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 A woman belongs only in the house or in the grave.
(Afghan proverb)


 

 

 


YAW

 

First, the smell.

A wave arrives, like a plastic veil. It clogs the nostrils, emerges from the very air.

And everyone turns.

Almost intoxicating the street, her unsteady step drags the woman from around the corner and moves her, like a chess piece, in front of the onlookers’ eyes. 

But she isn’t really a woman. She’s a girl. She can’t be older than thirteen.
Her face contorted in silent crying, without sobs, just tears. And her arms half-open, searching for who knows what.

She walks forward while the emptiness stares her in the face and barely touches her hair, that lock falling onto her forehead.

Someone recognizes her.

She’s Gulchì.

Yesterday, she was married to one of the wealthiest men in the city.
Today, she’s here, in the street, alone. Without her father, without her brother, without a male relative to accompany her, without a veil. But there’s no scandal, just astonishment, perhaps a foreboding. And no one approaches her.

It’s easy to imagine the scene where the old husband places his hands on her child’s body, demanding what, by some absurd and supposed divine law, is his right; you can perfectly picture the legs closing as a futile barrier and yielding, too weak, to the widening force of those arms, too strong.
It’s pure pain, the thrust that repeatedly tears away the thin veil of flesh separating childhood from numbness. And the crying. And the blows. And the hand gripping her hair near her temple and pulling, hard. And his bearded mouth, just millimeters from her lips.
Inevitably, Gulchì thought of her father, her beloved father who, like any cattle merchant, took her and gave her to this old man. In exchange for what? In exchange for what? And she felt an even deeper horror when, pinned down beneath the old man on top of her, she realized that despite

everything, she couldn’t hate her father.

And the night passed.

At dawn, Gulchì’s eyes, swollen from sleep and beatings, watched as the other women of the house carefully laid out, in plain sight, the sheet of her torment. So that the red stain would hang on the terrace, to illuminate the husband’s honor and silence the ever-ready gossip on the street.
Gulchì, a broken flower, took more beatings because she resisted a tug from her husband, who was dragging her by the arm to who knows where.

And in a single moment, she finally understood what her life would be in this sadist’s house. The men in her country enjoy women even in this way.

Then Gulchì, a strip of sky, took advantage of a moment of nothingness and, overcoming the pain in her torn lower abdomen, enduring the stabs of the blows, she struggled toward her parents' house.
She prayed, she begged them to take her back, kneeling, she asked to return.
Her parents threw her out. They told her she was dishonoring them, that they were ashamed of this daughter.
And if your husband beat you, he must have had his reasons.

They told her she had to fulfill her duty as a wife.

At the tender age of thirteen, the girl once again dragged herself through the street and returned to the stranger’s house. But she didn’t go in. Instead, she slipped into the shed, where she found everything, even the lighter.

Who knows if it’s gasoline or kerosene, or something else. She couldn’t tell them apart. She only knows that this liquid runs over her skin through her clothes, like a purifying bath. It removes the taste of that old man from her, the one she doesn’t love, the one she never asked for.
It washes away his scent, erases his fluids still soaked into her skin, still clinging, maybe forever.
But she can’t erase the image Gulchì keeps fixed in her mind. That face, that beard, just inches from

her eyes.

That face that enjoyed her, indifferent to her.

People on the street start to understand.

Something is wrong.

What is this girl trying to do?

Oh, it has happened before, it happens often.

It must be a matter of DNA. There are those who accept everything, perhaps because they don’t think, follow the herd, accept their duty. And then there are those who rebel, without strength,

without hope, but they do not give in.

So they prefer to leave to these men, to their customs and traditions, to their vile ignorance, the empty shell of what they are. It’s the only way to escape.

A woman (yes... a woman) sees Gulchì pass before her eyes just a few meters away. She’s the first

to understand. But it’s too late.

Gulchì almost smiles when the flame flicks from the lighter.

Then the immediate tongues of fire ignite her face and hair, enveloping her. She doesn’t scream, but she begins to stagger, as if possessed, back and forth along the street. And the people come close, then move away, then approach again... Gulchì, a breath of wind, falls to her knees and continues her small blaze. She collapses.

The smell of burning flesh becomes unbearable. Finally, someone arrives with water, but it takes a lot, and the girl is already a blackened, reddish stain in the dust, amid the screams of those present.
Here, the death of a woman is a light thing. Every other action that follows Gulchì’s end is mere formality.

But on one side of the street, among all these people, is Malalai.

The girl looks at the child’s charred body and that white of her eyes peeking from her scorched face.

A man throws a sheet over those poor remains.

Someone is crying.

Malalai, behind her burqa, closes her eyes tightly for a few seconds. She bows her head, then turns and walks away.

As she disappears into the crowd, she thinks of tonight’s meeting.

She will be punctual and will bring everything she needs.

As always.

 

Unseen, she smiles.

With relish. With malice.


DWA

 

Quick, light footsteps.

It’s almost a dance, a fleeting breath far away, close, then far away again.

On roads of dust and mines, it moves and spins on tiptoes.

It crosses roads of blood and war.

The Burqa.

A black angel dressed as a woman, the legend of the oppressed people.

Some believe in it, some have seen it. Some are searching for it.

Local police and foreign soldiers don’t really believe it. It’s just a tale to cover up other things. Settling of scores between warlords, or simply terrorism, maybe nothing more than common crime.
The Burqa.

The dark demon dressed as a woman that descends to punish, invincible.
And it kills.

Invisible, it appears and disappears from nowhere. Neither the tanks nor the landmines see it. If it

existed, the city would belong to it, someone says.

And they’re not wrong.

The Burqa is already here and has already gone.

Now it's up there. On a column near the villa. The warlords have luxurious and immense fortresses. They are the first to have betrayed.

The people, the people… They sold them to those others, divided them in exchange for power and

war… weapons and opium, and what else…

This country, a wicked hostage at the service of foreigners… Here, people die for little or nothing.

Here, this land is wounded and waiting for redemption.

Dying, down here, is frequent; dying sooner is normal.

The Burqa.

It’s the hatred of the weak that has taken human form. Shaped, forged to fit… Precise vengeance.

There are four guards. One on each side.

They will die for sure. They stand no chance.

The south side of the villa is the darkest.

The guard is sitting with his weapon resting, smoking.

The Burqa’s krabi is a cold blade, a bolt in the air, slicing his throat and silence.

The man collapses into a pool of blood without a word, without a sound.
The second one is more alert. He waits for the night with his rifle slung, ready for war. A rustle in the bushes. Maybe an animal, better check. He aims his weapon into the green, but nothing.
He turns back to his post, but it’s already done. He finds the Burqa in front of him and doesn’t have time to be surprised. This time, it’s the dab, a shorter, lighter sword. It pierces him through and through, the second it takes for a choked gasp.

The assassin holds him and lays him down to die on the ground. In the distance, dogs bark.
The other two thugs waste time. They’ve met at the right angle where two sides of the villa meet. They smoke and talk. They laugh, too.

One drops his cigarette. He bends down to pick it up. The Burqa is already behind him, but how could he know? Lightning-fast, it pushes the krabi with both hands into his bent back. The assassin leverages the pierced body, rests a foot on it, and uses the dying man as a springboard for a jump. The other foot smashes the second guard’s nose. Then punches, to the face, the stomach, a knee to

the groin. Groaning, the victim collapses forward, stunned.

The Burqa’s hand grabs his forehead and lifts his head slightly.

The blade edge slices through the blood. The guard gurgles in the dark, his throat cut.

Now there’s a dead man on each side of the fortress.

And no one has noticed anything.

Keys, sorted through by gloved fingers stained with brown.

A door opens, and the house is breached.

The Burqa peeks into the rooms, without a breath, it’s silence that moves its legs. It slips and slithers, noiselessly.
The one who sleeps is here. Today he lost a little girl, his young wife died. But here, a woman’s life doesn’t count, it has no worth. It’s like the chirp of a sparrow. So the man sleeps, peacefully.
Gulchì.
The Burqa touches the old master, shakes him, he mustn’t sleep, not now.

He wakes up, struggling to understand.

“But who…”

A dull punch shakes his face, he turns, his hands at his mouth. He mutters something.
But here’s another one, coming out of nowhere, harder and stronger. And the old man topples

everything, falling off the bed.

Broken jaw. Blood everywhere.

The Burqa knows. It’s breaking all the rules of caution, risking too much. It should do as it did with the guards, reduce everything to a few seconds of death and pain. But it wants the old man to understand. It kneels and grabs his beard, pulling, lifting his head off the ground.
“Aaah…”

He’s still dazed and can’t speak.

Then the Burqa speaks. It has a strange voice. It sounds like a growl from hell, but at the same time,

it has something musical, a light, sweeter inflection.

It says that name.

Gulchì.
The man groans and his eyes widen.

A dagger has appeared in the blood-stained hand of the hooded figure.

The Burqa repeats.

Gulchì.
Then the sharp thrust of the blade sinking deep into his groin, at the base of his penis.
This time, the scream rises and echoes through the house and the night.
“You had fun with her, didn’t you?” says the Burqa, holding the weapon embedded in the man’s body, twisting it inside the wound.

“You liked it, you pig?”

Gulchì’s husband is in unbearable pain. His disfigured face is filled with rage and shock as he clutches his lower abdomen with both hands.

But voices can be heard. Other guards, the house is now awake. Someone is trying to open the door.
Too bad.

The Burqa has to go. It gives the dagger one last push at the base of his member, the blood spreads everywhere down there. It’s almost severed. And the man, screaming, arches his back.
Then… It’s like a gust of wind. In a flash, the dagger pulls away and rises, red, once again into the darkness.
The bearded man screams again, this time silently. Until the steel opens his throat.
The door is smashed by gunfire, five men burst in with weapons raised. Their feet slip in the blood.
There’s no one here.

Only, on the floor, an old master, already dying, bleeding slowly to death.

And an open window.

The curtain barely stirred by a breath of wind.

Outside, more darkness. And sirens, and sparks.

The night smiles.

 


DRAY

 

Many years ago, Farrouk went to war. And one day, he lost a leg to a mine. The enemies came from the east. But Farrouk didn’t lose his hearing. He’s an old warrior, hard to surprise. Not even The Burqa can manage it. It appears, almost like a ghost, in the room where the man is watching TV. Farrouk is on the couch, his back turned. Now that the power seems to have returned for a moment, voiceless images stretch out in the dim light. The Burqa is here, in the darkest corner, with the krabi in hand. “They’re giving the news now,” says the man, without turning around, while a photo of Gulchì’s husband is displayed on the screen. The Burqa doesn’t respond. It stays there, with the blade extended. “It was all for nothing. It won’t change anything,” Farrouk continues, slowly rising, helping himself with his cane and the armrest of the couch. “You kill one, and a hundred more appear. It’s discouraging, isn’t it?” Then, with a sigh, he turns around, trudges past the couch. Now he’s facing The Burqa. Just a sword’s distance away. “It will never end. The Burqa alone cannot fight against the enormous interests of the invaders, the multinationals, the arms and opium trade. And, most of all, it cannot save all the women, nor avenge them...” The Burqa lowers the sword. The man bows his head, staring at the still dripping tip of the blade. A bitter smile escapes him. “You’d have to kill practically every man in the country...” Then the deep, sweet growl comes again from behind the hood: “If necessary, I will,” and the krabi drops to the floor. Then the gloves fall as well. “Now, though,” she says in a different, normal voice, while taking off the hood, “I’m tired, I want to rest.” Her magnificent black hair explodes, for a moment seeming to fill the entire room. And the young woman appears, in all her Middle Eastern beauty; her sun-kissed, almost golden skin, her deep, thoughtful dark eyes, her perfect lips. Farrouk gazes at her, embracing her with infinite love and emotion. “Are you alright? Are you hurt?” “No... No, not even a scratch,” the girl replies with a brief smile, “Goodnight.” “Wait.” “Yes?” “Pick up that sword. It’s dirtying the floor.” The girl smiles again and rushes to pick up the weapon. “Oops! Sorry, Baba!” “...and the gloves.” “Done. Goodniiight!” She leaves, elongating that “i” childishly, almost skipping, because deep down she can’t forget she is, inside, a child, whose life has been shattered by war, destiny, madness, and the thirst for justice. Her father lets her go. She always forgets to give him a kiss, she always forgets to say, “I love you, Baba.” And he always forgets to complain about it. Because here, in this time and place, every day could be the last, and children are easy, moving targets. Fathers and mothers, on the other hand, are useless, fragile shields. The Burqa is not the solution. The Burqa is just an illusion. It’s not the cure; it’s a palliative. Farrouk limps to the window. Here, the night is a constant flickering. A constant roar of engines, an obsessive repetition of gunfire. Perhaps he is about to cry, this one-legged warrior who is your father, Malalai. As he prays to God for your dreams that will never come true. And he looks at this first hint of dawn, this sun that rises every day for all the killers, without ever bearing a name. He feels the guilt, the bite in his soul, for the choice he made and the choice he forced you to make. You could have been unaware and happy. Instead, you are forever entangled in a timeless, endless war. And one day, perhaps, you won’t return. One day, perhaps, everything he taught you won’t be enough to save you, and evil will prevail over you. Sleep now. Dream of being a woman. A princess invited to a ball. Dream that there is peace, inside and outside yourself. Dream, do it as much as you can, as strongly as you can. Your father, or what’s left of him, stops here to watch over you. It’s the only thing he can do. To forgive you, perhaps. Or to forgive himself.


CELOUR

 

Malalai doesn't like to sleep. Sleep is the only thing that can surprise her, the only thing that can bring her down.

So every time she resists, she fights. She stays in the dark, lying on the bed, staring at the ceiling for a long time. Sometimes her gaze shifts to the window, right after the flash of an explosion. Because her country is at war, her country is dying. And with every shot, with every dark flicker of flame, she wonders what other injustice her people have suffered in that moment, in that very moment when The Burqa isn’t there.

The Burqa can't always be there. It can arrive later, when it's already too late, when Gulchì certainly can’t rise again. It can only bring a useless, blind, ferocious vengeance.

But that's what she's learned, that's what her father taught her. Ever since she was little, from that day when, in their house in Paris, she saw the two towers fall on TV.

At first, it was just a game. Her father would throw foam balls at her.

“Let’s play that you have to dodge them.”

And at five years old, she would jump, run... and she didn’t always succeed.

Baba smiled. But he was also serious, and he explained,

“You could have avoided it if, instead of doing it this way, you had done it another way... Be careful, this is just foam, but the bad guys might throw something at you that could hurt.”

The bad guys.

“Are they the ones from the towers, Baba?”

“Yes, them, and many, many others…”

Over time, the foam balls became soccer balls, or rugby balls, and they started to hurt. Then they became nails, bolts. Then arrows and daggers.

Malalai touches the scar on her side. A nasty rainbow that rises from her thighbone and curves around in a semicircle, almost reaching her buttock. One of her father’s arrows. She was eleven.

She cried from the pain. He cried that day too, maybe out of fear.

Baba is a doctor; he stitched up that gash himself. Fortunately, it wasn’t very deep.

“Malalai,” he told her, “a wound today prevents death tomorrow.”

She nodded.

Her father never hurt her again.

But there was still the art of war to learn. Silently, hiding everything in a normal life: school, friends, free time.

As a young girl, Malalai learned from her one-legged father the ancient, almost mythological, resistance to death of the mujahideen. The willpower of the partisan, of any land or nation, to endure pain, hunger, and cold, all for an idea. The ability to mourn a fallen brother, holding a Kalashnikov in your arms, like a child.

Then came martial arts: ninjutsu and krabi krabong. Not just in France.

There were summer vacations far from Paris, in Thailand, in Japan, with the best masters.

By the age of twelve, Malalai was already a living weapon. But at school, and in the little free time she had, it was crucial that no one knew.

 

Her father slapped her only once.

Three bullies, already more than teenagers, had gotten into the habit of heavily tormenting the younger kids at middle school. The interventions of teachers and some parents had been in vain. A mother who dared to confront them face to face found her car’s windshield shattered.

Malalai gritted her teeth, barely holding herself back every time she saw the trio wandering around her school.

It wasn’t her fault. The education in hating bullies was the cornerstone of all the paramilitary training her father had wanted for her. It was the essential psychological component that had been instilled in her since she was a child. So it was more than normal that the girl was dying to teach the three thugs a harsh lesson.

Her father had forbidden it. Not only because someone could see her, but also because Malalai, more than knowing how to fight, knew how to kill. Farrouk feared that those terrible skills in a still immature mind could lead to serious misfortunes.

 

However, it happened that the bullies cornered his daughter one afternoon in the gym.

The girl had forgotten her shirt and had gone back to the locker room, alone, after gym class.

They were there.

At first, it was just silly teasing. Malalai ignored them and retrieved her shirt. In the meantime, the teasing turned into heavy insults directed at her "African" origins and the color of her skin.

Until they blocked her path.

Malalai found herself, with her shirt in hand, against a locker room wall. The gym was deserted, and in front of her stood the three boys.

She didn’t know what to do.

Her father had strictly forbidden her to react.

She tried to ask, in a pleading voice, like a scared little girl, with the voice any other woman would have in that situation, for them to leave her alone and let her pass.

The insults had already turned into advances, then explicit sexual invitations.

The biggest of the three stood in front of her, leaning one arm against the wall, and chewing gum, he brought his lips close to hers and whispered that now she had to take it in her mouth.

Perhaps he intended to finish his extraordinary display of rhetoric by blowing a bubble with the gum and popping it. But he didn’t have time. In a flash, he found himself on the ground with one hand pressing on his testicles and the other trying to stop the blood flooding his face.

The second suddenly couldn’t see anything. Malalai had thrown the shirt over his head, and in the time it took him to figure out what the hell was happening, she had taken down the third with a precise strike to the throat. Then she turned back to him; the bully quickly realized that what he now had in his mouth among his broken teeth was the hard wood of one of the benches in the locker room. And he was now crouched under it, muttering curses from the pain.

 

They were all three lucky. Very lucky.

To anyone’s memory, they were the only people who could hear The Burqa’s voice and live to tell the tale.

Because that was the first time Malalai heard that other sound come from her throat, as she grabbed the hair of the first boy she had taken down and whispered to him, "I never want to see you around here again."

No one noticed anything, and the three bullies, out of shame, never told anyone what had happened. In fact, they remembered the warning well and decisively changed their path.

But the girl never lied to her father. She came home and told him everything.

She spoke with her head down, describing every detail of what had happened. Then she remained silent and still, awaiting punishment.

She could have dodged that slap. Without even thinking about it, she could have dodged it. But with her father, she was only Malalai the child, never Malalai the killer.

She felt her cheek burn, nothing at all for her pain training. But she still shed a tear.

Then her father hugged her and held her tightly to his chest, for a long time.

Maybe The Burqa, with her voice and her inability to let the guilty go unpunished, was born that day.

Maybe the following years of martial arts, firearms and explosives training; maybe the continuous sacrifice of a normal social life, the relentless studies, the millions of minutes of sacrifice, were just a corollary.

And then came the time to leave France and return to her father’s homeland.

There, blending into the war itself, the young woman would put the years of her harsh training to use. And she would avenge her people.

She would kill the oppressors.

 

Malalai really loves to sleep.

Because sleep is nothingness, a moment of death, a brief pause from life.

When she sleeps, there is no blood on her hands.

And no one falls at her feet, staring into the void.


PENZA

 

Joya is a woman. And she is not afraid to die.

She sits in the Wolesi Jirga, the parliament of her country.

She sits among men. All around are long beards, turbans… flies.

Scattered suits and ties evoke, here and there, poor imitations of the West.

Because this is the parliament the foreigners wanted, this is the government that sustains all the bad thoughts in the world.

Joya is one of the few exceptions. A woman, elected in a distant province. The youngest, not even thirty. Who knows what she dreams of. And who knows what she believed. Maybe she truly thought something here would change.

But Joya is not afraid to die. And that is already a lot. It's something.

This parliament is dust in the world's eyes. On the other side, they think everything is fine, that democracy has arrived, that their armies have brought it, maybe implanted it, imposed it with bombs.

Even Joya herself is a propaganda tool. It's as if they said: "See? Now we all have the same rights. We even have women in parliament."

But women still die, and the streets remain paths of death, and in the seats of the Wolesi Jirga sit opium traffickers and war criminals.

A country addicted to corruption, contaminated, destroyed inside, in its soul. A nation where genetic anomalies like The Burqa can be born, whether it’s real or a legend.

But what outrages Joya the most is the restored virginity of the warlords sitting here. Blood-stained hands voting on the laws of the people, in the name of the people. More often in the name of God.

Joya should remain silent. But she bears the name of the heroine of Maiwand, she has something inside. You are born that way, and there's nothing you can do about it.

She asks to speak, says that even the young have the right to speak, that this is parliament, the house of the people.

The president looks at her, surprised; he’s not used to letting women speak, but who is in this country? He looks at her, then addresses the other representatives: "This sister comes from afar and asks to speak. Let’s listen to her."

Joya closes her eyes for a second. Who knows what she’s thinking. Maybe she thinks that something here is really about to change. Maybe inside her, the pride of being a woman, standing on her own land, in her own country that needs to be rebuilt, is born and reborn. She adjusts her veil, nervous, a little emotional, introduces herself, then begins her speech.

"With the permission of those present and in respect of the martyrs who were killed, I would like to speak."

She grabs the microphone, clutching it tightly.

"I would like to criticize my compatriots sitting in this assembly. Why do you allow criminals to preside over this Wolesi Jirga? Warlords, responsible for the state of our country. We are at the center of national and international conflicts. They have oppressed women and brought our nation to ruin."

Applause. Joya did not expect it. Of course, it’s not much, but it’s there.

"They should be put on trial. Maybe our people can forgive them, but history will not!"

This time they rise up. All of them. All the bad ones. The microphone stops working; someone has quickly turned it off.

The criminals and their supporters shout at her, calling her a "whore," a "communist," threatening her with rape, then death. The guards in the parliament surround her to prevent her from being physically assaulted.

Joya doesn’t stop, she keeps talking, and you can read on her lips the sequence of the names of the murderers. One above all: Dostum Sayyf, who has taken over an entire province, recruited his own private army, and has long crushed the people’s freedom, ignoring the most basic human rights and promoting himself through his television network.

He. He watches her from his seat, impassive, with one hand stroking his long white beard.

Joya now knows that she’s been sentenced to death, without appeal. She knows there won’t be a corner of her country where she can feel safe; behind every wall, every car, every door or window, there could be a thug, a henchman, a killer.

A suicide bomber could be waiting.

And they call her a communist. And they know it means nothing. They know it’s a word that no longer has any positive or negative meaning. It’s no longer a noun, no longer an adjective, it no longer refers to anything real.

Inside, Joya bitterly smiles. They could call her a unicorn. It would be the same.

Communism has been dead for a long time. It took with it its horrors, but also its ideas of freedom and equality. It took away respect for the people and for workers.

But it doesn’t really matter whether it’s considered good or bad. It’s the word, the term. All it took was demonizing its meaning, always and invariably using it in a negative context. It was enough to have it repeated obsessively by media owned by traffickers. And now history no longer matters. The meanings change.

Words. These monsters have also taken control of the words.

How small she seems now, this woman. Surrounded by dozens of people, targeted by her opponents, who for the moment are content with throwing plastic water bottles at her and swearing because they are plastic.

But look into her eyes, damn it! Her gaze doesn’t waver. With eyes of truth, she digs into a place ruled by lies. Maybe she’s already dead. But somehow, she has won.

The president is now shouting that she must leave. He says she has insulted the parliament.

The truth... the truth, cast like this, clear, poured out like spring water, scattered like rain on the heads of evil, turns into ash and weighs heavily.

Yes, you’re right, Mr. President. The truth offends.

Amid the turmoil, surrounded by her few supporters and some guards, Joya makes her way to the exit and disappears from the chamber.

The beards of her enemies continue to wander through the hall, shouting, cursing, commenting to each other.

Dostum Sayyf's seat is now empty.

A camera captures it for a moment.

Farrouk, sitting in front of the TV, turns to his daughter.

“If we don’t act, they’ll kill her...”

But Malalai is already rushing to get ready.

The man lingers, staring at the empty space his daughter has left behind.

“They’ll kill her...” he murmurs to himself. And he gets up; he must move too.

“Malalai! Wait!”

The room remains empty, the TV still on.

The old warrior limps to his daughter’s room.
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