

		

			[image: Cover]

		


	

		

			

				[image: ]

			


		


	

		

			Copyright © 2025 Mina Sharif
All rights reserved.


			No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means - electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise - without the prior written permission of the author, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews.


			This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or to actual events is purely coincidental.


			First Edition, 2025
Printed in Canada


			ISBN: 978-1-0694637-0-8


			For rights or permissions inquiries related to this book, contact:
info@minasharif.com
www.minasharif.com


			Illustrations by ArtLords
For permissions related to artwork, please contact ArtLords directly at:
www.artlords.co / info@artlords.co 


			Book design by Muzammil Faarooq


		


	

		

			DEDICATED TO THE PEOPLE OF AFGHANISTAN


			[image: A heart with birds on it

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]


		


	

		

			Table of Contents


			Author's Note


			The Green Guesthouse


			Asylum


			The Cleaning Lady


			The Dog Association


			Beans And Bread 


			Blue Velvet Dresses


			Picnic At Purple Tree Hill


			Lady Robab


			Fountains


			Returning


			The Driver


			Lemon Print Scarf


			About Mina Sharif


			Acknowledgements


			Discussion Questions


		


	

		

			Author's Note


			I lived in Afghanistan for many years. What made life in my homeland so compelling (and at times so difficult) was how quickly it could shift from grief to joy, from tragic sadness to the comfort of community.


			Too often, Afghanistan is spoken about but not truly listened to. Our people have voices full of humour, grief, daily routines, and contradictions. We are often pushed aside in the rush to define Afghanistan through war, aid, or foreign policy. As a result, damaging stereotypes are formed and are hard to undo. When I moved to Afghanistan, I too began to confront the assumptions I had carried within myself.


			That’s why this book exists. I wrote these stories not to lecture, and not to speak for all of Afghanistan, but to share what I saw and ignite your curiosity. To prompt questions about the personal impact of a period you’ve likely heard about but perhaps haven’t emotionally connected with. As Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie says: “Journalism tells us what happened. Fiction tells us how it felt.”


			Afghanistan deserves dignified portrayals of our lives that allow for the coexistence of many truths, not just the sensational or the convenient. If you are new to Afghanistan, may this book disrupt the single story. If you are from the diaspora, may it reconnect you to a place both distant and deeply yours. And if you are in Afghanistan, may you find yourself represented with truth, tenderness, and respect.


			Thank you for being here.


			A few notes before you begin:


			

					When I refer to “Afghans,” I mean all people from Afghanistan, in all our rich diversity.



					The characters and events are fictional, inspired by real places, moments, and sentiments.



					You’ll see both “Farsi” and “Dari.” I understand the reasoning behind each, so I chose not to choose. In many scenes, you can assume other native languages are spoken too.



					I’ve intentionally avoided graphic depictions or details of war or politics. There are many other books for that.
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			The Green Guesthouse


			On the cover of The Real Afghanistan; A Woman’s Firsthand Account, Sally Anderson beams a wide toothy smile, wearing the blue Afghan dress I purchased for her. I think of how my father says a smile is only real when you can see it in the eyes, and her gaze looks empty to me. Before I read the book, I’d missed the falseness of her expression. I suppose I was lost in excitement that someone I knew had written a book about Afghanistan and included me in its pages. I open the hardcover and reread the inscription. 


			Dearest Freshta, 


			You have been such an inspiration to me, and now you will become one to the entire world. 


			I’ve read and reread this part countless times this past week, reliving the six months we had Sally in our lives.


			***


			My father called to say he’d be home soon, so I put water on for tea. On a round metal tray, I added clear glass mugs and a small square dish of dried chickpeas and raisins, mixed together the way he likes. My mother always said to serve tea on its own. “Those snacks will spoil his appetite for dinner,” she scolded, but I paid no mind. 


			My mother welcomed her husband with a kiss on the cheek and headed back to the kitchen to finish cooking dinner. I’d rushed my chores in the kitchen and was excused to spend time with my father. With a warm smile he patted my head, telling me I look just like his late mother. 


			“Curls as dark as coal and eyes like honey, just like your Bibi, may she rest in peace. I imagine she must have looked just like you at sixteen. May you follow in all her goodness, Freshta.” 


			He said things like that to me when he’d had a good day. 


			We sat on the ground, ignoring the big beige and gold upholstered couches and oval glass coffee table, reserved for visitors. We preferred the floor cushions by the window where the sun shone through, discolouring the flower patterns on the pillows we propped our backs against.


			My glass bangles clinked as I poured tea. “How was work, Father?”


			My father worked at the Green Guesthouse, a large three-storey building in the centre of Mazar city. I’d seen it once from the outside, when he drove us by on the way to my cousin Soraya’s house. Armed guards stood outside the tall walls and steel gates that hid all but the very tip of the building. Father said that behind the protected gate, a lush green lawn was surrounded by colourful rose bushes, where the occupants of the guesthouse loved to sit outside with laptops and coffee at round plastic tables covered in hand-stitched embroidered tapestries. I imagined the yard to be beautiful. Somehow, my father would say, the fragrant roses made you forget about the tall walls and the massive, armoured vehicles on the driveway. The Green Guesthouse, named after its lime green exterior paint, was run by Oliver, an Australian former soldier who my father described as polite but stingy. 


			The patrons were rotating guests. It was like a hotel but reserved for foreigners working in Afghanistan for short or long periods. Their organizations paid the hefty rent for the extra security. My father was at their service as a “fixer.” He helped journalists find interviews, translated, and, as he said, “solved problems.” Oliver recommended him to visitors, quietly pocketing a fee for his endorsement. With this job, my father made enough to supplement his pay as a professor.


			He told me the Green Guesthouse had hired a new gardener. “Sally worries that the roses will not flourish if they don’t hire someone full-time to maintain them. I told her roses don’t need coddling in Afghanistan, but they’ve hired a gardener anyway. I suppose if they have the money to waste, they can go ahead and pay an old man to trim leaves at the speed of a turtle.” He shrugged his shoulders and sipped his tea. 


			“But Father… at least an elder gets money for his family, right?” 


			My father’s tired eyes crinkled at me. “Good point, Freshta jan. Anyway, Sally doesn’t leave the Green Guesthouse these days. I suppose the garden should look extra nice if she spends all day there.”


			“She doesn’t leave at all? Her bosses aren’t letting her leave at all?” I asked, immediately saddened for my father’s employer. My father had told me that if something dangerous happened, even far away in Kabul, foreigners at the guesthouse were ordered to cancel plans to leave the residence, even if their meetings were nearby. 


			“I don’t think Sally wants to leave. Since the bazaar explosion, she’s even been afraid to host meetings. She does most of her work over the phone, from the garden.” 


			He was referencing a car bomb in the city centre bazaar that had happened a half hour after I’d left. I’d been there looking for Afghan dresses and jewelry requested by Sally. With the money she sent to me through my father, I’d picked a beautiful lapis blue velvet dress with coins and mirrors sewn onto the chest. My mother had prayed all night in gratitude that I’d made it home. 


			“Father, I have a note for Sally and I’m going to send her some of our aushak. Will you take it tomorrow?”


			“I will do that, my girl, but we’re only sending food once a week at most, okay? The chef at the guesthouse gets jealous when Sally eats your delicious food… and not his greasy beans.” He wrinkled his nose and shook his head at the mention of guesthouse lunches. We laughed and I imagined the oily chickpeas on dry rice my father joked about, pleased that I’d learned from my mother to cook meals like delicious aushak. Soft dumplings filled with fresh leek and topped with minced meat, yogurt and sauce would help my father forget the guesthouse lunch. As I chuckled some more about those greasy beans, I imagined how happy Sally would be receiving my note and homemade food.


			***


			On my father’s first day, Sally had asked him about his children. He told her about having one daughter. How he’d taught me English and how I had been so excited to hear about an American woman journalist. My father says Sally had lifted her head up high when she heard this and didn’t stop asking about me after that. She’d requested he bring me to the Green Guesthouse to meet her, and he replied that it wouldn’t be appropriate. When my father had relayed that to me, I wasn’t surprised that he’d turned down the idea. It would certainly have been inappropriate, and I had no interest in being around the big group of security men and other male journalists. But I was touched that she’d asked, so I suggested we invite her to our home for dinner. Her security team wouldn’t even entertain the idea. We had no barbed wire above our gates or safety bunker room to protect her with. 


			We couldn’t meet in person, but Sally kindly sent me a book via my father, called Little Women. She’d also handed him a pile of magazines with girls in bare shoulders on the cover. My father told me he’d put the magazines down and taken just the book. 


			“You’ve got the reading skills of a president; those silly magazines were beneath you.” He’d winked as he handed me the book over our tea chat. I devoured Little Women in less than a week and loved the glimpse into old American culture. 


			I sent her a note to thank her, reviewing all the parts of the book I’d loved and how I’d cried over the death of little Beth. I shared that my cousin too, had died at a young age of an unknown illness. 


			Sally kept the responses short but began to print out her favourite English stories from the internet and send them to me. In messy penmanship with a green pen she would share her thoughts.


			Dear Freshta, 


			I wish I had more books with me. What a waste of your excellent English that you don’t have a library!


			A lot of her notes were questions about Afghanistan. About our city, Mazar-e Sharif. What were the customs, what were the foods, what were my hardships? 


			My father and I practiced English together, to help me write back to her.


			He’d help me any time I was stuck in my long descriptive letters. “The word is weavers, Freshta. ‘Our Turkmen weavers make the most magnificent carpets in the world.’”


			 I enjoyed writing about our vibrant province and our customs. I shared with her about our delightful milky fudge, sheerpeera. Our Karakul hats, made from Karakul sheep wool, and our glorious Blue Mosque. I felt terrible that she couldn’t see our city close up in person and wanted to describe it perfectly to her.


			I wrote about my cousins who didn’t go to school because their father wouldn’t let them. I told her about how Maulana Jalaluddin Mohammad Balkhi, the world’s dearest poet who she may know as Rumi, was born in my province. I shared some of the struggles that came with being a girl in Afghanistan. That some of my cousins judged me for wanting to go to university before getting married. 


			Sometimes her notes would be follow-up questions like, “Do girls get to study what they want to study? I wish you were in America and could play tennis with me. Do you know what tennis is?” 


			Once, she asked me to buy her refrigerator magnets to take as gifts for her friends in America. I was so panicked when she made that request. My father explained what a magnet was. Knowing I wouldn’t find any, I sent her three of my best Mazar-made silk scarves and asked her forgiveness. 


			Dear Sally, 


			I am so sorry I have never seen refrigerator decorations like you asked for. When people visit Mazar, they like these silk scarves. I hope you like the colours and I hope they are suitable gifts for your friends. I will tell you about the silkworm farm that my great uncle has….


			Sally loved the scarves so much that she sent money with my father for more. I got her five for the price of three with my excellent haggling, and then a lapis bracelet too. Eventually, I was shopping regularly for her. On Friday mornings, his day off, my father would deliver a bag of goods to her and she would choose the ones she wanted to keep, encouraging the security men and others residing at the guesthouse to buy things too. 


			I was pleased I could help Sally with something. 


			“I know shopping for her makes you happy, but only once a week and you must take your cousin along. No more central market, keep to the side-street shops, mind your studies and…” My father’s conditions were announced regularly. My parents were happy to see I was reading so much and I overheard my mother ask if Sally could write me a recommendation for a scholarship to a school in the US. Listening from the hallway, I wondered what Father’s expression was. I couldn’t tell how I felt about the suggestion myself. 


			For months I wrote to Sally, telling her in detail what I loved about the stories she sent me. She would send back stacks of glorious printed stories, along with questions that were like homework to answer. She made requests for shopping and had a lot of curiosity about my life and Afghanistan. All the while, my father was happy to have a well-paid job and one of the kindest bosses he’d known to date. She was always sending compliments about our food too, which made my mother proud. 


			My father told me about how she’d asked again for me to visit the guesthouse. “I told her it was not possible. And I hate to tell you, but she didn’t like the salty cookies you made. The guards, however, devoured them.”


			Catching my disappointed expression, he added with a chuckle, “She drinks Coca-Cola with her sweets instead of tea, Freshta, her taste is sometimes questionable.” 


			I laughed as he bit into one of my soft savoury cookies sprinkled with black seed, washing it down with hot saffron tea. 


			When it came time for Sally to leave Mazar, I was heartbroken. She promised to send me books from America, but I knew from my aunt in Australia that the postal system in Afghanistan was not so easy. I couldn’t count on it. 


			Dearest Freshta, 


			It was lovely to have known you. I am so proud of your reading and I appreciate the gifts so much! The blue dress is my favourite! I wish so much that I could take you with me. I hope that one day you will be free. 


			That last line made me feel something in my stomach. Wasn’t I free? Wasn’t she the one who never left that Green Guesthouse? Maybe it was a language issue.


			***


			There is nothing in her book from the interviews my father was tasked with arranging for her. 


			“Those were for her job to analyze our government, Freshta. She wrote this on her own. It’s a good book, she speaks of our country’s many problems.”


			My father’s voice lacks emotion when he calls it a good book. I can tell he’s saying it because the truth is painful. Sally has written about him as a father who, without explanation, would not allow his daughter to meet her. 


			I could tell he would never appreciate his daughter meeting a woman like me, but he kept his excuses focused on the guesthouse, calling the environment inappropriate. I had to be careful about pushing the subject. He was obviously a strict father who even kept her from harmless magazines, perhaps fearing she would be influenced by Western freedoms. 


			Sally never said in the book that she didn’t leave the guesthouse. She didn’t say I shopped for her, but she talked about the bomb in the market. 


			It was on that day that I got my dress. It is a beautiful velvety dress, but I can’t look at it without thinking of the fear, the risk and the violence of Afghanistan. 


			Why did she want it to sound like she’d been in the market herself? She’d even written what I’d told her about the silkworm farms, but again, as if she had gone. 


			My fixer’s daughter was trapped and there was nothing I could do to set her free. I gave her a glimpse, and that is something. 


			I put the book under my bed and didn’t speak of her again. Sitting on the floor by the window with my father, we laid fresh walnuts over a towel and crushed them with hammers to munch on with our tea. My father began to tell me more about his new friend Baseer, the wise old gardener at the Green Guesthouse.
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			This image portrays a vision of roses rising from the clouds above Mazar-e-Sharif’s Blue Mosque. Many foreigners do not see them, these roses in the sky, so radiant, so near, yet hidden from their gaze. The beauty of Afghanistan slips past those who have their minds made up about us, veiled in the fog of war they carry within, a mist that blinds them to what blooms before their very eyes.
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			Asylum


			I adjust the headscarf that I’ve allowed to fall loosely around my neck. I’ll let it stay there. I’ve skipped wearing one for most of this trip, but tonight’s dinner is with Afghans, and I need a scarf near me to feel comfortable. 


			We drive past endless streets of tightly spaced houses. One after another, identical. I love that in America there are no walls to block the homes or the yards of grass in front of them. But in all the times we’ve driven past these residential areas, I haven’t seen people sitting on their grass. Occasionally on chairs by the front doors, elderly people rock back and forth, looking out at the street. If we stay in America, I wonder whether we will have a house here, or if we can move straight to Hollywood. I’ve seen on the internet that California has many walls and gates like the luxurious homes in Kabul. 


			“We are from Afghanistan,” my brother Masi says to the Uber driver. 


			In America, Masi and I are constantly answering questions about where we’re from. People seem to know right away that we are not local, although we are both in jeans. Maybe it’s like back home, in Kabul, where I can tell from the way someone walks or the kind of shoes they’re wearing that they are visitors. People also hear us speak in Dari, our native language. 


			“ Mash’Allah! Welcome, brother and sister. I am from Iraq. Also much danger, like Afghanistan. Good you leave.”


			We’re here as guests because I star in a TV show in Afghanistan. I’ve spoken so much about it already at screenings and presentations for days on end that I don’t jump in to elaborate. I leave my brother on his own to continue chatting with him. 


			“We are here for a short trip only,” explains Masi. “Tonight we are invited for dinner and Saturday, InshAllah, we return to Afghanistan.”  


			My body tenses as I hear my brother say we’re returning. I still don’t know for sure where he stands about going back to Afghanistan. When my brother is taking time to think, he is impossible to read. 


			Our trip is a week-long promotional tour arranged by the American embassy. A vehicle to show the American donors how projects like ROHINA, the sitcom I star in, has empowered the women of my country. We’ve been met with applause at every conference room screening as the audiences marvel at my portrayal of a young woman in an office setting. It’s like Ugly Betty but set in Afghanistan! Brilliant! The reviews are reassuring, and they keep hinting at approving funding for another season. I am flattered by their praise, but Kabul and filming the show feels like a distant memory as I imagine us staying here for good. I gaze out at the houses and try to imagine this being home. 


			Masi has been quiet as he accompanies me to the meetings, photo shoots and lunches; the tense decision of claiming asylum in the United States has been sitting with him. 


			 The driver looks at my brother through the rear-view mirror as if our return to Afghanistan is the most absurd thing he’s heard in a long time. Changing the subject, he begins to tell us about his Afghan neighbour and how they love to share kebab dinners together. As he and my brother chat about grilled meat, I silently pray Masi will decide he’s on board to stay. He doesn’t want to leave Afghanistan and I hate asking him to. 


			 My brother is the head of our household, taking responsibility for the family since our father passed three years ago. He was just twenty then, but he immediately took charge of supporting me at seventeen, our fourteen-year-old brother, and our mother. Masi is under a lot of pressure, but he still has a freedom in Afghanistan I’ve never experienced. He can do whatever job he wants and it will never get the level of criticism that I receive for acting. The whispers and comments aren’t something men have to deal with the way women do. Masi can walk down any street and never get stared at or spoken to the way I do as a young woman. Masi also has a fiancée, and while he doesn’t admit it, he’s completely in love with her. On the morning of our flight, she was crying as if someone had died, begging him to promise he would be back. I could hear her through the phone as Masi and I took a taxi to the airport. At the time, I couldn’t help but giggle at the theatrics. 
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