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For the women of Afghanistan


Beneath the Sweater and the Skin

How many years of beauty do I have left?

she asks me.

How many more do you want?

Here. Here is 34. Here is 50.

When you are 80 years old

and your beauty rises in ways

your cells cannot even imagine now

and your wild bones grow luminous and

ripe, having carried the weight

of a passionate life.

When your hair is aflame

with winter

and you have decades of

learning and leaving and loving

sewn into

the corners of your eyes

and your children come home

to find their own history

in your face.

When you know what it feels like to fail

ferociously

and have gained the

capacity

to rise and rise and rise again.

When you can make your tea

on a quiet and ridiculously lonely afternoon

and still have a song in your heart

Queen owl wings beating

beneath the cotton of your sweater.

Because your beauty began there

beneath the sweater and the skin,

remember?

This is when I will take you

into my arms and coo

YOU BRAVE AND GLORIOUS THING

you’ve come so far.

I see you.

Your beauty is breathtaking.

Jeannette Encinias
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THE MOUNTAIN PEAKS were silhouetted dark against the disappearing night as the morning call to prayer rang out across the ancient city. In a few minutes the sun would rise above the buildings, sending shards of light to splinter the icy peaks of the Hindu Kush before being reflected back in the windows of Kabul.

Sofia looked down at the men as they emerged from the dark corners of Shaahir Square, drifting toward the mosque in the half-light. She couldn’t see their faces but she knew each one by the way he moved and the direction from which he had come. On the mosque’s steps they took off their plastic flip-flops and old slippers, placing them in neat rows before disappearing behind the heavy wooden doors and into the arms of their beloved Imam Mustafa and his great and glorious god.

Shivering in the cool dawn, Sofia pulled the shawl more tightly around her shoulders before tucking her feet up under her to wrap warm fingers around icy toes. It was not yet winter in Kabul but already there was a gathering chill in the air. Soon shoppers would desert the square by late afternoon and the shopkeepers would huddle together around open fires in old metal drums. And then one morning the city would wake to find itself blanketed in a mantle of drifting white, and before it had turned into dirty brown slush, and before people had time to curse their city, this drab and smelly place would sparkle like a bright, shiny jewel.

For more than three thousand five hundred years, ancient Kabul had breathed and it had grown. It had been conquered, ruled, abandoned and all but destroyed by any number of dynasties, empires, sects and madmen. It was mentioned in the sacred Rigveda text of Hinduism and the Avesta of Zoroastrianism, and at least two centuries before Jesus was crucified on the cross, Buddhism had settled over the land. Eight hundred years later, Mohammad, from the warring Quraish tribe of Mecca, declared himself the last true prophet of the one true God. Two hundred years later, the great Persian warlord Ya’qub ibn al-Layth al-Saffar brought this new religion to the land. Sofia knew the history well, but for a few precious minutes it felt as if dawn over the Hindu Kush belonged to her.

Had her obsession with the country grown from the stories overheard late at night about the grandfather who had served in the British Army in Afghanistan? Or had this man she had never met planted the seeds of Afghanistan in her genes more than a century ago? None of that seemed to matter anymore because what Sofia did know for sure was the exact point in time when coming to Kabul had become inevitable. All the befores and afters led to and from the moment she had been told about a Dr Jabril Aziz seeking a female doctor to work with him in Kabul. The next moment in time – the one that assured she would remain in Afghanistan – had been in a village high in the Hindu Kush.

Sofia picked up her tea from where she had left it on the windowsill. Taking a sip, she stared up at the mountain range, remembering the village but also the man there who had looked at her with something more than longing, and had made love to her with something more than desire. Over the years, though, his memory had begun to falter and fade until Sofia could no longer put the whole of him together again. At first this had troubled her, but in time it became less troubling until his memory had become little more than a vague, worrying shape, a watery dream that might have belonged to someone else. And yet, if the hour was right, or the day had been of a particular sort, he might return and she would find herself turning each memory over and around, examining its colour and size and shape until she could see again – the way he smiled at her, or a particular way he moved or laughed – and she would feel again the pain of loving someone who had never loved her.

Sofia held the tea in her hands, drawing comfort from its warmth because in two hours he would be standing in front of her. She had no idea how she felt about that. Excitement? Fear? Apprehension? It had been five years. Would he even remember her? Placing the cup back on the windowsill, she leaned down and picked up the newspaper lying at her feet, opening it again to page two.

Dr Daniel Abiteboul from the United Nations arrived in Kabul yesterday. He will be spending the next month assessing the country’s most pressing needs on behalf of the organisation…

Without registering the name of the sender, she had flicked the email from the United Nations representative on to her receptionist, Iman, and it was she who had replied on Sofia’s behalf. But then she had seen his photo in the paper last night and pulled the email up again, reading it carefully for any hint of recognition, but there had been none.

Staring down now at Daniel’s photo, a long-forgotten memory began to form: hands strong enough to pull a broken bone back into place but delicate enough to sew tiny stitches into the face of a baby, and sensitive enough to set her skin on fire. She leaned back in her chair, following the memory. The first night he had come to her he had arrived in silence, placing his finger to her lips, waiting until she understood. Only then, when he was absolutely certain she wanted him as much as he wanted her, did he lean in and kiss her. Every night after that, when the village had settled down for the night, Daniel would leave his bed in the mosque and return to her. And every morning, before the village began to stir, he would go. As they worked together during the day, not a word was spoken of what had passed between them in the dark, but there had been times when she would look up from her work to find him watching her, as if she was a puzzle he could not solve. And then he had disappeared, and his leaving, like his lovemaking, had been a surprise.

It had been such a strange, haunting affair. Without the distraction of life outside the village, time and movement had slowed to a gentler pace until each moment was intensified. When Sofia worked with the village women, or she gazed up at the mountains, or made love with Daniel, there was nothing in the world but that single, complete moment.

Flipping the newspaper shut, she found herself looking at a photo of the aftermath of a suicide bombing outside Kabul’s main police headquarters from the day before. She had not heard that particular explosion, but she had heard enough.

The first bomb had been a couple of weeks after she had arrived in Kabul, and so close to the square that the sound of the explosion saw her hitting the floor in terror. Trembling like a terrified animal, she had waited until the gunfire ceased to be replaced by the sound of ambulances. Crawling over to the window, she had pulled herself up and looked out. A thick black plume of smoke was rising in the air about four blocks away. In the square below a few people had been standing in groups talking, but most were going about their business as if nothing had happened.

Over time, Sofia had come to react to explosions just like every other resident of Kabul. The initial, unconscious response was an overwhelming sense of relief that the bomb hadn’t gone off under her, after which she tried to work out where it was and whether any friends might be in the vicinity. She would then try to call them, which was always problematic considering everyone else was doing the same thing and the signals were often jammed. Eventually, she would go back to whatever she had been doing beforehand, hoping no bad news would find its way to her door.

It was unsettling just how quickly she had adjusted to living with the constant threat of violence until the next explosion arrived, and her heart somersaulted in her chest and the adrenaline smashed through her veins and she was aware once again of the underlying tension that permanently fizzed through her body.

Like all the residents of Shaahir Square, Sofia had come to see the safety of the square and the danger of Kabul as two completely different, albeit interconnected, worlds. It was, she knew, a particularly dangerous illusion.
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IN THE COURTYARD below Sofia’s window and out in the square beyond the gate, the day was beginning to unfold. Ahmad, the owner of the tiny hole-in-the-wall shop that sold all manner of household goods, was entering the darkness of the square. Ahmad didn’t go to mosque in the morning. From the gossip that passed Sofia’s way she suspected it was because the blind cleric, Imam Mustafa, was especially fond of the time after morning prayers to let his thoughts wander off to distant and random horizons, keeping the worshippers – according to some – on the cold mats far longer than was strictly necessary. Ahmad, with his serious, frowning eyebrows and his thick black moustache, was a man in a hurry. And yet, thought Sofia, as she watched him heave up the heavy metal shutter on the front of his shop, time was one of the few things her friend had an abundance of.

In the shadow of the shop awning Ahmad lit a cigarette, and as he drew the nicotine deep into his lungs the glow illuminated the craggy corners of his young-old face until he coughed, pulling raw pieces of tobacco out of his mouth with tar-stained fingers. Sofia thought him too young to have such fingers, but Ahmad had been a village boy addicted to nicotine from the age of eight. As he smoked he straightened out his moustache with his thumb and forefinger, contemplating what the day might bring: enough money to put food on his family’s table and perhaps a little left over? Insha’Allah.

As the sun began to lighten the sky and the darkness of the square turned a cold unwelcoming grey, she could see Ahmad more clearly in his white perahan tunban and raggedy old suit coat. Stamping the cigarette out on cobblestones that were older than the square, she watched him stretch the last of the sleep out of his whippet-thin body before rolling out his prayer mat and hurrying through his solitary salutation. Finishing, he rolled up his mat and lit his second cigarette of the day. It was always thus: shutters, cigarette, stretch, prayer, cigarette and wait. Always wait. Wait for the customers who seldom came. Wait for Allah to look favourably upon his miserable soul. Wait for the sake of waiting; wait for the timeless monotony of time slowly passing, just as generations of Ahmad’s forebears had done before him.

Afghans were good at waiting, Sofia thought. The English were good at queueing; the Brazilians good at partying; the French good at eating; the Afghans good at waiting. They were also good at accepting, which was probably what made them good at waiting. Insha’Allah, thought Sofia. If God wills, it will happen. She wondered what Australians were good at and decided it was fun. Australians were good at having fun.

The doors of the mosque swung open and men began pouring out. Collecting their shoes, they called out greetings before disappearing back around the corners of the square to their homes or places of work to make ready for the day ahead.

Iqbal, the old cobbler, with his dishevelled clothes and misshapen leg, headed back to the warmth of his bed for just one more hour of sleep, while Omar, the local apothecary, in his immaculate perahan tunban and jacket to guard against the morning cold, was crossing the square to his shop until he veered off course to disappear behind the high gate that separated the courtyard from the square. When he reappeared a few seconds later he was stuffing something into the pocket of his vest. As Sofia was registering this oddity she was distracted by her landlady, Behnaz, who appeared in the courtyard below her window. After hanging the canary cage she was carrying on one of the low branches of the pomegranate tree, she removed the cover, blew the husks off the seed bowl, checked the water and then headed out the gate with her broom to clean the square of the previous day’s dirt and disorder.

On the opposite side of the square, Hadi, who owned the shop next to Ahmad that sold various dried goods in hessian sacks and canned goods that lacked use-by dates, raised a hand to Ahmad.

‘As-salaam alaikum,’ he said, the greeting carrying all the way up to Sofia’s window in the stillness of the dawn.

‘Wa alaikum as-salaam,’ Ahmad replied.

As Hadi began the ritual of opening his shop, Ahmad was finishing, carrying his green stool outside to position it in exactly the right place to afford him the best view of the comings and goings of the square. Hadi, when he finished, would also set a stool out front, close enough to Ahmad so the two friends might pass the time of day but far enough away to define which business belonged to which man. On particularly slow summer days the two friends might pull their stools together, lay out an exquisite bone and inlaid mother of pearl backgammon board they had borrowed from Babur many years before and had forgotten to return, and begin a new game.

Babur was folding back the shutters of his chaikhana, the tea house that had been in his family for more than three hundred years, before firing up the coals of the grill that in summer radiated a scorching heat onto the square and in the depths of winter became a gathering point for the men. With the tea house also producing meals these days more elaborate than the usual street food, the tantalising aromas of onion, garlic and fragrant, sizzling goat would soon be filling the square, causing those who had just finished breakfast to begin dreaming of lunch.

‘Babur makes the best palau in all of Afghanistan,’ Jabril would often say to Sofia, swearing her to secrecy because his wife, Zahra, who was Sofia’s best friend, had put him on what he liked to call ‘Allah’s Eternal Diet’.

Considering everyone in the square – and probably half of Kabul – knew that on most weekdays between the hours of one and two, or thereabouts, Dr Jabril and Imam Mustafa could be found outside Babur’s chaikhana tucking into large plates of rice topped with skewers of succulent chargrilled goat and braised eggplant drenched in fresh yoghurt that Babur made especially for them, Sofia suspected this couldn’t have been much of a secret from his frighteningly perceptive wife.

After calling morning greetings to Ahmad and Hadi, Babur placed the table – his only concession (other than food) to pretensions of a restaurant – out the front of his café for his two favourite customers. From there Dr Jabril and Imam Mustafa would be able to enjoy their food while greeting old friends, discussing the affairs of the day, and lamenting with Babur on the passage of time and old age that none of them could believe had arrived so promptly. In winter Mustafa and Dr Jabril ate inside with Babur’s other customers, perched on a raised wooden platform against the wall, but on fine Kabul days, between the hours of one and two, or thereabouts, the table outside the famous chaikhana belonged to them.

Sofia suspected that Jabril would have preferred to sit inside, for the tiny café chairs balanced on the ancient cobblestones were far too precarious for his ample girth, but he believed that his friend preferred the table outside, and so that was where they sat. On the other hand, Mustafa’s painfully thin and wiry body, hidden under his black robes, probably felt the cold even when there was none, making the table in the square far too draughty for his tastes. The imam would have much preferred to eat in the warmth inside, but knew that his old friend liked to keep an eye on the comings and goings of the square, and so that was where the two friends sat, each satisfied that he had ceded his own little bit of comfort for the happiness of the other, and no one in the square, including Sofia, was ever going to tell them otherwise.

While Babur’s family had been in Kabul since 1504, when his famous relative Zahir-ud-din Muhammad Babur – a warrior from the far north and a direct descendant of Genghis Khan – had conquered the tribes of Kabul and built the first Mughal Empire, the chaikhana had only been around since the late 1600s. A famous teahouse and inn along the Silk Road, the chaikhana served all manner of thieves, charlatans, wise men and traders, who arrived with dreams packed high on camel trains. Gradually, Shaahir Square had grown around the family’s famous inn, and while the other establishments had not survived the demise of the Silk Road, Babur’s chaikhana and the square that framed it had, along with the pistachio and fig trees that marked its centre and had once been part of a beautiful garden built by Babur’s namesake.

Ancient and beautiful Kabul, with the majestic Hindu Kush mountains rising high above, had so captivated Babur’s great-great-great-grandfather that he had asked for his body to be buried there and his tomb to be inscribed with the words, ‘If there is a paradise on earth, it is this, it is this, it is this.’

The tea house’s other great claim to fame was that the Diamond Sutra, the oldest complete book in the world, had spent at least one night under its roof while on its way to the British Museum in London, where it rests to this day in safekeeping for the not-so-grateful Chinese. Babur’s relatives were said to have held the Diamond Sutra, a Buddhist text written in Chinese script six hundred years before Gutenberg had even begun to dream of a machine that would print words, although there were some in the square who called this claim false. Whatever the truth, Babur’s chaikhana had a sign hung outside that read, ‘The Diamond Sutra, the oldest book in the world, slept here.’ The sign had disappeared during the time of the Taliban when Babur feared any affiliation with a book other than the Qur’an might see the chaikhana go the same way as the giant buddhas of Bamiyan, but on that morning, as Sofia sat at her window watching the square come to life, the sign was there for all to see.

In all its rich history, Sofia believed the chaikhana had never seen such mismatched friends. Western-educated and urbane Dr Jabril Aziz was short, rotund and debonair, with a thick thatch of curly black hair receding on top. The village boy Mustafa, lacking any formal education other than the extraordinary ability of perfect recitation of the verses of the Qur’an, was tall, thin and wiry, with unseemly strands of scraggly grey hair that stubbornly resisted all efforts of capture under his tight black turban. While Mustafa, a much revered and admired qari of Kabul, looked at the world through the surety of his holy book, his love for his fellow human and his watery unseeing eyes, Dr Jabril looked at life through the imperfect and glorious vision of an idealist.

Tapping his way past the shops each day at the allotted time, the blind imam would stop exactly one step before the table, reach out his hand to find the back of the chair Dr Jabril had positioned just so for his friend, and sit before taking up the menu Babur had only recently introduced to the chaikhana.

‘And what might we have today?’ the imam would enquire.

‘Perhaps what we had yesterday?’

‘Good choice.’

The two men would place the unseen menus back on the table for Babur to take before bringing out the palau and goat that had been their lunchtime repast for as long as anyone in the square could remember.

There is a beauty to rituals that bind us, Sofia thought, as she watched Babur disappear back inside the chaikhana. This ritual between the imam, the doctor and the chaikhana owner belonged to all who lived in Shaahir Square, and while it remained so Sofia was sure the world she knew would retain its centre.
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LIKE MOST MORNINGS, Jabril had woken in a good mood, but as he was about to open his front door his heart sank. Would he find another note pinned on the other side? Three notes in three weeks, all with the same message: If you don’t stop, someone will get hurt. Jabril had no idea what it meant. Stop what? Who will get hurt? Not for the first time he wished whoever penned these notes could be a little less obtuse. When the second had arrived Zahra had told him he had to do something, but what did you do about night letters when you didn’t know who sent them or why?

‘Maybe I’ll tell Chief Wasim,’ he had offered when the third note arrived.

‘Ha!’ Zahra had scoffed, discarding the idea as easily as spoilt milk. ‘What can he do? Our friend might be the chief of police, but everyone knows he’s a puppet for the men above him and cannot control those below. Don’t bother with Chief Wasim. Pay someone to protect us like everyone else in Kabul does.’

Jabril knew that something had to be done about the night letters, he just didn’t know what. He considered Zahra’s idea again that morning and found it as unappealing as it had been the week before. Surely if someone wanted to kill him they would have done it by now? Why wait three weeks and why send these stupid notes? He and Zahra had received notes like these six years before when she had been supporting a group working to improve the rights of widows and they’d come to nothing. Probably the best idea was to forget about them. Steeling himself, Jabril opened the door. No note. With a sigh of relief, and with his good mood restored, he set off for Babur’s chaikhana for his morning tea.

As he entered the square, Jabril was surprised to see Sofia still sitting at her window until he remembered this was the day the man from the UN was coming to see her. He wished he knew why; he hoped it wasn’t to poach Sofia away. When she smiled and waved to him his happy mood only got better. Jabril loved Sofia like a daughter. Her arrival in the square had been the greatest of blessings.

‘First impressions count,’ Zahra had said the morning he was to collect the new Australian doctor from the airport. At the time he had been disappointed that his wife was not coming with him to meet her, but in retrospect it had been a blessing. The gabardine pants he had chosen to wear were possibly a little too shiny and the shirt, with the buttons straining and his flesh trying to escape underneath, a little too tight. And, of course, there had been the sign. Five years on and the thought of that sign still made him squirm.

The day before he was due to collect her Jabril had asked their driver, Tawfiq, to make a sign for him to hold so the new doctor would know him in the crowd at the airport. Unfortunately, there had been a little miscommunication and the sign read Dr Jabril. By the time Jabril had discovered the problem it had been too late to fix.

‘I’m Dr Jabril Aziz,’ he had said when the young woman with the striking red hair walked up to him. ‘Welcome to my country. How was your trip?’

‘It was very good, thank you. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Dr Aziz.’ He could see she was a little nervous but so was he. He also noticed she had automatically put out her hand to shake before pulling it back. He would have been happy to shake her hand, for he had lived in the West long enough, but it had pleased him to see that she had made an effort to understand and respect his culture.

‘Welcome,’ he had said again with his hand on his heart before leading her to his car and introducing her to Tawfiq. Again, he was pleased to see her attempt to greet Tawfiq in Dari. It needed some work but at least she was trying.

‘You will find it very rewarding working in Shaahir Square,’ Jabril had said as they drove out of the carpark and headed for Kabul, ‘but you might not get rich.’ He knew he should be saying only good things about his country, but it was also important that this new doctor had realistic expectations.

‘Oh, I don’t want to get rich,’ she said happily.

Jabril had been thrown by her comment. Who didn’t want to get rich? He didn’t think he had met anyone before who didn’t want to get rich. But her response, together with her efforts to learn their language and culture and her smile, had reassured him that Dr Sofia Raso from Australia could very well be the right person for the job, and absolutely nothing since that morning had given Jabril cause to change his mind. Of course, it would have been preferable to hire an Afghan doctor, and before Sofia had arrived the women of the square had not been backward in telling him so, but no suitable female doctors had been available at the time.

His happiness with her efforts encouraged him to venture further. ‘I should also point out that the situation is probably not what you are used to, but what are riches when you’re working for the good of others? Being a doctor is a service, is it not?’ He had turned around from his seat in the front to watch her response.

‘It is,’ she had said, offering him another glorious smile.

‘You’re happy to be here?’ he asked, a little baffled by her enthusiasm.

‘Oh yes! I’ve wanted to come to Afghanistan forever.’

Jabril turned back around in his seat, considering her comment. He thought it a little strange that someone had wanted to come to Afghanistan forever. Who wanted to come to Afghanistan? Still, this must also be seen as a positive.

In his growing enthusiasm, and Zahra’s absence, he decided his wife should become part of his plan to reassure this Western doctor that the situation for Afghan women was not as it was always portrayed in the Western press.

‘My wife, Zahra, sends her apologies for not being here to meet you today, but she is a very busy woman. I’m not always sure what she’s very busy doing,’ he had said with a smile for Sofia, ‘but she’s very busy doing it.’ After some consideration he added, ‘I think maybe she’s with one of her women’s groups today. No,’ he said, after considering other possibilities, ‘maybe some unsuspecting public servant, who thought women were unimportant, is meeting his match as we speak.’ Jabril laughed, imagining the scene, until he noticed that Tawfiq was unusually quiet. ‘Do you know where my wife is today, Tawfiq?’

‘She’s at the hospital, Dr Jabril.’

‘There you are,’ Jabril had said, as if the puzzle was solved. ‘You will soon learn, Dr Sofia, that my wife is a force of nature, answerable to no man, least of all to myself.’ Jabril could almost hear Zahra’s voice in his head telling him to stop right there. He had gone too far.

‘I look forward to meeting her. She sounds interesting.’

‘Oh, she’s more than interesting. During the time of the Taliban she secretly schooled five girls in our home. She would have been killed if the Taliban had found her. She also looked after women’s health under the Taliban, even though she wasn’t trained, but there were very few female doctors left in our country and women weren’t allowed to go to male doctors. Of course, some of the women Zahra saw were her friends and she had to examine them intimately. She would see them in one room in our surgery and then come to mine to relay their symptoms. It was difficult for everyone, especially when Zahra started to argue with my diagnosis.’ Jabril laughed at the memory before shaking his head. ‘My wife … you would have to be a miracle worker to understand my wife, but she can understand everything. Everything! Without even studying medicine she knows what’s wrong with my patients; she knows why someone she’s never met has done some inexplicable thing she’s read about in the newspaper, and she knows how to fix Afghanistan, and that,’ he said, holding up his finger to emphasise the point, ‘is probably the singular greatest miracle of all.’

Jabril could hear Zahra’s voice in his head. You need to stop talking right now, Jabril. He tried very hard to take her advice and was successful for a time, but having lived for twelve years in Boston he was worried about how foreign and chaotic Kabul would appear to someone who had been used to a modern, functioning metropolis. Jabril had discussed these concerns and how they should deal with them with Zahra, but in the end she said, ‘If she cannot handle it I think it best we all find out immediately.’ Of course, she was right.

On the side of the road, and in the rubble of the sidewalk, local vendors had set up shop, plying their cheap wares from wheelbarrows with faded beach umbrellas, tarpaulins and bits of ripped plastic to shield them from the burning sun. Behind these were small dark shopfronts with metal roller doors opening out onto the footpaths, or directly onto the street. A pharmacy, a silversmith, a rug merchant, a tailor shop, a bookseller, a shop selling household goods and another selling fruit and vegetables sat side by side as crowds of men and women moved in and around them. A lot of the women were wearing long shapeless coats and headscarfs, or long pants and tops, while others were fully covered in the shiny blue burqa that the West now associated with the Taliban but which had been around for over a hundred and fifty years.

A few buggies drawn by horses or donkeys vied for position on the broken roads alongside pedestrians, intrepid men on rusty bicycles, clapped-out yellow and white taxis, overcrowded minibuses, brightly decorated ‘jingle’ trucks and the ever-present SUVs with their blacked-out windows and missing numberplates.

‘Kabul was once very beautiful,’ Jabril began, wanting so desperately for her to see the Kabul of his youth. ‘We used to have modern universities and beautiful houses, summer villas and gardens, fountains, and shops and movie theatres where men and women could go together. In summer, music would float out onto the streets and there were concerts in the parks.’ Jabril had felt his heart expand. It was always like this when he thought back to what had become, in his memory, an idyllic life. ‘Yes, it is true in the villages we still had the traditional women, but many women in Kabul were modern and wore miniskirts, shorts and make-up, and their hair was free.’ He looked back at Sofia, who had turned in her seat and was watching everything pass by with an enraptured smile. She really wants to be here, he had thought in surprise. He had not expected such enthusiasm.

He turned back around to the front. ‘But then the Russians came and they destroyed – the Russians only ever destroy. They cannot see beauty, only ugliness. Of course, there are many beautiful buildings in Russia,’ he had added, ‘but they’re from the time of the tsars, not from the Communists. I tell you, Dr Sofia, while the Communists cannot see beauty, the Taliban cannot bear to see it. Between them they succeeded in destroying our world and, of course, we had the five years of civil war. I tell you, Afghans are tired of war.’

After leaving the main roads they had passed the maze of old streets and back alleyways in the oldest part of Kabul, with its ornate wooden houses in various states of repair. Turning a few streets off the main road, they had stopped in front of a small passageway barely wide enough for a car to pass through. After Tawfiq pulled in their side mirrors they drove slowly down the alley to stop in front of a small mosque with stone steps and a beautiful domed roof, which sat at the entry to a large cobbled square with an ancient pistachio tree and fig tree at its centre. On three sides of the square were small shops and homes, but to the right, and the furthest from where they entered, was a line of beautiful old timber houses with deeply ornate and intricately carved fretwork that had long fallen into disrepair. As if to highlight their abandonment, a hen and her chicks had emerged from a broken window of one of the houses to scamper across the square and disappear around the corner.

‘Ah,’ said Jabril, slightly embarrassed to see Dr Sofia had noticed them too. ‘They’ll be someone’s dinner tonight,’ he laughed.

‘They’re beautiful houses,’ she had said. ‘Does anyone live in them?’

‘No one but chickens,’ he had said, laughing again. ‘They were originally used by the artisans who worked for the king, but no one lives in them now. I don’t think anyone knows who owns them anymore.’

‘Shame.’

Jabril nodded in agreement. ‘From time to time a family might move in, but Chief Wasim – who, by the way, will be your landlord – gets rid of them pretty quickly.’ Jabril had sighed. ‘When we have so many homeless it pains me to see these beautiful houses abandoned, but Chief Wasim is right. They are far too dangerous for people to live in. As you can see, the rest of the buildings are newer, except for Babur’s chaikhana here,’ he had said, pointing to his left and indicating for Tawfiq to drive over.

Inside could be seen Babur’s worn wooden serving bench laden with trays of tea glasses, freshly washed and draining. Beside them were stacks of mismatched plates and the chunky old teapots used to cook chainaki, the traditional goat or lamb soup loved by all Afghans. Although Babur had made the financial decision to expand the chaikhana from serving only tea and simple street food to more elaborate meals, it still looked as it might have done two hundred years before. Two raised wooden platforms covered in old Afghan rugs lined opposing walls, while between the ancient copper tea urns placed strategically along their length men were sitting smoking, drinking tea and eating Babur’s superb bolani, a flatbread stuffed with potatoes or leeks, until the car pulled up out front and the men all turned to stare, each wanting to be the first to catch a glimpse of the new woman doctor from Australia.

‘So,’ said Jabril, looking around the square, ‘this is Shaahir Square, and as we are near the oldest part of Kabul, and because Babur’s chaikhana is probably one of the oldest buildings in all of Kabul, it means that we’re in the centre of my country’s history. I like that idea.’

‘Me too,’ she had said, a smile in her voice as she looked out over the square.

She has a very promising attitude, thought Jabril, indicating to Tawfiq to move slowly forward. ‘You will rarely see cars in the square,’ he had added, ‘because they don’t usually like to come down that little road we just entered, which means we are, in many ways, also hidden from the world. I like that idea too. That’s Omar,’ he had said, waving to an old man sitting in the middle of the square on a plastic chair. ‘He’s our apothecary. And see the pistachio and fig trees?’ Jabril had pointed to the two trees behind the old man. ‘They were once part of a magnificent garden on a fine estate, but the house and most of the garden, apart from a few trees, these cobblestones and the wall and gate of where you will be living, all disappeared a long time ago. And this,’ he had said, as they pulled up in front of a high dry-stone wall with a large ornate gate, ‘is your new home.’

When Sofia didn’t move Jabril began to worry that perhaps she was not happy with the home Zahra had chosen for her. He had looked up at the house. Like many homes in Kabul, it was hidden from the world by a high wall behind which was a courtyard, but unlike many of the homes in Afghanistan, this one had a famous history, or at least the wall and gate had a famous history. Part of the old estate, the stone wall once surrounded a smaller garden called Baagh-e-shaahir or Poet’s Garden, after which the square was named. It was said that Babur’s relative, who built the house and gardens, could often be found in Baagh-e-shaahir reciting Rumi, while writing love poems to his beautiful wife.

The other thing this house had that marked it within the square was a small enclosed balcony on the first floor, which looked very much like it might have been an afterthought, which it was. Jabril well remembered the day he had come into the square to see Chief Wasim balancing on a ladder hammering wood over the balcony’s crooked timber frame before lifting windows into the space above. That had been eight years before and since then the timber underpinning the balcony had begun to sag from this unplanned weight. Not for the first time, Jabril wondered if he might come into the square one morning to find the balcony sitting in what used to be the famous poet’s garden.

Jabril inspected the house again. By Kabul standards it was a very good house, but perhaps it was too much of a step down from Dr Raso’s life in Australia?

He had turned around in the seat to look at her. ‘After a great deal of consideration, Zahra chose this lodging for you, Dr Raso, and by her own reckoning it’s a very safe house.’ Why bother mentioning the balcony when it would not strengthen his argument? ‘By the way, I would like you to know that the owner, Chief Wasim, is the chief of police of all of Kabul, but I think I already told you that. You cannot get much safer than that, can you?’

Jabril had thought about this and decided that maybe you could. What chief of police didn’t have enemies?
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AFTER WAVING TO Jabril, Sofia wandered back into the kitchen, tipping the cold tea down the sink before heading off to the bathroom where she stripped naked before turning the shower on. When the water became mildly warm she would jump in because in slightly less than three minutes it would run cold again. On the mornings she washed her hair she would be rinsing off under cold water. Winter was not Sofia’s favourite time in her Kabul shower.

Initially she had dropped hints to her landlady, Behnaz, who was also Chief Wasim’s wife, that she might need a new water heater for her bathroom, but Behnaz had not been interested. After deciding money might be the problem, Sofia had offered to pay for it, which only provoked a stern lecture on the extravagance of heated water and the possibility that more than a pitcher of warm water to wash every day might be verging on the criminally wasteful. The memory made Sofia smile. She had fallen in love with the dusty cobblestone square with its two gnarled trees marking its centre the first time she had seen it, but life in Kabul, and the chief of police’s wife in particular, had proved to be far more acquired tastes.

‘This is Behnaz,’ Jabril had said on that first day as a short, dour woman, covered from head to toe in black, opened the gate. With a large round face and thick red hands, cracked and dry from a lifetime of scrubbing, there was no smile of welcome to tempt the corners of her downturned mouth.

‘I’m happy to meet you,’ Sofia said with her hand on her heart, only to see the woman look nervously toward Jabril before looking back at her.

‘Welcome,’ she said in heavily accented English.

‘Behnaz is learning English,’ Jabril had offered, picking up Sofia’s suitcase and following Behnaz through the courtyard to the house. ‘That was also an important consideration in Zahra’s choice of lodging for you.’

‘Room up, Mrs Doctor,’ Behnaz had said, pointing up the stairs. Sofia noted that a little clarification might be in order further down the track, but at that moment she didn’t think her schoolbook Dari, or Behnaz’s English, would be up to the challenge of correcting this misperception.

With a great deal of effort, Behnaz, who was nearly as wide as she was high, had ascended the stairs using the walls as leverage. Puffing by the time she reached the landing, she searched in a hidden pocket of her coat for a set of keys. After opening the door Behnaz had stood back, motioning for Sofia and Jabril to enter. ‘Please, you see.’

They entered a space that Sofia had guessed might have once been a large bedroom but had been divided into small rooms. Off the tiny sitting room was the sagging balcony she had seen from the square. To the right was a bedroom and on the left a small kitchenette and bathroom.

‘Behnaz is very modern and proud that her place is furnished like a Western house,’ Jabril had said, before translating his words into Dari for Behnaz’s benefit as he waved Sofia forward, encouraging her to inspect further. ‘I think it would probably be best if you looked around. I believe you are her first tenant and she needs to see that you approve.’

The walls were painted a dull green, the floor wooden, while thick exposed timber beams splattered with white plaster held up the roof. The little sitting room had two cane chairs, a table with a vase of plastic roses as its centrepiece and a standard lamp. On the wall Sofia recognised a photo of Mohammed Zahir Shah, the last king of Afghanistan. The little closed-in balcony reminded her of the verandah at the front of the old red brick house where she had grown up in Leichhardt, only that verandah looked out onto a busy arterial road.

Walking over to the balcony, Sofia had pulled back a pair of fresh lace curtains to look over the courtyard and its pomegranate tree out to the square. From this vantage point she understood that, apart from the tiny access road through which they had arrived, the other three corners of the square were pedestrian access only. When she heard a canary singing she found the cage hidden in the pomegranate tree in the courtyard.

‘When you here you open window,’ her landlady had said slowly in English. ‘Not here, lock window. Bedroom.’ With that she had turned and led them back inside.

‘Your English is very good,’ Sofia offered. Her landlady had looked to Jabril for clarification, but when he’d translated all Sofia got was a ‘humph’.

The bedroom had an overly large single bed with a nylon floral bedspread, a bedside table in dark timber, a small desk, a chair and an old wooden wardrobe. A naked light hung from the exposed wiring in the ceiling, while a beautiful, ancient and threadbare Afghan rug lay on the floor by the side of the bed.

‘As I said, Behnaz is very proud that she has this modern furniture for you.’

‘From police station,’ Behnaz had said, pointing to an overly large and decidedly ugly desk.

‘Tashakur,’ Sofia said, practising her new language. She wondered if the police knew the table was no longer in their possession.

‘I show you where wash. Not clothes. I wash clothes,’ Behnaz had said as she headed off to the bathroom with Sofia and Jabril following close behind.

‘There’s no need for that. I can wash my own clothes.’

Behnaz had turned to Jabril, looking a little distressed, and spoke so quickly in Dari that Sofia had no idea what she was saying.

‘She says it is what was agreed with Zahra.’

‘Fine,’ said Sofia. ‘Thank you.’

Behnaz had pushed open the door to a tiny room with a toilet, rust-marked mirror and miniature handbasin. With a dramatic flourish she pulled back what looked like a new pink floral shower curtain revealing an ancient shower rose halfway up the wall and a small water heater above it. Most of the tiles were off-white, but a few were green. Being the same size as those that had fallen out, the new green tiles looked like they had probably been chosen for their utility rather than their aesthetic appeal.

‘We were lucky that the tanks were too big to enter the square,’ Jabril had offered, as he too leaned in to inspect the bathroom, ‘but as you can see there was some damage during the wars. But it’s safe and serviceable, which is what you need.’

Leading them out to the archway that led into the kitchen, Behnaz stood back so they might inspect. ‘Mrs Doctor, see.’ She stood with her hands clasped worriedly in front of her, waiting for Sofia’s reaction.

Jabril had cleared his throat. ‘Dr Sofia is not married,’ he said in Dari. ‘So you don’t need to call her Mrs Doctor.’

‘Why?’

Jabril sighed.

Sofia had been inspecting the kitchen as they spoke. It looked like prefab timber laminate that had been popular in the seventies, but this kitchen was clearly new. It had a little two-ring camping stove fed by a gas bottle that took up precious bench space, while a tiny circular table had been pushed against a wall, together with a pair of mismatched chairs. Another vase of plastic flowers sat on a doily in the centre of the table. Sofia could see that her landlady, who was now twisting her apron between rough, work-stained hands, had gone to a great deal of trouble for her first tenant.

‘The kitchen’s perfect and the flowers are especially lovely.’

‘You like?’ asked Behnaz in English.

Jabril had leaned over and whispered in Sofia’s ear. ‘You must be careful. If you show interest or compliment something an Afghan owns, they may think you want it and might feel they have to give it to you. On the other hand, the reverse is also true. If they compliment you on something you own, they may want it.’

Sofia had heard this from her refugee tutor and was only now beginning to see how it might be a problem. ‘Everything is perfect,’ she had offered. ‘Thank you so much and thank you, Dr Aziz, for recommending Mrs …’ Sofia stopped, unsure what to call her landlady.

‘Behnaz. We usually only use first names here in Afghanistan.’

‘Oh, I’m sorry, I forgot. Behnaz.’

Sofia had suspected she was not the tenant the dour-looking woman had been expecting. She later learned from Zahra that when Behnaz, who didn’t much like foreigners, had understood that her first tenant would be a young Australian doctor she had nearly reneged on the deal. With a great appreciation of Behnaz’s interest in money, Zahra had politely reminded her of the promise she had made to help her nieces and nephews back in the village and how Sofia’s afghanis would contribute handsomely to that cause.

When Behnaz stopped torturing the apron she had spoken in English again. ‘Is good?’

‘It’s perfect. I love it. Thank you … Behnaz.’

With such high praise her landlady’s face had lit up. It would take some time for Sofia to understand that Behnaz viewed life as a singularly unrewarding thick and murky soup one was forced to wade through. Laughing, being happy, making jokes were not part of the recipe. Behnaz’s smile was such a rare occurrence that Jabril had looked genuinely shocked.

‘I also want to thank you and your wife for organising all this for me, Dr Aziz.’

‘Jabril. You should call me Jabril.’

Sofia had been wondering what she should call her boss. She knew from the refugee that you normally referred to people by their title because a title opened doors and showed respect. People would be offended if you didn’t use their title.

‘Are you sure?’

‘Yes, please. I lived in Boston long enough to find this normal.’

With the niceties finished they were down to the serious business of money. ‘Pay two thousand afghanis on Sunday and I clean. No men.’

‘I assure you, Behnaz, that Dr Sofia is not interested in bringing men here, although I believe you will not object to my presence from time to time as the need might arise?’

From the look on Behnaz’s face it looked like she might very well object to Dr Jabril’s presence.

‘I clean and shop on Monday. You cook. This is what Zahra arrange.’

‘Thank you, that will be fine, but there’s no need for you to clean or shop for me.’

‘Yes, clean. Okay, no shop. You still pay two thousand afghanis.’

‘Of course.’

‘I clean tomorrow.’

‘Really, there’s no need for you to clean tomorrow.’

‘Is Monday. I clean Monday.’

With all the rules and financial arrangements agreed to and her authority firmly established, Behnaz had left.

‘She is a very nice woman,’ Jabril had offered as they listened to her footsteps descending the stairs. Sofia didn’t think Jabril sounded too convinced of that. ‘My wife tells me her life has been hard. You’ll also find Behnaz’s husband, Chief Wasim, very nice, but you may also notice that although my friend might be the chief of police for all of Kabul, he is not always the chief of police in his own home.’ Jabril laughed at his joke. ‘These things don’t matter though. What matters is that you’re safe and happy in your new home.

‘This afternoon I’ll show you the surgery before taking you to meet my wife, who has invited you to dinner.’

* * *

JABRIL AND ZAHRA’S home, which was close to the square, was an extravagant two-storey affair with windows painted mauve flanked by bright green shutters, and a high white concrete wall with a large metal door shielding the courtyard from the street. Entering the home, they had ascended a curved staircase that led to a room so large it could have been the foyer of a small hotel.

With handmade silk and woollen Afghan rugs scattered across a white tiled floor, the room had a number of white leather lounges and matching poufs, while the ornate gold and marble coffee tables and brass side tables were heavy with vases of Afghan roses, bowls of sugared almonds, dried fruits and books. The wall directly opposite where they had entered boasted two impressively large arched floor to ceiling windows, regally framed by red velvet curtains tied back with elaborate gold tassels. Through an archway to the side Sofia saw a deeply carved baroque dining table with a set of high-backed velvet chairs matching the curtains. Over the table, which must have sat twenty people, were three enormous crystal chandeliers.

The walls of the lounge room were covered with rich tapestries threaded through with gold, interspersed with coloured family photos showing a young Jabril and Zahra and a boy and girl at various ages. Old black and white and ancient sepia photos of an Afghanistan that no longer existed filled what wall space was left. Sofia had stopped in front of one of the photos.

‘Where is this?’ she asked.

‘Ah,’ said Jabril, coming to stand beside her. ‘This is the Kherqa-ye Sharif in Kandahar where the cloak of Prophet Mohammad – peace be upon him – is kept. And this,’ he had said, turning to one of the photos of the children, ‘is our son, Jaweed, and our daughter, Salmar, who are both living overseas. Of course, they are much older now.’

Jabril had been about to say more when they heard a voice behind them.

‘Ah, you’re here.’

Sofia had turned to see a tall, slender woman walking toward her. With raven black hair, golden-brown eyes artfully smudged with kohl, and lips painted a brilliant magenta, Zahra was striking in a tight green silk dress. At the end of a pair of long legs were two perfectly manicured feet resting in impossibly high gold sandals. Sofia’s heart sank. Against this woman she looked, and felt, like a peasant in her suitcase-crushed trousers, sensible walking boots and khaki jumper. She had just received her first lesson in middle-class etiquette: Afghans are particular about their appearance. Sadly, the refugee hadn’t mentioned anything about dress codes in private homes and on social occasions.

‘My wife, Zahra,’ Jabril had said proudly. Sofia guessed that Zahra was as tall as her, but in her heels she stood at least two inches taller than Sofia and six inches taller than her husband.

‘Welcome, Dr Raso,’ Zahra had said warmly, taking Sofia’s hand as she leaned in to kiss her three times. ‘May I call you Sofia and you can call me Zahra?’

‘Perfect.’

‘I can’t tell you how much we’ve been looking forward to meeting you. I hope you enjoy your time here with us in Shaahir Square.’
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AFTER HER SHOWER, Sofia was in her bedroom getting ready for work when her phone rang. Looking at the caller ID, she felt a familiar rush of guilt.

‘I’ve done it again, haven’t I, Dad? I’m sorry. I should’ve rung.’

They had an agreement: whenever there was a bombing in Kabul, Sofia would make contact to let him know she was safe.

‘Well, you’re obviously okay. That’s all I need to know.’

Sometimes she wished he wouldn’t be so understanding. It only made her feel worse.

‘So did you hear the news about Michelle? She’s getting married.’

Sofia searched for the right response. Why the hell would Michelle, who went through life blowing up social norms, bother getting married? ‘That’s wonderful news, Dad,’ she said, summoning up an enthusiasm she didn’t feel.

When Sofia was twelve years old she had watched her mother’s body wasting away and the light in her father’s eyes fading. Michelle had been eight at the time, and it seemed to Sofia that when they lost their mother they had lost her too. From a vivacious child, Michelle had grown into a girl without a smile. At ten years old she was truanting from school; at fourteen she had a pierced nose, an eyebrow ring and tattoos and was snorting cocaine; by sixteen she had left school, and at eighteen she was dealing and living on the streets. As Sofia’s sister’s behaviour tore holes in her father’s battered heart, she tried to mend them by becoming a more perfect daughter, which only seemed to infuriate Michelle further until the two sisters found themselves caught in a vicious cycle that neither of them knew how to stop.

‘What’s he like?’

‘I haven’t met him yet.’

That didn’t surprise her. As far as she knew, her father hadn’t seen Michelle for two years, although her sister would ring him if she needed money. ‘Well, I hope he’s a good influence, Dad.’

‘That’s what I’m hoping too. I’m also hoping he might be a good father.’

Sofia could barely breathe. How was Michelle going to look after a child when she couldn’t even look after herself? She had no idea how to respond to this.

‘You might want to ring her,’ her father offered, breaking the silence.

‘I will.’ No point in reminding him that Michelle didn’t take her calls. ‘But in case I can’t get through, can you tell her how happy I am for her? Hard to imagine Michelle pregnant.’

Her dad cleared his throat. ‘Apparently, she’s already had him, a little boy called Jack.’

‘Oh god, Dad.’ There was no possibility of pretence now.

‘I know.’

‘Have you seen him?’

‘No, but she’s gonna bring him around tomorrow, and the boy’s father too – at least, I assume the man she’s marrying is the bub’s father.’

‘Oh god, Dad …’ Silence down the phone again. ‘Sorry, I’m sounding like a broken record. How about you ring me after you’ve seen them and we can talk?’

When Sofia hung up she sat on the edge of the bed, feeling a familiar sense of hopelessness. The little baby would be just one more worry her father added to the mountain he already carried around in his heart about both his daughters. My poor father, she thought. He didn’t deserve all this heartache.

All he had ever wanted for his daughters was a better life than he had been able to give them: a ‘normal life’, he used to say, where they found steady jobs, met nice young men to marry, produced one or two beautiful, well-adjusted kids and lived happily ever after. She understood why this was so important to him but he couldn’t understand why it wasn’t to her. Sofia wanted to experience more of life than ‘normal’, and now that she had there was no way she could ever step back into the ‘normal’ of Sydney. And yet, she often thought that if her father could see her days he would be shocked, not because they were extraordinary but because they were so ordinary – normal even – if you ignored the fact that it was Afghanistan.

When Sofia applied for the job in Kabul, Jabril had warned her things didn’t happen quickly, and he had been right. It had taken five months to clear her visa with the Afghan authorities, during which time she hired the Afghan refugee to give her conversation lessons. Most of these centred around him asking her in English why she wanted to go to Afghanistan when he had risked his life to get out of the place, followed by her halting replies in Dari about doing something exciting with her life, none of which impressed the refugee or was going to help her converse with her new patients. With the refugee spending much of his time telling her in English she was crazy, she eventually told him that it was okay to say that, but could he please at least say it in Dari. ‘It might be a sentence I have some use for in the future.’

The night before Sofia was to leave she had been sitting with her father and Michelle at the kitchen table. No one had eaten much of the celebratory pizza and cheesecake he had brought home after finishing his night shift early. It hadn’t much felt like a celebration, Sofia thought as she had looked from her father to her sister; more like a death in the family.

As Michelle concentrated on twisting her can of Coca-Cola around in circles in the little pool of condensation forming on the old formica table, Sofia realised her father had started crying.

‘Oh, for Christ’s sake,’ Michelle had said when she dragged herself away from her Coke to see why they had suddenly gone quiet. Pushing back her chair, she stormed out of the kitchen.

For once her father ignored Michelle’s histrionics. ‘Why do you have to go to a place where there’s a war, Sofia?’ he had asked the daughter who, until the Afghan madness, had never given him a moment’s worry.

‘It’s not war, Dad. There’s no fighting in Afghanistan anymore. The Americans defeated the Taliban.’

‘If you believe that crap you have no right going,’ he had said, before apologising for the harshness of his words.

Like all taxi drivers, her father thought he knew everything about everything because he spent his waking life listening to parliament and talkback radio, or poring over the newspapers while waiting for customers, and when he had customers he talked to them about their lives and world events. He also spent a good deal of his time talking to other taxi drivers who, in turn, spent their days listening to talkback, reading newspapers and earbashing anyone who was unfortunate enough to get into their cabs. Sofia believed that while taxi drivers might not know everything, they did know a lot more about life and the world than most people.

‘It’ll be fine,’ she had said, reaching across the table to take his hand. The truth was, now the time had come to leave she was regretting her decision. Scarcely able to admit it to herself, she was not about to admit it to him. ‘I’ll be back in a year. Twelve months, that’s not too long. You’ll see.’

The following morning Michelle had left the house before Sofia woke so there could be no sisterly goodbye. After checking in her luggage and collecting her boarding pass, Sofia and her dad had sat sipping coffee and trying to make cheery conversation, none of which concerned Afghanistan. When the parting could no longer be put off they had stood together outside the departures gate. Their conversation had run dry. Pulling his daughter into his arms he had whispered how proud he was of her before abruptly letting go and pushing her away.

‘Go on, girl. Get out of here. The sooner you leave the sooner you’ll be back.’

Twenty-four hours later Sofia had been flying over Afghanistan in the freezing predawn, the folding black velvet night shadows of the barren central plains and valleys gliding by slowly below her. She knew the land was dotted with villages and crisscrossed by roads and dirt tracks but there was not a light to be seen.

An aid worker would later tell Sofia that the imagination was always worse than the reality when you were travelling to a new location. He had been right. On that first flight into Afghanistan, Sofia had felt herself riding a terrifying emotional rollercoaster – from fear, to wonder, to elation and back to fear, all in a matter of minutes. But then the dusty city of Kabul had come into view, and as the plane began its descent, dawn broke and Sofia saw the Hindu Kush for the first time and her heart soared. This was it: the place she had dreamed of.

Despite her outward enthusiasm on that first drive into the city with Jabril and Tawfiq, Sofia had found the city confusing, and would soon find it cold and unfriendly. It was impossible to hide her foreignness, and her rudimentary language skills were problematic, making it hard to diagnose her patients’ illnesses. In those first few weeks she had felt like she was sinking. She was also painfully, achingly lonely. She had made a mistake. The dream was a nightmare. Most nights she lay awake thinking about how she was going to tell Jabril and Zahra that she wasn’t the right person for the job and that they needed to get someone local. And then one morning, Ahmad and Hadi had smiled at her and then Omar had waved to her and Babur offered a free lunch, and as she was crossing the square one of her patients stopped to ask how she was settling in and her world began to change.

Focusing less on her own fears and inadequacies, she had started to understand that, yes, there were cultural differences, but the people in the square were fundamentally the same as Australians. They had jobs to do, bills to pay, shopping, cleaning, cooking, children to look after and friends to meet. Within six weeks she had realised she was having real conversations with people. She was starting to find a rhythm and life began to feel comfortable. Throughout these difficult times her anchors had always been Jabril and Zahra, who propped her up when they could see she was faltering while going out of their way to make her feel welcome.

After being in Kabul for six months, Sofia still hadn’t known whether she would be staying past her contract, so Jabril had suggested she take some weeks off to see more of the country. That was when she had travelled to the little village in the Hindu Kush and met Daniel Abiteboul and decided to stay. Two years after making that decision Sofia had found herself lying on her bed, trying to find the courage to ring her father and tell him the thing he probably already knew: she was not coming back.

‘I know that every life is precious everywhere, Dad,’ she had said, as she tried to explain what he would never accept, ‘but somehow it seems like life is more precious here. I don’t know, maybe it’s because death is so much closer. When I’m away I miss Shaahir Square and everything about it.’

‘People are in pain here too, you know,’ he had offered.

‘Yes, I know, Dad.’ How did she tell him it really wasn’t the same for her? ‘Through all of this is their kindnesses and generosity,’ she had added, ‘and their ability to laugh despite all their difficulties. I don’t see that in Sydney.’ Her father didn’t respond. She had tried again, wondering whether she could make anything better, or whether they should just hang up and let the dust settle. ‘Do you remember when I went to Norway on holidays last year and how happy you were that I was away from Kabul? Well, that wasn’t how it felt for me. I’ve got to tell you that every single kilometre I moved deeper into the perfect orderliness of that beautiful, cold, dark country, the more I longed for the heat and chaos of Kabul.’

‘I see.’

No, she had thought, you don’t see. He didn’t want to see and she couldn’t blame him. How she wished it were different. ‘Perhaps it’s as simple as the fact that I’m part of a community here now, Dad. I never really felt that back in Sydney … apart from you,’ she had added too late. The conversation had been as difficult and painful as she had imagined.

* * *

SOFIA CHECKED THE time on her phone and realised that if she didn’t hurry, she’d be late for work and her meeting with Daniel.
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