I told them. But my son remained a prisoner of war. A military 

intelligence officer explained to me that he would receive excellent medical 

attention. After all, they wanted him to come out of his coma so they could 

interrogate him. That’s all they told me. I was able to take a British plane back 

to London. Of course I tried to find out from the British authorities where my 

son was, as soon as I was reasonably well again physically. But it was pointless. 

A shrug of the shoulders and clueless faces was the only thing I encountered. 

“If your son fought for the Taliban, what do you expect?” I guess that was 

supposed to say it all. 

And your husband? 

At first he was completely apathetic and unresponsive when I returned home. 

As though he too were in a coma. He wasn’t able to go to work for months. I 

don’t know what was going on in his head. All he ever said was: Our son is a 
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terrorist. Our son is a terrorist. I told him: Our son is our son. The rest is 

secondary. At some point he accepted that. Of course the British Secret Service 

also interrogated him. It was a terrible time. We moved away from our old 

district. We always had the feeling the neighbours were looking in through the 

curtains into every one of our rooms. Day and night. 

When did your son come back? 

This summer. In early July 2002, we received a phone call that we could fetch 

him from the USA. At our own expense, of course. That’s what’s so great about 

war: First you pay with your life, or your health, and in the end with all the 

money you have as well. We went to get him in Florida and transported him 

home by ambulance aircraft. He was still in a coma. I suppose the Americans 

had given up hope he would ever come out of it. At some point, it must have 

just gotten too expensive for them. 

How is he now? 

Unchanged. Horridly stable, I would say. He’s lying in his room and has to 

be nursed by us around the clock. It’s still unclear whether our medical 

insurance will ever support us. At this time, we are getting nothing but letters 

of rejection. They say, loss of citizenship and dependency on care was brought 

about by wilfully committing criminal offences, etc. But they don’t want to put 

him in prison either. That would be too expensive. 

And how are you coping with all this? 

I’m waiting for him to wake up. That’s all I can do. I’m waiting while I wash 

him. I’m waiting while I hold his hand. I’m waiting when I’m sleeping. I’m 

waiting while I watch TV in the evening. Waiting is my secret code for living. 

It’s the only thing I’m capable of feeling right now. 

What happened to your brother Karim and the other two, after you separated? 

Of course I tried calling Karim as soon as I had the strength to do it. He, Jin 

and Aban got back to Peshawar after a fairly difficult odyssey, which was, of 

course, a great relief for me. My brother didn’t give me any details, but I assume 
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his “business and trade contacts” in the region helped him to get out in one 

piece. 

A Syrian cemetery 

Faisal ar-Rahman raised his head. Had someone just knocked against the heavy cedar 

door of his hut? He tried listening through the rattling of the ceiling fan cooling the 

room down a little bit. No, he heard nothing. He began reading his newspaper again. 

But after a while it seemed to be back, this knocking. Very quietly. It sounded like the 

tiny hands of children knocking on the door outside. “Come in”, Faisal said, his voice 

dark, as if he were personally guarding the entrance to hell. 

The door to the hut opened slowly. A small old man came in. Sweat was running 

down his brow and over his robe as though he’d just run across the Syrian Desert in 

full attire. The man sat down in one of the chairs in the room, uninvited. 

“Salam aleikum,” Faisal said, scrutinising his guest. The old man said nothing at all. 

Instead he was constantly gasping for air. Faisal fetched him a glass of water. “Drink 

this.” 

Thankfully the old man gurgled down the cool liquid. When he seemed to have 

recovered a bit, Faisal asked him, “What can I do for you?” 

The man said, “My name is Yusuf bin Ghassan, and I want to find this grave.” He 

pulled out a piece of paper and showed it to Faisal. Faisal took the piece of paper and 

checked the information in his computer, which was almost as loud as the ceiling fan. 

After a while Faisal said, “That’s pretty far outside. Do you really want to walk that 

far in this heat?” 

“How far is it?" the old man asked. 

“More than half a kilometre,” Faisal said. He didn’t say: The ordinary graves are 

always far away. The wealthy don’t like to walk far, ordinary people simply have to. 

“And the shade?” the man asked. 

Faisal said, “We do have some cedars along the way that provide some shade, but 

there are open areas as well.” 
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The old man buried his face in his hands. He was at least seventy years old. Then he 

began to whimper, “I can’t manage that, by Allah, I can’t. But I have to, I gave my 

word.” 

Faisal looked at the entry on the grave one more time. He closed his eyes. Yes, he 

remembered. It happened about half a year ago. He said to the old man, “I will 

accompany you.” 

The old man looked at him gratefully, “You would do that?” 

Faisal smiled at him kindly, “I was planning to check that particular area today in any 

case.” 

He got up from his desk, pulled a cloth over his head and packed a bottle of water 

into a bag. “Cemeteries make you thirsty,” he said to the old man. 

They left the hut and began walking. The old man moved slowly, but steadily. Faisal 

saw that he clutched a small wooden box tightly in his right hand. 

The first part of their march was bearable because tall cedars and other trees edged 

the main path from the cemetery’s forecourt to the burial sites. Hundreds of graves, 

most of them under white stone plates or shrines, flanked their path. For Faisal, who 

had been working here for twenty years, it had become nothing more than a path over 

earth and rock. But every time he sensed in the visitors this mix of reverence, sadness 

and thoughts of their own death. And there was still the occasional burial he couldn’t 

get out of his head so quickly. Like this one, half a year ago. When three men had to 

drag the mother away from the grave. 

The second part of their journey was more arduous. Only a few scattered trees edged 

the path to provide some shade. The old man seemed to melt and shrink, and his head 

was hanging ever lower. He began whimpering again. “I can’t go on, I’m not going 

to make it.” 

Suddenly he tripped and fell to the ground. Faisal said, “We have to turn back. You 

can’t go all the way to the grave in this heat. Come back sometime in the next few 

days, in the evening, when it’s cooler.” 

The man continued to whimper, “I can only come today. This afternoon we’re leaving 

Damascus again, going back to Jordan. Today is the only day. I have to get to this 

grave, it’s my son’s last will.” 

Faisal asked, “What exactly was your son’s last will.” 
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The old man gave him the box, shaking. “To read this letter at the grave, and to then 

lay it on the grave in its box.” 

Faisal thought. Then he said, “Give me the box. I will go to the grave and read the 

letter out aloud. You wait here in the shade of this cedar.” 

The old man looked at him hesitantly. “You would do that for me?” 

“Yes,” said Faisal. 

The old man gave him the box. Faisal walked on. When he reached the grave, he 

opened the box and unfolded the piece of paper inside. It was difficult to decipher the 

clumsy handwriting. As though someone had written it with their feet. After he 

managed to decipher the first sentences, Faisal knelt down. He held up his left hand 

with the palm facing up and read the letter softly: 

“Djamal, most beloved child of my flesh, son of all my longing. Forgive me. Never 

was I allowed to see you, never could I protect you, guard you, comfort you in 

troubled times. I have failed. Death tore you out of your life before it had properly 

begun, and I was powerless, a coward, a cruel bungler. I fought against evil only to 

become evil myself in the end, and I was blind, so blind I couldn’t see my own child, 

my own flesh and blood. May Allah let me burn in the eternal flames of deepest hell, 

together with all the infidels and other criminals. If only you can find relief in paradise 

in return, relief from the infinite failings of your parents, their infinite fault. But I beg 

of you, still, to give me your love, despite my inability, my blameworthiness, despite 

all my failures. Farewell. On earth we were never granted the chance to meet, and I 

don’t dare hope that we will ever meet in Allah’s kingdom. Farewell, my love, deeply 

beloved child, my son Djamal. I was your father. They called me Wasim, but my 

name should have been: Dirt. Ugliness. Perdition.” 

Faisal folded the piece of paper and lay it back into the box, then put the box on the 

grave and weighed it down with small stones until it was invisible. He looked at the 

next grave. The mother’s grave. Yes, he remembered. Two months after the tragic 

death of the boy, they buried his mother. She no longer dug her nails into the grave 

then. 

Faisal turned back. When he got to the place where the old man had been resting, he 

looked around. The old man had disappeared. 
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Epilogue 

They began the ascent towards the pass into Pakistan, on two dozen mules and several 

horses, with the remaining 60 men on foot. 

Syed walked to the right of the mule on which the Sheik rode. But in actual fact, the 

Sheik wasn’t riding, he was almost lying on the mule. The way a drunk man lies on 

a table. He seemed to be in serious pain, every once in a while he groaned and doubled 

up a bit more. Syed steadied the Sheik with his left hand so he wouldn’t slide off the 

mule. A second bodyguard did the same on the other side. They struggled on like this, 

metre by metre. Above them, again and again, were the thundering American fighters 

and the somewhat quieter bombers. But bombers, Syed told himself to keep calm, 

could hardly hit an ant. 

While they were resting, the Sheik’s personal physician gave him a shot. After that 

the Sheik felt a bit better, he could sit upright again and he could speak. He looked 

over at Syed, who was walking beside him, his head bent low. 

The Sheik asked, “What are you thinking, Syed?” 

Syed said, “They will shoot us, one by one, like turkeys.” 

“Trust in Allah, Syed, and you’ll see. We’ll make it. And no matter how this ends, 

we’ve already won. We’ve stirred up the American beast to the point where it’s 

bombing itself to pieces.” 

About an hour later, a man was suddenly coming towards them. An Afghan with a 

white flag. Bin Laden ordered his men to let him come to him. 

“I greet you, Osama,” the man with the flag said. 

“May Allah be with you,” Osama said. “What is it you seek?” 

“Hazrat Ali sends you his regards and wishes to ask how your business is going.” 

“Well,” Osama said, “I may be tired and sick, but I’m still capable of handling 

business. What does he offer?” 

Osama bent down to the man so he could whisper something into his ear. As though 

it were something indecent. 

Osama’s face gave nothing away. But Syed got the impression that the Sheik gave 

the man a slight nod. Then the man stepped back and bowed. Apparently there was 

nothing further to discuss. 
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Osama asked Syed to come. “Tell everyone we will follow this man with the flag.” 

They moved on. After about half an hour’s march, they saw the first fighters of the 

Northern Alliance, allies of the Americans. They would never have been able to 

penetrate this section in a battle. In all the holes, behind all the rises and stones, sat 

Hazrat Ali’s heavily armed men. And now they formed a guard of honour for Osama’s 

men. They raised their guns in the air and shouted “Allah is great.” 

Then Osama saw their leader, Hazrat Ali, coming towards him. 

“I greet you, Osama,” Hazrat Ali said. 

“Allah be with you,” Osama said. Then he said to Syed, “Take two of the suitcases 

from the mule behind me and give them to his bodyguards.” 

“A small gift for your good will,” Osama said to Hazrat Ali. 

Without having the cases opened, Hazrat Ali said, “You know the way over the pass. 

May Allah lead you well.” 

“I thank you,” Osama said. 

They continued, Osama and his men. Past the heavily armed men of Hazrat Ali. 

Three hours later they reached the summit of the pass. It began to snow. They began 

the descent into Pakistan. One after another they disappeared into the valleys of the 

Pakistani border region. Like fleas that had deeply angered a large, nasty dog. But 

one day, at a certain hour, at a certain place, they would come together again and, like 

a wonderful sunrise, establish the reign of the caliphate anew, irrevocably for all time. 
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USS Carl Vinson 

 

 

Displacement:      101,300 long tons 

Length:    1,092 feet 

Draught:      37 feet 

Crew:     6,062 

Propulsion:     Limit: 41 feet (12.5 m) 

Propulsion:    2 × Westinghouse A4W nuclear reactors 

    4 × steam turbines 

    4 × shafts 

Speed:     30+ knots 

Airplanes:     up to 85 

Last burial at sea:     2 May 2011 (Arabian rite) 

 


