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Chapter One: Faces in Clay
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The morning light filtered through the woven reed roof, casting soft shadows on the studio floor where Sunbal sat cross-legged, her fingers stained with ochre and cobalt. She wasn’t shaping pots today—her wheel was silent, the clay untouched. Instead, she was painting. A wide terracotta platter lay before her, and on it bloomed the face of her neighbor, Bibi Shazia, eyes closed, lips curved in a half-smile that held both weariness and grace.

Sunbal was fifteen, the youngest artisan in her family’s pottery workshop in Chak Daulat. Her father made sturdy water jugs, her uncle shaped ceremonial urns, and her older brother carved floral patterns into bowls. But Sunbal painted women. Not idealized goddesses or faceless brides—real women. Women who carried firewood and heartbreak. Women who laughed with missing teeth and danced at weddings with henna-stained feet.

She dipped her brush into a mix of crushed charcoal and tamarind pulp, outlining the creases around Bibi Shazia’s eyes. “These lines,” she whispered, “are stories.”

Her mother often frowned at her work. “People want paisleys and parrots, Sunbal. Not wrinkles and sadness.”

But Sunbal knew better. Tourists came for tradition. She painted for truth.

Her sketchbook was filled with faces: her aunt, who had lost a child and still sang lullabies to the wind; her cousin, who wore lipstick only on Eid but smiled like it was a daily ritual; her schoolteacher, Miss Rukhsana, whose stern face softened when she read poetry aloud. Each woman had a story, and Sunbal captured it in glaze and pigment.

Last week, she’d read an article in an old magazine left behind by a traveler. It was about Clay & Co, a global pottery chain that trained young artists from remote regions and showcased their work in galleries across the world. One photo showed a girl from Oaxaca, Mexico, painting portraits of her village’s midwives on ceramic tiles. Another featured a boy from Tunisia who sculpted pots shaped like his grandmother’s hands.
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