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  After they had been walking for days, they passed the 
ruins of two Soviet MiGs. Nooria took o�  her hat and 
scratched her head at the oddity in this land of mountain 
desert. Malik walked on, hardly glancing at the wreckage. 

 “Malik, when we get to Iran, what will you do?” 
 He doesn’t look at her when he speaks. He doesn’t like 

to see the size of the pack strapped to the back of her little 
body. She insists on carrying it without his help. He thinks 
her too proud.  

 “ ere are jobs shelling pistachios,” he says. “But 
these are very poor. Maybe if I grow bigger I can be a 
construction worker. I have heard those men are paid well 
enough. I could shell pistachios � rst though.” 

 “I can shell pistachios too.” 
 “No, you will go to school.” 
 “Nana said you taught me well.  at I’ve learned to read 

fast and that I may be as smart as you. I can shell pistachios 
after school though. We can shell them together.” 

 Written by Moez Surani 
 Moez Surani’s writing has been published widely.  He has won the 
 Antigonish Review  ’s poetry prize, a Chalmers Arts Fellowship and the 
Kingston Literary Award.  He is the author of the poetry collection 
 Reticent Bodies , and has a second collection, Floating Life, forthcoming. 

 This story provides an opportunity to journey with a brother and sister as they walk 
from eastern Afghanistan to Iran. On a geopolitical map of the Middle East, locate 
the route the siblings might follow. Using the map and your prior knowledge of the 
Middle East, predict what challenges they may face. 

Before

 The author uses descriptive language to illustrate the scenes in this story. Be 
conscious of the images being “painted” in your mind and the emotions they evoke 
as you read. 

During

Tip
 euphemism:   substituting a 
milder, inoff ensive word for an 
off ensive, direct, or rude word. 
The words perish and afterlife 
are used as euphemisms for 
death in this story. 
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 When Nooria walks, a spoon in 
her pack clanks inside an empty 
thermos. 	 ere are times when the 
distance between them can grow to 
twenty metres. Malik does not look 
back. He listens for the clanking of 
her spoon to know how far behind 
she has fallen and if he must slow his 
pace.  

 Most of the time they walk in 
silence. Other times they play their 
game. 

 “Elbow,” she says. 
 Malik thought for a moment. 

“White.” 
 “What does ‘White’ end in?” 
 “E.” 
 “E,” she says to herself, searching 

for a word. “E is di�  cult. You should 
give me words that end in S or T or 

R.” She walks in silence, canvassing the surrounding landscape for clues.  
 “Ear,” she says in triumph. 
 “Rock. K.”  
  	 e clanking of her spoon against metal. “K. Cup.” 
 “Cup starts with C, not K.” 
 She looks up at him and scratches the side of her face. “Ok. K. Kid.” 
 “Den. N.” 
 “N,” she says to herself. “What’s a ‘Den’?” 
 “It’s where bears live.” 
 “N,” she says to herself, imagining where bears could live. “Nooria!” she says, 

grinning. “Nooria!” 
 Malik thinks for a moment. “Axe. E.” 
 Nooria looks at Malik and shakes her head sadly. “Malik, E words are hard.” 
 It was six days ago when he had told Nooria to pack. 
 “Where are we going?” she asked. 
 “Iran.” 
 “What is in Iran?” 
 “Elephants.” 
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“What’s an elephant?”
“An animal. I’ll tell you as we walk.” 
Nooria jumped to her feet to pack. She had always been interested in strange 

animals. “Tell me about elephants!” she pleaded as she packed.
Nooria pulls at Malik’s elbow. “Malik, tell me about elephants.”
“I have already told you all I know.”
“But tell me again, Malik. I like when you show how they walk.”
“Ok, Nooria. They’re big. Bigger than any animal you can imagine. And they don’t 

have noses. They have trunks that hang long, all the way to the ground. And—”
“And how do they walk, Malik? Show me how they walk.”
“They have tails that swat at any flies or birds that land on their backs. Their skin is 

grey and wrinkly as—”
“As Bapa!” 
“Wrinkly as Bapa. And they have white tusks that curl—”
“And how do they walk, Malik?”
“They have white tusks, one on each side of the trunk, that curl up to the sky.” He 

shrugs his pack off his shoulders. “And many years ago, the leaders would sit atop the 
elephants.” Malik kneels down so Nooria can climb onto his back. He lifts her into 
the air, her arms wrapped around his neck. “They would climb atop the elephants and 
rise into the sky.” He stomps around in a circle with her on his back. “They would sit 
on the elephants on top of red carpets and decorate the animals so they were as royal 
as the people that rode on them. And the elephants would lift them above trees and 
temples, above the sounds of the markets and the smells of the sea. The elephants 
lifting them all into the sky.” He kneels over so she can hop off. 

“Thanks Malik!” she says, kissing him on the cheek. “Malik,” she says, flush with 
confidence, “You’re my favourite brother.”

“I’m your only brother.”
“Yes, but still my very favourite.” 
They begin walking again. 
“Malik, do you believe that Allah’s watching us? That he’s watching us walk to Iran 

to see the elephants?”
Malik walks in silence. She watches, but his face betrays no emotion.
“I believe he’s watching us,” she says. “I believe he plays our game too. I think he 

knows many E words and that he laughs at me.” She scratches her head under her hat. 
“I think he laughs at how long it takes me to think of E words.”

The other farmers faced a similar situation. The worst drought in thirty years choked 
the new crops. Less-resilient grain and vegetable crops had replaced acres of once 
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crimson-stained � elds. Faced with starvation, families began eating the seeds of what 
was to be this year’s harvest.  

 Malik had � rst heard it as an isolated incident, as a rumour occurring somewhere 
beyond his � eld of comprehension. � en a family he had known. He would not allow 
it to happen to Nooria. He would not allow her to be sold into marriage for three 
75-kilogram bags of grain like several other girls had been.  

 “Emerald,” she says. 
 “Dollar. R.” 
 “Root.” 
 “Turtle. E.” 
 “Malik, it’s not fair. You always give me E words.”   
  She stops walking and scratches her head, which is itchy under her pink hat. A deep 

red against the landscape of stone and parched soil catches her eye. She turns and sees a 
poppy, smiles as she picks it up, a memory of home. A memory of the farm and family 
she and Malik left behind. Someone must have dropped it, she thinks. She twirls the 
� ower between her � ngers then tucks it behind her right ear. She runs to catch up to 
Malik, then walks alongside him. She is happy to walk beside him, even in silence.  

 � ere was an unsigned letter published in the Pakistani newspaper  Dawn.  It   was 
circulated among English speakers and quickly translated into Urdu. University 
students felt emboldened.  

92 MHR In Times of Drought       

SS_SURAN_IN_TIMES_OF_DROUGHT.indd   92 4/8/11   2:30 AM



Laserwords	 IPF_Ryerson_RP	Pass

Do not insult me
By telling me the colour of the sky,
The hue of the sinking sun,
The shape of mountains at the horizon,
It is all blood,
Mountains, sky, sinking sun.
Do not tell me how many Afghans have perished.
This use of numbers insults the individual.
Do not give me European subtleties.
It is all blood,
Mountains, sky, sinking sun.

Nooria jumps in front of Malik and walks backward so they face each other. “Malik, Nana 
says I have learned to read and write very fast. Maybe when we get to Iran I could be a 
poet. I don’t know how to rhyme yet but could you teach me? I could write a poem for you.”

Malik drops his pack from his shoulders. “What am I to do with a poem, Nooria? 
Can I eat a poem? Can I sleep under it at night? What is this?” He snaps the poppy 
from behind her right ear, tears it apart, and throws the ruined flower away to his left. 
He picks up his pack and walks past Nooria, brushing roughly against her. “Poems are 
written by rich Englishmen.” 

Malik hears the clanking of her spoon far behind him. A faint hint of her existence. 
He slows his pace so she can catch up. He has learned that she becomes sad when the 
distance between them grows too large. He never looks back. He worries sometimes 
that she may be crying. 

She feels a loneliness that he does not understand. He can walk and think of 
nothing but the beat of his feet over the terrain. All she thinks of is what she has said 
to upset him. That he could be happier walking by himself without her to anger him. 
She wonders if he will one day walk so fast that he escapes her over the horizon. How 
will I get to Iran, she thinks. How will I see the elephants? 

She had once heard people talking about an animal called a lion. As she listened, 
she thought there lived some quality of lion in Malik. 

They arrive at the Maslakh refugee camp in western Afghanistan. They walk in 
darkness toward the tents. 

A woman outside plunges her clothes into a bucket of water, scrubbing dirt and 
sand from the fabric. A man coughs in a nearby tent. The kerosene bottle functioning 
as a makeshift lamp dangles from the hanging twine. And the wind lifts sand into the 
air, showering the grains against the plastic skin of the tent.
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 Malik is always the � rst to fall asleep. Nooria lies next to him, under their shared 
blanket, listening. Even when he is asleep she feels comfort in being next to him. 
A man in their tent had begun muttering in his sleep nights ago and Nooria had 
squeezed Malik’s arm. She was surprised, but happy, that he did not wake. She did not 
wish to wake him from the land of his dreams. She lies next to him, her little hands 
gripping the thin muscles of his arm.  

 Maslakh camp, where 600 Afghan refugees arrive daily to escape drought, famine, 
the detritus of war. Where in a span of three nights 150 people froze to death as the 
temperature slipped below ~25 degrees Celsius.  

  From the January 2 nd   Dawn . 
  Do not insult me by describing the splendour of the afterlife,  
Of the ethereal gardens of heaven,  
Do not tell me that the meek shall then attain justice,  
It is all blood  
Mountains, sky, sinking sun.  

 Nooria climbs in against Malik under their shared blanket. She lies against him, 
listening to his slow breathing. “Elephants,” she whispers to herself. “Elephant!” She 
shakes Malik awake. “Elephant!” 

 “What?” 
 “You said ‘Turtle, E’ so I say Elephant!” 
 Malik leans over and kisses her on the forehead. “Go to sleep.” 
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Three pieces of coal glow orange on the mud floor. The wind, riotous, tears at the 
sands, the exposed flesh of the people outside, and the plastic sheeting at the Maslakh 
refugee camp miles west of Herat.

“Elephants,” she whispers.

What Inspired Me to Write This Selection

I began this story as an eavesdropper: I was overhearing the conversation that these 
siblings have.  I don’t feel like I wrote this story as much as I accompanied them and wanted 
to know where they were going, would they succeed, and, fundamentally, is their point of view 
innocent, ideal, and therefore threatened by the realities of their situation?  Or is it heroic in 
a way I would aspire to be if I had faced a similar circumstance? 

After

1.	 Reading	for	Meaning	 What does Malik fear will most likely happen to Nooria if they stay in Afghanistan? Choose 
the best answer from the following list.
A.	She will be forced out of school.
B. She will be forced to work in the poppy fields.
C. She will be sold into marriage.
D. She will die of starvation.

2.	 Speaking	and	Listening	
a) Read the two stanzas of the poem out loud with the emotion you think its author intended. How did the reading 

impact you? 
b) What does the poem add to this story?

3.	 Understanding	Form	and	Style	 In the last line, Nooria whispers a single word: elephants. Why do you think the 
author ended the story this way?

4.	 Student	Voice	 Malik, one of the two main characters of this story, is intent upon providing his sister Nooria with an 
education; this is one of the reasons he is leaving his home and becoming a refugee in another country. Write an editorial 
for your school newspaper on why you believe education is important and what you would sacrifice for it.

5.	 Critical	Literacy	 Through a deceptively simple plot, author Moez Surani educates the reader on the treatment of 
women in Afghanistan. What other issues does he bring to your attention through the injection of poetry and statistics?

6.	 Metacognition	 While you were reading, did you need to reread sections, or slow down? If so, what was it about the 
text that caused you to use this strategy?

Beyond

Student	Voice	 Do some research to find out how gender and class play crucial roles in determining how much an 
Afghani is impacted by a catastrophe such as a drought. Write and deliver a speech or write an editorial showing your 
understanding of this situation.
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