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            BEFORE YOU READ

          

        

      

    

    
      The story of Breshna is based on the true case of a typical family living in Afghanistan under difficult circumstances.

      Look at the map of Afghanistan and its neighbors.
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      Afghanistan is a country located in a sensitive area of Central Asia. On the one hand, it is connected to the Indian Subcontinent and other countries in Central Asia; on the other hand, it is connected to the People’s Republic of China, Western Asia, and the Middle East. Given this position, both regional and global powers would like to control it.

      For some fifty years, Afghanistan has suffered chaos, conflict, and war. Many lives have been lost—men and women, young and old. The number of victims continues to rise even today. Inside the country, there are many people who have lost heir homes. Lots of the best and brightest people have left the country. Furthermore, those in authority in Afghanistan are mixed up with organized crime, meaning there is a lot of corruption.

      Breshna’s story is just one among so many other similar stories illustrating the suffering of a family in present-day Afghanistan.
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        A husband and wife working on their farm

      

      

      Discussion questions

      Discuss these questions with a partner or group; or, if you are reading alone, think about them before you begin reading the story.

      
        	Until what age do you think people should go to school? Why did choose that age?

        	Do you believe boys and girls should go to the same schools, or different schools? If you say, “It depends,” what does it depend on? Should boys and girls go to school for the same number of years? Should they study the same subjects?

        	Think about what you already know about Afghanistan. Then look at the photos from Afghanistan. Do any of them surprise you?
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        A hillside in Kabul, the capital
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        Band-e Amir National Park, Bamyan Province
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        The shrine of Hazrat Ali, Balkh Province
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        A school for boys in Kunar Province

      

      

      Vocabulary

      War: Do you know these words about war and conflict? Read the example sentences, and then check any that you are still not sure about in a dictionary.

      
        	aircraft: Planes or helicopters used by the military. They can take off and land from an airfield.

        	battle: A fight between two or more armies. Thirty men died in the battle last night.

        	camp (noun): A temporary group of tents or small huts where soldiers stay. You must return to camp before the end of the day.

        	commander: A person in charge of a group of soldiers.

        	military: Related to soldiers or the army

        	salute: A gesture of respect, especially to a person of higher rank in the army. The soldier saluted his commander.

        	the front line/the front: The part of an army that is closest to the enemy. This is where the active fighting mostly occurs.

        	trench: a long, narrow ditch that soldiers use to hide in to be safe from gunfire. Be careful! Stay down in the trench until it is safe to come out.

        	unit: here, a group of soldiers. He has been fighting with this unit for almost a year.

      

      

      Religion: The main religion of Afghanistan is Islam. People who follow this religion are Muslim. The mullah is a religious leader. Like people from many religions, Muslims pray to God to ask for help or to express their thanks at good fortune.

      The building where Muslims go to pray is called a mosque. Five times a day, a man called a muezzin gives the call to prayer from a tall tower in the mosque, which lets people know it is time to pray. The holy book that Muslims read is called the Quran. It helps them learn how to lead a good life and how to avoid committing a sin (a crime against God).
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            A NEW BEGINNING

          

        

      

    

    
      It was one afternoon in spring when the fields were green, the trees were in flower, and the air was filled with the perfume of nature.

      The young men in uniform were released from duties, and the commander ordered them to return to their camp and rest.

      The soldiers returned one after another to their rooms, but Razuddin was worried. HIs feelings made him sweat. He had been waiting for nine months, and now he was hoping for good news.

      When his phone rang, it was his wife Muzghan. “Razuddin, can you come home? I need you,” she said.

      Razuddin was worried but also pleased. He went directly to the head of his unit and saluted.

      A top military officer asked, “Razuddin, is everything all right? What is the matter?”

      Razuddin said, “Sir, I need to go home.”

      The officer detachment said, “Why are you so pale? What has happened?”

      Razuddin replied, “A member of my family has called me. I should go home. My wife needs to go to the hospital, but there is no one there who can take her.”

      The officer said, “I’m sorry to hear that. Do you know what is wrong?”

      Razuddin was embarrassed. He said, “I’m not sure how to put it, but... I’m going to have a baby, God willing!”

      “Very good! Congratulations, and best wishes for your baby! Go home, but you must come back in the morning before the commander shows up,” said the officer.

      Razuddin said, “Of course, sir, thank you.” He saluted and left.
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        * * *

      

      Razuddin’s eyes were bright as he headed home happily. He hurried through the alleys of the poor neighborhood where his family lived, thanking God for his small soldier’s salary. He saw himself going to the hospital, finding his wife, and hugging his new baby.

      But when he arrived home, Razuddin heard the excited voices of several women. Najibeh, his neighbor’s daughter who was a hospital nurse, appeared and announced that he was already a new father. Indeed, the baby had been born at home. Fortunately, mother and baby were both doing fine.

      There came then an infant’s cry from an adjacent room. Najibeh, who had assisted Razuddin’s wife in childbirth, smiled and said to Razuddin, “Congratulations! You have a daughter!”

      Razuddin's cheeks turned red out of shyness. He said, “May you live long, sister. You have given us great help. God bless you!”

      When Najibeh finished her work, Razuddin thanked her again and smiled with joy. Then he found his wife and baby, and cried with happiness.

      Razuddin sat on the floor beside the baby and stared at her. The new guest was very small. He said to Muzghan, “She is so tiny. I hope she grows up well. Congratulations, my dear wife!”

      Razuddin remembered that he had to return to his unit in the morning. He decided that he should first find some food for the family. He went to the market and bought some chicken, eggs, and bread. Then he returned home as quickly as he could, cooked the chicken, and made some tea.

      He sat with the baby and told his wife, “I must go back to the unit tomorrow, and the rules are very strict. I’ll try not to worry about you while I’m away, and I hope to hear news from you as often as possible.”
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        * * *

      

      Razuddin spent the night with his family and invited people to say dawn prayers. When he heard the muezzin call for prayer, Razuddin woke up and, after washing and saying dawn prayers, he went to the mosque. He bought some candy and gave it as a present to the mullah of the mosque. After telling the good news of the birth of his child, he invited the mullah to come over and make the call to prayer in her ear and participate in the choice of her name. The mullah was happy to agree.

      After making the call to prayer in the baby’s ear, the mullah asked Razuddin, “What is the name you have chosen for the baby?”

      Razuddin and Muzghan had already agreed on what to call her. He replied, “We want to call her Breshna.”

      The mullah, while praying for good health and a long life, gave his blessing and said, “That is fine—Breshna is a good name. We all agree.”

      Razuddin smiled at Muzghan. He congratulated her again, and having given her some of the money he still had, he went back to his unit.

      Several months went by. Although Razuddin knew that as a soldier, he was in a dangerous profession, he did not want to leave his job because he needed the money he was paid. He came home on the days he could, and was happy to watch Breshna slowly growing up.
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            AT THE FRONT

          

        

      

    

    
      However, joy and hope ended, and were replaced by troubles and heartbreak. A bitter story of death and separation began.

      It was one afternoon in summer, when it was hot and dusty.

      The soldiers were busy doing their tasks in their tents when suddenly they heard a whistle, which meant that they had to go to the unit’s central area. All of the soldiers put on their full uniforms and boots and came to the assembly area. The sun was hot, and the soldiers stood quietly to attention.

      The commander, who was rather short and fat, wiped the sweat from his face and cursed the hot sun. He shouted, “Dear soldiers! Each of you knows that his homeland is like his mother. We owe our mothers until the end of our lives. Today our country is at war, and we must pay our debt to it. Isn’t that right?”

      The soldiers shouted in unison, “That’s right!”

      The commander told the men that they were to go to war, and that they should get ready  to go to the front line. He was secretly happy to be able to tell his bosses about this and hoped to get a reward. He continued with his little speech: “We are proud of all of you. Yes, today our motherland loves brave men like you, because you will defeat our enemies and attackers. Now, let's see how many of you are ready to go to the front line!”

      The young men
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