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			Introduction

			Lyse Doucet

			 

			“What do Afghan women want?” It’s a question so many now ask, and so many now feel they can answer.

			“Who speaks for Afghan women?”

			Not a week goes by – sometimes not a day – without a Zoom call, a conference, a statement from somewhere by someone about the rights of Afghan women and girls that must be promoted, protected. And all these words have multiplied since the Taliban swept back into power in August 2021, imposing new rules and restrictions on the lives of women and girls.

			Answers to these questions are arguments, analyses, a focus for activists. They’re rallying cries on battlefields: nasty battles online, and the even uglier war on the ground in Afghanistan.

			The Taliban accuse educated Afghan women of being a westernised elite, distant from the lives of the vast majority of the country’s women. Others draw stark, stubborn lines between urban and rural experiences in one of the poorest countries in the world. Metropolitan women activists have responded, stressing their umbilical ties to their sisters in the provinces.

			Now, this remarkable collection of stories offers us different kinds of words. They give us narratives that can start to provide more nuanced answers to these urgent questions. They do so because, like all great writing in this genre, they take us into the small but ever-so-significant minutiae of daily life. They do so because they are by Afghan women writing in the language in which they feel most at home – in Afghanistan’s two principal languages, Dari and Pashto – impressively and painstakingly translated into English by Afghan women, and men, some of whom are writers themselves.

			This book is more than just a literary project. It’s a gift from the remarkable initiative of Untold: bringing Afghan women writers together, and allowing English-language readers to read their stories through translations that bring their words to life in another language. For most of these writers, even finding the space and peace of mind to write is a daily struggle. Literature is resilience, a release.

			Inside the small, sometimes suffocating worlds they create, there are much bigger stories and disturbing issues – misogyny, patriarchy, terrible domestic abuse, horrifying oppression in both private and public spaces.

			But this is first and foremost about storytelling, the art and joy of writing. It’s what draws us in. We smell onions frying in kitchens. We hear the jingle of an ice cream cart. We hold a purple handbag. We sit on the “soft chocolate-covered seats” of a luxury car which could only be afforded by someone else. These are details we may easily recognise, in our own lives. We may also have eyed a pair of boots that seemed to call our name in a shop. We convince ourselves they fit. Of course they don’t. What matters is that they make us feel so good.

			But there is much we don’t recognise and don’t want to. These are the stories that cause us to recoil, in shock, in sadness. We shift our gaze from the page. I did, more than once. 

			A wedding is soaked in blood. Ordinary journeys between home and work are dangerous dances with fate. These are fictional accounts, not news reports. But it’s literature drawn from real life, real loss. For much of their lives, many Afghans have left home, hugging tight those near and dear, not knowing if they will return in the evening.

			We meet Hamed, a male teacher, on his way to work on the same route he has taken for eighteen years. The margin between life and death is breathtakingly tiny, counted in minutes. And there’s a startling contrast between the reassuring rituals of hair and make-up in the life of Sanga, a state television presenter, and the rockets falling all around her. She just keeps reading the news.

			These are chronicles about the day-to-day for Afghan women – and men, too. Cruel war doesn’t discriminate by gender. Above all, these untold stories tell us about a society where men, and a web of societal rules and expectations, control so many aspects of so many women’s lives, no matter their standing in society. And remember – they were written even before the Taliban returned to power. Afghan women will tell you: their fight didn’t begin, and won’t end, with the ultra-conservative Taliban fixing the limits of their lives in a deeply conservative society. But now, for many, it is much worse. The end of aerial bombing and ground raids by US-led NATO forces and Taliban attacks brought relief, especially in rural areas. But the battles at home go on.

			We read how so much of life is lived inside – inside rooms; inside heads and hearts. In this interiority, characters reveal fantasies and fears, their dread and dreams. Women look into mirrors; they look inside themselves. They yearn for silence and space. They venture, like Zahra, “onto the balcony of her imagination, a queen”. But even the mind isn’t husband-proof: “Crazy woman,” her husband taunts her, laughing, “come back to the real world.”

			Everyday places are crime scenes; kitchens can provide refuge but also pose risks. Knives and boiling oil are weaponised. Everyday objects possess outsized importance. Zahra dreams of buying a ruby red ring – to feel the “weight of the ring on her finger”, to make the eyes of her husband’s first wife “burn with envy”.

			There are turns of phrase to break your heart: “head hanging down as if she has been deprived of the right to raise it”.

			So many sentences will give you pause. So much so, I started searching – hoping – for happy endings, to feel good about Afghan women, about all women, about ourselves. They are there, too, even in the worst of times. You’ll read of two girls’ friendship, forged in the heady days of high school. This fictional account was inspired by the all-too-real and savage attack on the Sayed al-Shuhada high school in west Kabul in May 2021. Suicide bombers struck at a time and place designed to kill as many girls as possible from the minority Hazara community. I visited the school soon after the attack, braced to see and feel palpable sadness and aching loss. It was there. But so too was impressive courage and strength among its young female students, a generation of women ready to fight for their right to be educated, to have a future. It was unforgettable. So too, in this book, is the young girls’ friendship, and an indomitable “spirit in the face of our struggles”.

			This is how one writer so wonderfully describes some of the people you’ll meet in these pages: “a people full of joy and sadness and wishes and God”. 

			To an extent, this book sets to rest the argument over “Afghan women”. Of course there is no absolute uniformity; there are as many different lives as there are women. But in this collection, there are pressures and problems that transcend class, ethnicity and social standing.

			The way a society treats women is often a measure of that society. There is possibly no greater example of this than Afghanistan. Never have I worked in a country where the situation of women both dazzles and depresses. The heights of their achievements are awesome, the lows in their lives utterly shocking. Afghan women address the UN Security Council and top tables the world over in fluent English, their second or third language. But I’ve also met ambitious young women chained to their beds by their fathers for refusing to marry a man of his choice, or sent to prison for trying to escape abusive husbands – some even take refuge there.

			For millions of Afghan women, it is a struggle just to get through the day.

			This book reminds us that everyone has a story. Stories matter; so too the storytellers. Afghan women writers, informed and inspired by their own personal experiences, are best placed to bring us these powerful insights into the lives of Afghans and, most of all, the lives of women. Women’s lives, in their own words – they matter.
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			Companion

			Maryam Mahjoba

			Translated from the Dari by Dr Zubair Popalzai

			Nuria opens the fridge for a bottle of mineral water. Moments later, the water is boiling on the stove. She brews tea and sets a cup down, with a plate of dried berries and walnuts. Sitting with the tea, Nuria looks across at the photos on the wall.

			In one picture, Arsalan is riding a bicycle and seems to be screaming. In another, her eldest son and daughter-in-law are holding Mahdi, three or four years old at the time. Nuria wasn’t there when he was born or when he took his first steps. In the picture, they are all sitting on a sofa in California, a cake in front of them. They are smiling for the photographer, except for the child, who is looking at the cake. In another picture, Yusra is in traditional Afghan clothes, her green chador tied around her waist. Smiling, she is standing in the corridor, next to a vase that is taller than her.

			Nuria gets up slowly and walks towards the TV. She removes the embroidered cloth draped over the set to keep off the dust, and presses the red button on the remote control. Seven members of Moby Media Group have been killed – the Taliban has taken responsibility for the attack. Images of the scene are broadcast, one after another. Nuria is saddened but at least nobody she knows has been wounded or killed. All of her children are abroad. Indeed, this is not a place to live. It is good they left, she thinks to herself. She feels satisfied: I did well to send them out.

			She switches off the TV before she has to hear the statement from the Taliban. She puts the remote control down on the table and looks at the wall again. There is another picture, of herself with her sister and nephew. Nuria is wearing a short skirt and a loose blouse. Her legs are bare to the knee and her hair is short and wavy. Her sister’s legs are also bare, but she is wearing a chador. Her nephew has brown hair and red cheeks and lips. His mouth is slightly open and he is staring at the photographer.

			Nuria sips her tea. How old is this photo of us two? Thirty-five or forty years? How many years has it been since Dr Najib’s government? She takes a breath and wraps her scarf tightly around her head. She looks at the clock, which shows it is ten in the morning.

			She moves on to the next photo. It’s Lailoma with three other women in Germany. Two of them have blonde hair and the other woman is Black and has dark hair. All three are wearing trousers. Lailoma is also wearing trousers. They took this photo in the classroom, laughing at the camera. Their mouths are open and their teeth exposed. What good dress sense Lailoma has! She is better dressed than the foreign women are. A slight smile appears on Nuria’s lips.

			The doorbell rings and takes Nuria out of her children’s world. It has to be the cake and biscuits she ordered. She opens the door to the delivery man from the restaurant. He greets her, takes her money, and leaves. The sound of his motorcycle engine mixes with the hum of other vehicles on the road.

			Next to the kitchen door is a desk and on it is a laptop that is permanently plugged in. Nuria uses the laptop only to chat on Skype. Each time she receives a call, she sits on the chair facing the laptop camera, constantly tightening her scarf. Each time she sits on that chair, she cries at the screen and kisses the air, saying, “I kiss you from afar, mother’s flower, my dear, my darling, my precious.”

			It’s Tahmina calling again. Her mother kisses her from afar again. Everything is fine at their end. The children are healthy and busy with school and sports; the men and women of the house are busy with their work and responsibilities. Only Arash, with a pounding heart, has a special story for his bibi jan. He sits in front of the camera and begins his sweet talk. He tells his grandmother that their neighbour, the lady who gave him chocolate and wore glasses, had been dead for several days and they only found out when a strange smell came from her house. Tahmina hurries to the camera to correct Arash. “She had not decomposed and she had not been dead for several days when they found her,” she tells her mother. “The poor lady was ninety years old and sick. Everyone found out when she died.”

			Liza demands, “Food, Maadar.” Tahmina kisses her mother from afar and disconnects the call. Nuria wanted to say, “Let me hear the sounds of your household, let me be in this corner of your room while you do your work and feed Liza and Arash. I will just sit here as if you are in one room and I am in another room.” But it was not possible and she does not know why not.

			She gets up and looks at the pictures again. In the hallway is a photo of Jahid and her, together. He had not gone yet. He had accompanied her to the studio to have this photograph taken to make her happy. On the day the photograph was taken, a strange sadness settled in Nuria’s heart. God, what if Jahid goes abroad and leaves me alone, like all his brothers and sisters have? She had blinked while the photo was being taken, so the photographer had taken another. It was the second photograph that was framed.

			And Jahid did leave.

			What if I die alone and no one knows that I am dead? This thought brings a deeper sense of loneliness. She tightens the knot of her three-cornered scarf.

			Nuria puts on her coat and leaves the house. There is a white dog standing at the entrance to the block. It is accustomed to hearing Nuria tell the guard, “Remove this dog from here so it doesn’t enter the building.” But today Nuria does not say anything. It is getting on for noon. Many women have come out to buy chillies and tomatoes to make salads for lunch. The shopkeepers are constantly sprinkling water on the vegetables they are selling, to make them look fresher and more appealing. The air is filled with the smell of mint and coriander and with the noise and motion of the crowd.

			When Nuria buys vegetables from the shop, she feels like telling the shopkeeper, a young man: “Son, if I die – no, if you notice that I haven’t come to buy vegetables for two days in a row – come and check on me to make sure I am alive.” It seems a little funny to her, to say “make sure I am alive”. What am I saying? She decides in her heart that she should leave the house every day for some reason, so that on the day she dies everyone will realise that Khala Nuria is missing and ask why they haven’t seen her.

			 

			It is still only noon when she returns home. Into a small pot she empties the bag of lemons and peppers she has bought. She washes them. She dries her hands, rests her arm against the window and looks out at the mulberry tree, whose berries have ripened and fallen. What is left is memories of those sweet berries and their dark purple stains on the ground. The leaves will also fall soon, autumn is approaching. Another berry falls from the tree, unseen by Nuria. The height of her window and its distance from the tree in the street make it impossible for Nuria to see the mulberry fall. Taking a deep breath, she reties the knot of her triangular scarf and pulls a mirror out of her pocket. She glances at her eyes and cheeks, opens her mouth and sticks out her tongue. She whispers to herself, “I may die. What if I die? What if my body begins to smell? What should I do, God? What could Nuria have done to not die alone? God, if no one finds out, if nobody is informed, I will die a bad death. My poor body, my poor body.”

			A deep sorrow quietly occupies Nuria’s heart. She opens the fridge, chooses an apple and puts it on a plate. She puts the plate on the laptop table and calls Hamzah, her eldest son. Hamzah does not answer, neither does Lailoma. She is also busy – she must be busy, that is why she does not answer. Nuria switches off the laptop and, still facing it, prays for them all.

			The sound of sparrows filling the branches of the mulberry tree drifts in from the window.

			When Nuria opens her eyes, her head is on the table. Her back is sore, stiff from sleeping in the chair. Her appetite is different that day. She feels like smoking, like in the days when she would steal her grandparents’ cigarettes and experiment with them, rebelling against her mother. At this moment, she feels a desire strong enough for ten or twenty cigarettes; she feels she would like to light them together and inhale the smoke.

			Nuria walks down the stairs and passes by the mulberry tree. When she enters the store, it is cold and empty, unlike the street. The white dog has followed her. Speaking slowly, Nuria looks at the salesman and asks for Pine cigarettes. He is a young boy. He hands Nuria a packet without any questions, he doesn’t even ask if she wants a lighter.

			Pine was the only brand Nuria knew and she wasn’t even sure it still existed. But she thinks she has just bought Pine. She puts the packet in her pocket and holds it tightly so it can’t fall out and someone won’t ask if it is hers.

			Nuria walks home. The white dog still follows her, but she says nothing. Back at home, she sits down by the window and opens it. She moves the chair closer to the open window so she can see out better. It’s raining. She opens the pack, places one cigarette between her lips, and lights it with a match. She recites as she exhales: “Lailoma went to Germany, Tahmina is in London, Hamzah has been gone for twenty-six years. Jahid is also gone.”

			The rain slowly washes the leaves of the mulberry tree. The white dog is sitting just outside Nuria’s door with its eyes closed. It’s raining and Nuria is blowing out smoke.

		

	
		
			Daughter Number Eight

			Freshta Ghani

			Translated from the Pashto by Zarghuna Kargar

			It is late afternoon. The evening call to prayer is still to come. I am hungry, but I am fasting. My legs are weak, my hands are shaking. There is a kind of silence in the kitchen, but the sound of the pressure cooker, which has just started to boil, is breaking it, getting louder and more powerful. It has increased my fear too. I look at the clock: seventeen minutes past five. I turn the heat down under the meat. There is a big bunch of spinach waiting to be cleaned, cut and cooked for the guests. The kitchen is messy, and it is making me feel suffocated. I open the bunch of spinach, clean it leaf by leaf, and use the big knife to start cutting it up. Sometimes it is easy to take all my anger out on the vegetables, chopping vigorously. This is what I do. I haven’t even finished cutting up the spinach before I start worrying about the rice; I have to soak some now so that it cooks better later.

			Goodness me. I can’t work properly today. I don’t know the best way to do all this. I’m panicking. My heart is pounding uncontrollably. I have to get dinner ready quickly. I can smell the meat – it smells as though it’s cooked enough. Oh, I so feel like eating it. When the fast breaks I will definitely be eating some meat. May God accept my fast and bless me with a son this time. What else would I ask for? It’s lucky that I cooked the okra and eggplant last night. That makes my life easier now. Two dishes are ready. They will just need warming up later.

			I can hear loud voices from the next room. My mother-in-law and sisters-in-law are laughing and talking loudly. What are they talking about, I wonder? God knows where Sharifa and Nazanin are. I am now eight months pregnant, and I haven’t been for a single check-up. I feel that this one may be a son, but I am scared that something will happen to me. I hear a sweet voice. Who might this person be? It is my third daughter, Basmeena. She has got the salad plates ready for me. Oh, I love her tiny hands. She melts my heart with these little things she does to help me.

			Cooking the spinach and meat is easy and quick. I finish making both. But how will I manage to lift the pot of rice on my own? I am feeling helpless, tired. Last time, when Auntie Makai was here, she saw me lifting a bucket of water and told me off. This pot is even bigger.

			The mullah has now called for the evening prayer. Maybe someone will come out of that room and help me with this pot of rice. Before they do, I will break my fast. I haven’t finished my first bite when my eldest sister-in-law comes in and says, “Well done you! The guests haven’t even arrived yet and you have started licking the pot like a hungry cat!”

			My first bite is now stuck in my throat. Fear prevents it from going down. I move the plate away – I don’t feel like eating after this. I am standing quietly, saying nothing, though I have a lot to say. My mother always says not to be rude to my in-laws. She says you must endure everything. OK. My sister-in-law leaves the kitchen and my tears start flowing like a river.

			I wash a big pot and put it on the stove. I increase the heat. My life is like the boiling water in this pot, happiness evapor­ating from it like the steam. My rice is soft now. I look out of the window, but there is no one who can help me to lift it down. Alright then. I will lift it. Nothing is going to happen to me.

			As I lift it, I feel a sharp pain in my back. The water has started flowing between my legs. With difficulty I sieve the rice, add oil and spices, and put the pot back on a low heat on the stove. My legs have started to lose their strength and the pain in my back and stomach is increasing. I feel like screaming. I slide to the floor, in too much pain to carry on with my chores. Now the kitchen door opens, and my youngest brother-in-law, Hashmat, asks, “Is the food ready? The guests have arrived.”

			As he enters the kitchen he sees me. I hear him say, “Sister-in-law, what has happened?” He splashes water over my face, looks at me carefully, then runs out of the kitchen. A few seconds later, my mother-in-law and eldest sister-in-law are standing over my head.

			My mother in-law says, “You are a drama queen. A fake. If you weren’t able to cook, you should have asked us to. If you die, what will I tell our relatives and the village?” My vision blurs. Hashmat gets angry with his mother and sisters, but I can’t hear what they are saying. I feel like I might die. The last thing I remember is the black of the car seats.

			 

			Today is my third day in the hospital. I am breathing in the smells around me. One of my hands is connected to the drip. A white sheet is covering my body. A nurse comes in and scolds the women – those women in labour whose babies haven’t yet arrived. If the women scream in pain, the nurses tell them off. There is pain in each woman’s eyes. One is beside me, breastfeeding her newborn baby. I look at the baby and remember my own. I call the nurse and ask, “Where is my baby?”

			The nurse, who is wearing pink lipstick, stands over my head. She takes out my file, looks at me very carefully, and leaves without saying anything. After half an hour she is back, and I ask her the same question again.

			“Your baby is weak and is in an incubator,” she says. “The doctors will tell you.”

			I say quickly: “Is it a boy or a girl?”

			The nurse thinks for a second, then says, “I don’t know. When the doctor comes, ask her.”

			My heart is beating fast. I really hope that this time I have given birth to a boy. God must have listened to my prayers this time, but, if it is a girl, what will I do? My life will be hell. My heart beats faster and harder. I wish for my prayers to come true. I really want a boy this time. God, help me; if this baby is a boy I will distribute gifts to the poor in your name. I will fast and visit shrines in your name.

			I ask the lady beside me what the time is. It is eleven, and I still haven’t seen my baby. There is no sign of the doctor. I look at my hand. It is all bruised. How could this have happened? Maybe I have had many injections in the past three days.

			An older man and an older woman have entered the room. Perhaps they are hospital workers. No, they are not hospital staff. They have brought food to the woman next to me. There is noise from all the women, but she is screaming the loudest. She is eating at my brain.

			The doctor has entered the room. She is very angry about the man, she is saying in a loud voice, “Haven’t I told you not to let male visitors in here? Don’t you understand?” The doctor is fuming. Her face is turning red with anger, and I am not sure how to ask her about my baby. I haven’t even started talking when she leaves the room. Now she starts shouting at the woman who let the visitors in.

			Oh, what should I do? There is a smell of kebab in the room, and I am so hungry. Two more hospital workers have entered and they are distributing plates of rice, beans and a banana to all the patients. The woman beside me leans in and gives me a bite. I tell her that I don’t want it, but she insists. I am hungry, but I am determined that nothing will pass down my throat. If this time I haven’t given birth to a son, my life will be turned to poison. I am thinking deeply. I put the dishes to one side and fall asleep.

			I wake to the cry of a baby. In the room, there is one baby that is particularly unsettled. The lady has two children – a one-year-old, maybe one and a half, and a newborn. It is the older baby that is crying. I tell her that she should have left the older one at home, and she says that they brought him in yesterday because he was even more unsettled when he was apart from her. I smile at her, and tell her: “God bless him.”

			The day has passed into night. I know nothing about my baby. I am not allowed to go anywhere other than the bathroom. The doctors are telling me to rest, but how can a mother rest when she’s separated from her baby? What kind of justice is this?

			In the morning a young doctor enters the room. She looks very fresh. She is wearing a light-blue scarf – she looks good. “Is the baby better today?” I ask her. “How is it? Is it a son or a daughter? The nurse says my baby is being kept in an incubator.”

			The doctor looks at me carefully and says: “Thank your God that your baby is alive. The baby was so weak that we thought it wouldn’t keep breathing. What did you do that it came to this?”

			I answer, “Doctor, my auntie said I should fast while pregnant. That maybe then I would give birth to a boy.”

			She is angry. “You fast and then the blame goes to the doctors? We are blamed for mothers who die in childbirth. How can these kinds of women stay alive? Who fasts during pregnancy?” She leaves the room. My heart is exploding: they need to tell me if I have a son or a daughter.

			A few moments pass before a nurse comes in and announces that those mothers whose babies are in incubators will have them by the evening. My hands and legs start shaking. I ask the woman beside me for the time every few minutes. I am eager to see my baby. I am so, so anxious to see my baby.

			It is mealtime again. I don’t feel like eating. The lady next to me says, “Eat something. You will be breastfeeding your baby, you need your energy.” I force myself to eat a few mouthfuls before the older lady comes in to collect the plates.

			The day passes with us women chatting to each other. I didn’t sleep at all the night before. It is my fifth day here. Finally, the doctors bring the baby to me and say I can leave. My eldest brother-in-law and his wife have come. They tell me to go with them, and I ask them quickly, “Is my baby a boy or not?”

			They look down. No one says anything. I lose hope.

			I take my baby and look under the blanket. My baby is a girl.

			I walk slowly out of the hospital with my in-laws. My body is shaking. I don’t know if it is the fear, or if it is cold outside. I look at my daughter and say to myself, What would have happened if you were a boy? I hope I die before we get home.

			 

			As we arrive, I hear singing and music. At first, I think the neighbours’ son is getting married. No – the sound is coming from our house. Oh, good, I think. My brother-in-law is getting married. That will be a good distraction. Perhaps they won’t tell me off for giving birth to another girl.

			As I enter the yard, my youngest daughter runs towards me, her face unwashed. I hug her close to my chest, then clean her nose with the edge of my scarf. I ask her, “Marwa, what is happening at home?”

			She says in her sweet young voice, “I don’t know, Moor Jani. But everyone is wearing beautiful clothes. Look at my new yellow dress.” I am anxious to learn what is happening.

			When I enter the room, the women greet me by tossing the traditional chocolates and sweets over my head. I can’t believe it. I can’t believe they will welcome me like this, knowing that I have given birth to a girl. Everyone is congratulating me. I smile for the first time in many months. I say thank you. I haven’t finished greeting everyone when one woman, standing on my left, says, “This is the first time I have seen a woman happy that her husband is taking a second wife.”

			It feels like someone has poured boiling water over me. My legs feel weak, my throat is full of pain, and my eyes have dried out. I sit down in the middle of the room and let my baby girl slip from my hands. A woman who is sitting near me catches her. The baby’s cry is eating my brain. I hate to hear it. I don’t even want to see my baby. I am silent, my mood transformed.

			There is a lot of noise from the women. A few of them have gathered around me. I am still in my own world. Maiwand enters the room, and I run towards him and spit in his face. He slaps me hard across mine. I fall down on the floor, and he leaves the room.

			Nargis’ auntie tells her daughter Palwasha to give me a glass of warm milk, since I have just given birth. She helps me as I struggle to stand up. The kitchen is a mess, and there are dishes everywhere. Palwasha puts a pot of milk to warm on the stove, but leaves in a hurry as music and singing start up in the next room. The sound is making its way right into my brain. I get angrier and angrier.

			The milk begins to foam.

			I pour the full pot of boiling milk over my head. I fall to the floor. I am burning from head to toe.

			Some women come into the kitchen. One of them runs towards me, lifts me up, and says with a sigh, “Poor woman. Her husband has married another woman.”

			Another woman, who has a big voice, says, “Poor woman. Her luck is bad. This is her eighth baby, and it’s another girl.”
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