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To every girl

who figured out that she could run faster,

and climb higher, in trousers


This story was reported from Afghanistan, Sweden, and the United States between 2009 and 2014. Most of the book’s events take place in 2010 and 2011. I have told the stories of the characters as they have been told to me, attempting to corroborate any details I have not observed in person. Each person has consented to being interviewed for the purposes of the book, and has exercised a choice over whether or not to remain anonymous. In some cases, names or identifying details have been changed or left out to protect the identity of a subject. None of the characters were offered or have received money for their participation. Translators have been paid for their work. Any errors due to translation or my own limitations are my responsibility.

This is a subjective account.
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BUT NOT AN AFGHAN WOMAN

I would love to be anything in this world

But not a woman

I could be a parrot

I could be a female sheep

I could be a deer or

A sparrow living in a tree

But not an Afghan woman.

I could be a Turkish lady

With a kind brother to take my hand

I could be Tajik

or I could be Iranian

or I could be an Arab

With a husband to tell me

I am beautiful

But I am an Afghan woman.

When there is need

I stand beside it

When there is risk

I stand in front

When there is sorrow

I grab it

When there are rights

I stand behind them

Might is right and

I am a woman

Always alone

Always an example of weakness

My shoulders are heavy

with the weight of pains.

When I want to talk

My tongue is blamed

My voice causes pain

Crazy ears can’t tolerate me

My hands are useless

I can’t do anything with

My foolish legs

I walk with

No destination.

Until what time must I accept to suffer?

When will nature announce my release?

Where is Justice’s house?

Who wrote my destiny?

Tell him

Tell him

Tell him

I would love to be anything in nature

But not a woman

Not an Afghan woman.

ROYA

Kabul, 2009


PROLOGUE

THE TRANSITION BEGINS here.

I remove the black head scarf and tuck it into my backpack.

My hair stays in a knotted bun on the back of my head. We will be in the air soon enough. I straighten my back and sit up a little taller, allowing my body to fill a larger space. I do not think of war. I think of ice cream in Dubai.

We crowd the small vinyl-clad chairs in the departure hall of Kabul International Airport. My visa expires in a few hours. A particularly festive group of British expatriates celebrate, for the first time in months, a break from life behind barbed wire and armed guards. Three female aid workers in jeans and slinky tops speak excitedly of a beach resort. A piece of black jersey has fallen off a shoulder, exposing a patch of already tanned skin.

I stare at the unfamiliar display of flesh. For the past few months, I have hardly seen my own body.

It is the summer of 2011, and the exodus of foreigners from Kabul has been under way for more than a year. Despite a final push, Afghanistan feels lost to many in both the military and in the foreign aid community. Since President Obama announced that U.S. troops would begin to withdraw from Afghanistan by 2014, the international caravan has been in a rush to move on. Kabul airport is the first stop on the way to freedom for those confined, bored, almost-gone-mad consultants, contractors, and diplomats. The tradespeople of peace and international development look forward to new postings, where any experimentation with “nation building” or “poverty reduction” has not yet gone awry. Already, they reminisce over the early, hopeful days almost a decade ago, when the Taliban had just been defeated and everything seemed possible. When Afghanistan was going to be renovated into a secular, Western-style democracy.

THE AIRPORT RUNWAY is flooded with afternoon light. My cell phone catches a pocket of reception by one of the windows, and I dial Azita’s number again. With a small click, we connect.

She is giddy after a meeting with the attorney general and some other public officials. The press attended, too. As a politician, that is when Azita is in her element. I hear her smiling when she describes her outfit: “I made myself fashionable. And diplomatic. They all took my picture. The BBC, Voice of America, and Tolo TV. I had the turquoise scarf—the one you saw the other day. You know it. And the black jacket.”

She pauses. “And a lot of makeup. Big makeup.”

I breathe in deeply. I am the journalist. She is the subject. The rule is to show no emotion.

Azita hears my silence and immediately begins to reassure me. Things will get better soon. She is sure of it. No need to worry.

My flight is called. I have to go. We say the usual things: “Only for now. Not good-bye. Yes. See you soon.”

As I rise up from the floor, where I have pressed myself to the window so as not to lose the connection, I fantasize about turning back. It could be the last scene of a film. That moment when an epiphany makes for a desperate sprint through the airport to set everything right. To get the good ending. So what if I spend another afternoon in Colonel Hotak’s office, being lectured about my expired visa? Some tea, a stamp in my passport, and he will let me go.

As I go through each step in my head, I know I will never do it. And how would this—my last act—play out? Would I storm into Azita’s house flanked by American troops? Afghanistan’s Human Rights Commission? Or just by myself, with my pocketknife and my negotiation skills, fueled by rage and a conviction that anything can be fixed with just a little more effort?

As I walk through the gate, the scenarios fade away. They always do. I follow the others and once more, I do what we all do.

I get on the plane and just leave.


PART ONE

BOYS


CHAPTER ONE

THE REBEL MOTHER



Azita, a few years earlier





OUR BROTHER IS really a girl.”

One of the eager-looking twins nods to reaffirm her words. Then she turns to her sister. She agrees. Yes, it is true. She can confirm it.

They are two ten-year-old identical girls, each with black hair, squirrel eyes, and a few small freckles. Moments ago, we danced to my iPod set to shuffle as we waited for their mother to finish a phone conversation in the other room. We passed the headphones between us, showing off our best moves. Though I failed to match their elaborate hip rolls, some of my most inspired sing-along was met with approval. It actually sounded pretty good bouncing off the ice-cold cement walls of the apartment in the Soviet-built maze that is home to a chunk of Kabul’s small middle class.

Now we sit on the gold-embroidered sofa, where the twins have set up a tea service consisting of glass mugs and a pump thermos on a silver-plated tray. The mehman khana is the most opulent room in an Afghan home, meant to show off the wealth and good moral character of its owners. Cassette tapes with Koran verses and peach-colored fabric flowers sit on a corner table where a crack has been soldered with Scotch tape. The twin sisters, their legs neatly folded underneath them on the sofa, are a little offended by my lack of reaction to their big reveal. Twin number two leans forward: “It’s true. He is our little sister.”

I smile at them, and nod again. “Yes.” Sure.

A framed picture on a side table shows their brother posing in a V-neck sweater and tie, with his grinning, mustached father. It is the only photo on display in the living room. His oldest daughters speak a shaky but enthusiastic English, picked up from textbooks and satellite television from a dish on the balcony. We just have a language barrier here, perhaps.

“Okay,” I say, wanting to be friendly. “I understand. Your sister. Now, what is your favorite color, Benafsha?”

She goes back and forth between red and purple before passing the question to her sister, where it gets equally serious consideration. The twins, both dressed in orange cardigans and green pants, seem to do most things in perfect girly synchronicity. Their bobbing heads are topped with glittery hair scrunchies, and only when one speaks will the other’s scrunchie be still for a few seconds. Those moments are a beginner’s chance to tell them apart: A small birthmark on Beheshta’s cheek is the key. Benafsha means “flower”; Beheshta, “paradise.”

“I want to be a teacher when I grow up,” Beheshta volunteers for our next topic.

When it becomes each of the twins’ turns to ask a question, they both want to know the same thing: Am I married?

My response mystifies them, since—as they point out—I am very old. I am even a few years older than their mother, who at thirty-three is a married mother of four. The twins have another sister, too, in addition to their little brother. Their mother is also in the national parliament, I say to the twins. So there are many things I am not, compared to her. They seem to appreciate that framing.

Their brother suddenly appears in the doorway.

Mehran, age six, has a tanned, round face, deep dimples, eyebrows that go up and down as he grimaces, and a wide gap between his front teeth. His hair is as black as that of his sisters, but short and spiky. In a tight red denim shirt and blue pants, chin forward, hands on hips, he swaggers confidently into the room, looking directly at me and pointing a toy gun in my face. Then he pulls the trigger and exclaims his greeting: phow. When I fail to die or shoot back, he takes out a plastic superhero from his back pocket. The wingman has blond hair, shiny white teeth, two gun belts slung across his bulging chest, and is armed with a machine gun. Mehran says something in Dari to the figurine and then listens intently to him. They seem to agree: The assault has been a success.

Benafsha comes alive at my side, seeing the chance to finally prove her point. She waves her arms to call her brother’s attention: “Tell her, Mehran. Tell her you are our sister.”

The corners of Mehran’s mouth turn downward. He sticks his tongue out in a grimace before bolting, almost crashing into his mother as she walks into the room.

Azita’s eyes are lined with black kohl, and she wears a little bit of blush. Or perhaps it is the effect of having had a cell phone pressed to her ear. She is ready now, she exclaims in my direction. To tell me what I came to ask about—what it is like, almost a decade into America’s longest war and one of the largest foreign aid efforts of a generation, to be an Afghan woman here.

WHEN WE FIRST meet, on this day, I am researching a television piece on Afghan women and Azita has been a member of the country’s fairly new parliament for four years. Elected to the Wolesi Jirga, one of the legislative branches installed a few years after the 2001 defeat of the Taliban, she had promised her rural voters in Badghis province that she would direct more of the foreign aid influx to their poor, far-flung corner of Afghanistan.

The parliament she entered was heavily populated with drug kingpins and warlords and seemed to be in a state of paralysis due to deeply entrenched corruption, but it was at least an attempt at democracy that many Afghans expressed hope for. It followed many forms of failed governance during the last century: absolute monarchy, communism, and an Islamic emirate under the Taliban. Or no government at all in times of civil war.

As some foreign diplomats and aid workers around Kabul came to know Azita as an educated female parliamentarian who not only spoke Dari, Pashto, Urdu, and Russian, but also English, and who seemed relatively liberal, invitations to events poured in from the outside world. She was flown to several European countries and to Yale University in the United States, where she spoke of life under the Taliban.

It was not unusual for Azita to invite foreigners to her rented home in Macroyan, either, to show her version of normal life in a Kabul neighborhood. Here, laundry flutters on the balconies of dirt-gray four-story buildings, interrupted by the occasional patch of greenery, and in the early mornings, women gather at the hole-in-the-wall bakeries while men perform stiff gymnastic exercises on the football field. Azita takes pride in being a host and showing herself off as an exception to the way Afghan women are portrayed in the outside world—as secluded inside their homes, with little connection to society, often illiterate and under the spell of demonizing husbands who do not allow them any daylight. And definitely not receiving visits from farangee, or foreigners, as the historical invaders were once dubbed by Afghans. These days, foreigners usually go under amrican, regardless of their passport.

Azita enjoys demonstrating her running water, the electricity, the television set in her bedroom; all paid for with money she has made as the breadwinner of the house. She knows that impresses foreigners. Especially female foreigners. With her glowing cheeks, sharp features, and military-grade posture, elegantly draped in black fabric from head to toe, and exuding a warm scent of musk mixed with something sweet, Azita does look different from Afghanistan’s majority of women. At five feet six—perhaps a little taller in her pointy size-eleven sling-back heels—she even towers over some visitors. Those usually arrive in more practical shoes, as if on a trek somewhere.

ON THE TOPIC of progress for women since 2001, Azita expresses little satisfaction to visiting foreigners, of which I am just the latest: Yes, more women are seen on the streets of Kabul and a few other larger cities than when the Taliban was in power, and more girls are enrolled in school, but just as in earlier eras when reforms were attempted, most progress for women is limited to the capital and a handful of other urban areas. Much of what the Taliban had banned and decreed regarding women is still effectively law in large parts of this mostly illiterate country, enforced by conservative tradition. In many provinces, burkas are still commonplace, and women rarely work or leave the house without their husbands. The majority of marriages are still forced, honor killings are not unusual, and any involvement of the justice system in a rape case usually means that only the victim goes to jail, charged with adultery or with having had premarital sex—unless she, as a commonly imposed solution, is forced to marry her rapist. Women burn themselves to death using cooking fuel to escape domestic abuse here, and daughters are still a viable, informal currency used by fathers to pay off debts and settle disputes.

Azita is one of few women with a voice, but to many, she remains a provocation, since her life is different from that of most women in Afghanistan and a threat to those who subjugate them. In her words: “If you go to the remote areas of Afghanistan, you will see nothing has changed in women’s lives. They are still like servants. Like animals. We have a long time before the woman is considered a human in this society.”

Azita pushes her emerald green head scarf back to reveal a short black ponytail, and rubs her hair. I shake off my scarf, too, and let it fall down on my neck. She looks at me for a moment, where we sit in her bedroom. “I never want my daughters to suffer in the ways I have suffered. I had to kill many of my dreams. I have four daughters. I am very happy for that.”

Four daughters. Only four daughters? What is going on in this family? I hold my breath for a moment, hoping Azita will take the lead and help me understand.

And she does.

“Would you like to see our family album?”

WE MOVE BACK into the living room, where she pulls out two albums from under a rickety little desk. The children look at these photos often. They tell the story of how Azita’s family came to be.

First: a series of shots from Azita’s engagement party in the summer of 1997. Azita’s first cousin, whom she is to marry, is young and lanky. On his face, small patches of hair are still struggling to meet in the middle as a full beard; a requirement under Taliban rule at that time. The fiancé wears a turban and a brown wool vest over a traditional white peran tonban—a long shirt and loose pants. None of the one hundred or so guests are smiling. By Afghan standards, where a party can number more than a thousand, it was a small and unimpressive gathering. It is a snapshot of the city meeting the village. Azita is the elite-educated daughter of a Kabul University professor. Her husband-to-be: the illiterate son of a farmer.

A few staged moments are captured. The fiancé attempts to feed his future wife some of the pink and yellow cake. She turns her head away. At nineteen, Azita is a thinner and more serious version of her later self, in a cobalt blue silk caftan with rounded shoulder pads. Her fingernails have been painted a bright red to match crimson lips, set off by a white-powdered face that reads as a mask. Her hair is a hard, sprayed bird’s nest. In another shot, her future husband offers her a celebratory goblet from which she is expected to drink. She stares into the camera. Her matte, powdery face is streaked with vertical lines running from dark brown eyes.

A few album pages later, the twins pose with Azita’s mother, a woman with high cheekbones and a strong nose in a deeply lined face. Both Benafsha and Beheshta blow kisses onto their bibi-jan, who still lives with their grandfather in the northwest of Afghanistan. Soon, a third little girl makes her appearance in the photos. Middle sister Mehrangis has pigtails and a slightly rounder face. She poses next to the twin mini-Azitas, who suddenly look very grown up in their white ruffle dresses.

Azita flips the page: Nowruz, the Persian New Year, in 2005. Four little girls in cream-colored dresses. All ordered by size. The shortest has a bow in her hair. It is Mehran. Azita puts her finger on the picture. Without looking up, she says: “You know my youngest is also a girl, yes? We dress her like a boy.”

I glance in the direction of Mehran, who has been skidding around the periphery as we have talked. She has hopped into another chair and is talking to the plastic figurine again.

“They gossip about my family. When you have no sons, it is a big missing, and everyone feels sad for you.”

Azita says this as if it is a simple explanation.

Having at least one son is mandatory for good standing and reputation here. A family is not only incomplete without one; in a country lacking rule of law, it is also seen as weak and vulnerable. So it is incumbent upon every married woman to quickly bear a son–it is her absolute purpose in life, and if she does not fulfill it, there is clearly something wrong with her in the eyes of others. She could be dismissed as a dokhtar zai, or “she who only brings daughters.” Still, this is not as grave an insult as what an entirely childless woman could be called—a
sanda or khoshk, meaning “dry” in Dari. But a woman who cannot birth a son in a patrilineal culture is—in the eyes of society and often herself—fundamentally flawed.

The literacy rate is no more than 10 percent in most areas, and many unfounded truths swirl around without being challenged. Among them is the commonly held belief that a woman can choose the sex of her unborn baby simply by making up her mind about it. As a consequence, a woman’s inability to bear sons does not elicit much sympathy. Instead, she is condemned both by society and her own husband as someone who has just not desired a son strongly enough. Women, too, often resort to blaming their own bodies and weak minds for failing to deliver sons.

The character flaws often add up about such a woman in the eyes of others: She is surely difficult and obnoxious. Perhaps even evil. The fact that the father actually determines the sex of a child, as the male sperm carries the chromosome makeup for each child and determines whether a boy or a girl will be born, is unknown to most.

For Azita, the lack of a son stood to impede all she was trying to accomplish as a politician. When she arrived with her family in Kabul in 2005, sneers and suspicion about her lack of a son soon inevitably extended to her abilities as a lawmaker and a public figure. Her visitors would offer their condolences when they learned about her four daughters. She found herself being cast as an incomplete woman. Fellow parliamentarians, constituents, and her own extended family were unsympathetic: How could she be trusted to accomplish anything at all in politics when she could not even give her husband a son? Without a boy to show off to the constant stream of visiting political power brokers, her husband also grew increasingly embarrassed.

Azita and her husband approached their youngest daughter with a proposition: “Do you want to look like a boy and dress like a boy, and do more fun things like boys do, like bicycling, soccer, and cricket? And would you like to be like your father?”

She absolutely did. It was a splendid offer.

All it took was a haircut, a pair of pants from the bazaar, and a denim shirt with “superstar” printed on the back. In a single afternoon, the family went from having four daughters to being blessed with three little girls and a spiky-haired boy. Their youngest would no longer answer to Mahnoush, meaning “moonlight,” but to the boy’s name Mehran. To the outside world—and especially to Azita’s constituents back in Badghis—the family was finally complete.

Some, of course, knew the truth. But they, too, congratulated Azita. Having a made-up son was better than none, and people complimented her on her ingenuity. When Azita traveled back to her province—a more conservative place than Kabul—she took Mehran with her. In the company of her six-year-old son, she found she was met with more approval.

The switch also satisfied Azita’s husband. Tongues would now cease to wag about this unlucky man burdened with four daughters, who would need to find husbands for all of them, and have his line end with him. In Pashto, Afghanistan’s second official language, there is even a deprecating name for a man who has no sons: He is a meraat, referring to the system where an inheritance, such as land assets, is almost exclusively passed on through a male lineage. But since the family’s youngest took on the role of a son the child has become a source of pride to her father. Mehran’s revised status has also afforded her siblings considerably more freedom, as they can leave the house, go to the playground, and even wander to the next block, if Mehran is along as an escort.

There was one additional reason for the transition. Azita says it with a burst of low laughter, leaning in a little closer to disclose her small act of rebellion: “I wanted to show my youngest what life is like on the other side.”

That life can include flying a kite, running as fast as you can, laughing hysterically, jumping up and down because it feels good, climbing trees to feel the thrill of hanging on. It is to speak to another boy, to sit with your father and his friends, to ride in the front seat of a car and watch people out on the street. To look them in the eye. To speak up without fear and to be listened to, and rarely have anyone question why you are out on your own in comfortable clothes that allow for any kind of movement. All unthinkable for an Afghan girl.

But what will happen when puberty hits?

“You mean when he grows up?” Azita says, her hands tracing the shape of a woman in the air. “It’s not a problem. We change her into a girl again.”


CHAPTER TWO

THE FOREIGNER



Carol





THERE IS A small restaurant favored by Kabul’s unlikely ladies who lunch, where local riffs on quiche lorraine and delicate little sandwiches are served as a war rages on unseen in the provinces. The yellow house with a small garden is tucked into a small alleyway behind a government ministry and flanked by enough roadblocks to make it an acceptable outing for foreign diplomats and aid professionals. As in many other places, the electricity goes out every half hour or so, but guests quickly pick up the habit of carrying on their conversations in absolute darkness until the switch between generators brings the small lamps up again—all while keeping calm when small creatures occasionally skitter past their feet under the table. I had come here to meet the grande dame of Kabul expatriates in the hope that she could shed some light on what seemed to be yet another of Afghanistan’s many secrets.

Thus far, I had mostly met resistance.

After my first visit to Azita’s family, I scoured the Internet and newspaper archives, thinking that I had missed something fundamental in my homework on the country. But my searches turned up nothing on any other girls who dressed as boys in Afghanistan. Was Azita just an unusually creative woman? Or could it be, as I still suspected, that more Afghan families turned their daughters into sons, as a way of both conceding to and defying an impossibly rigid society?

I had also consulted the experts. There were many to choose from.

Girls and women had become one of several urgent causes to the international aid community after the fall of the Taliban, with numerous specialists on the topic of Afghan women shuttling in and out of the country on short-term rotations from Washington, D.C., and various European capitals. Since many donor countries required development projects—from agriculture to politics—to consider specifically how the lives of Afghan women were to be improved, Kabul had turned into a place brimming with “gender experts”—a term encompassing many of the foreign-born aid workers, sociologists, consultants, and researchers with degrees in everything from conflict resolution to feminist theory.

After observing, but largely ignoring, the Taliban’s vicious treatment of women for years, consensus among foreigners now converged on the need to quickly usher Afghan women closer to a Western version of equality. A “gender workshop” seemed to be taking place at every upscale hotel in Kabul, where European and American women in ethnic jewelry and embroidered tunics held seminars and drew circles on whiteboards around words like “empowerment” and “awareness.” Throughout Afghanistan, hundreds of disparate aid projects were under way, whose euphemistically stated goals were to enlighten Afghans on topics such as “gender mainstreaming” and “gender dialogue.”

But senior officials at the United Nations and experts from both government and independent aid organizations delivered a unanimous dismissal when I approached them: Afghans did not dress daughters as sons to counter their segregated society. Why would they ever do that? Had more girls like Mehran existed, these experts, heavily invested in the plight of Afghan women, would certainly know about it, I was told. Anthropologists, psychologists, and historians would surely also have taken note, as such a thing would seem to go against the common understanding of Afghanistan’s culture, where one dresses strictly according to gender. Books would have been written and academic studies would have been made. Ergo, such a practice—if it was really a practice and not just an oddity—must not exist. Gender segregation in Afghanistan is among the strictest in the world, I was repeatedly told, making such an act unthinkable. Dangerous, even.

But persistent inquiries among Afghans offered a different, if muddled, view. My male translator casually remarked that he had heard of a distant girl cousin who dressed as a boy, but had never understood or thought much of it. Other Afghans echoed occasional rumors of such girls but uniformly advised that I better leave it alone; poking into the private affairs and traditions of families was never a good idea for a foreigner.

An Afghan diplomat eventually offered a firsthand sighting, remembering a friend on his neighborhood football team during the Taliban era in the 1990s. One day the friend just disappeared and a number of his teammates went to his house in search of the boy. His father stepped out of the doorway and said that unfortunately their friend would not be returning. She had changed back to being a girl. The team’s twelve-year-olds on the street outside were stunned.

This, however, was an anomaly, the diplomat assured me. Any such desperate and uncivilized measures could be blamed solely on the horrors of the Taliban era. A 2003 Afghan feature film, Osama, had actually told a story of a young girl who disguised herself as a boy under Taliban rule. But that was fiction, of course. And besides, these were new, enlightened times in Afghanistan, the diplomat said.

But were they really?

To a reporter, the aggressive pushback by expert foreigners and Afghans alike was intriguing. What if this pointed to something bigger than just Azita’s family—something that might raise questions about what else we were missing in our decade-long quest to understand Afghanistan and its culture?

I was hoping Carol le Duc might have some input on the topic.

With her red hair and jewel-toned silk shalwars, Carol never seemed to offer the same confident and often-repeated theses about Afghans or what their country needed in terms of basic understanding of Western values. “I would never call myself a feminist,” she had said, for instance, when I first met her. “No, no, I leave that to the others.”

Instead, Carol is of a kind that eschews the expat crowd, preferring to socialize with the Afghan families she befriended many years ago, when fewer foreigners were allowed into the country under Taliban rule. She is believed by many to have the sharpest institutional memory in Kabul and is famous for having been one of few women to have negotiated with the Taliban when they were in power.

Carol arrived in this part of the world in 1989 after a divorce. She could have been perfectly comfortable back in England for the rest of her life. But she chose not to. “I hate traveling and passing through places. I like to get to know people. To go deeper,” she had told me. “And I realized I was a completely free woman at forty-nine.” In her almost two decades in Afghanistan and Pakistan since, she has worked for nongovernmental organizations and as a consultant to government ministries. With a degree in anthropology from Oxford, she has been involved in many studies involving Afghan women, children, and politics.

Holding a firm belief that tea scented with crushed cardamom served in fine bone china cups makes any disaster—and Kabul has seen its share—a little more bearable, she lives in modest grandeur in a peach-colored stone house surrounded by a well-tended garden with two peacocks “because they are beautiful to look at.” In winter, her fireplace is a rare find in Kabul; it actually works. And in summer, her large rattan chairs under a slow-moving ceiling fan render August slightly more livable. Every Afghan working for the taxi services that cater to foreigners in residence knows her walled home on a muddy Kabul street simply as “the Carol House,” and locals speak of her with a fondness and respect reserved for those who have come to be part of their own history, reaching further back than the most recent war.

At times, though, Kabul becomes a bit much even for Carol, and she hops on a flight to her “country cottage” in Peshawar, a violent Pakistani city formerly under British control, where the Afghan king used to summer. Today Peshawar is considered one of the most dangerous places in the world. It is so infested by Islamic extremists that few Westerners visit voluntarily, and when they do, it is usually with military-grade protection. But to Carol, accustomed to walking Kabul by foot with absolute disregard for what foreigners call “security,” and refusing to contain her firecracker hair under a head scarf, Peshawar offers only a marginally more complicated existence. The airport, of course, is a “huge kerfuffle,” in her words, where, in place of a hospitality desk, a “Mr. Intelligence” will always approach, presuming she is American. And each time, Carol takes great pleasure in stating she is British. And nothing else.

“NOW, WOULD YOU like the special white tea, or should we try the special red?” she asks me at the restaurant, after listening to my quandary. After a nod from Carol, the server pours the illegal red wine from a chubby blue teapot.

That an Afghan girl is being brought up as a boy makes complete sense to Carol: “As a woman, why wouldn’t you want to cross over to the other side, in a country like Afghanistan?” she exclaims. In fact, she is entertained by the idea; it appeals to her contrarian side.

While she has never observed the practice among children, she does recall a field trip several years prior with a small team of aid workers to Ghazni province, a Taliban stronghold. The men and women of one tribal village lived strictly separated, and when Carol was invited for tea in the women’s quarters, she was surprised to find a man living among them. The women called him “Uncle,” and he appeared to enjoy a special status in the village. The women served his tea and treated him with great respect. Uncle’s appearance was rugged, but he had a slightly softer face than the other men. It took a while, as well as a few helpful whispers, for Carol to understand that Uncle was actually an adult woman in a turban and men’s clothing.

In the small village, Uncle functioned as an intermediary between men and women, and served as an honorary male who could convey messages and escort other women when they needed to travel, posing no threat because she herself was a woman.

Like Azita’s daughter Mehran, Uncle had been raised as a boy, Carol was told. It was the local mullah’s doing, apparently: Uncle had been born as the seventh daughter in a family of no sons. As the spiritual leader of the village, the mullah had taken pity on the parents. So he simply designated the infant girl to be her parents’ son only hours after she was born. He gave the child a boy’s name, and then promptly dispatched her parents to present what was now their son. The mullah’s official proclamation that a son had been born was gratefully accepted by the parents—it both heightened their status and released them from the inevitable scorn of their village.

But why hadn’t Uncle ultimately reverted to her birth sex with the onset of puberty? How did she escape being married off? And did she appear pleased with this arrangement? Carol shrugs at my questions; she really doesn’t know. Uncle did not have a husband or children of her own, but she certainly enjoyed a higher status than the women. She was “an in-between figure.”

That no one seems to have documented any historical or contemporary appearances of other “Uncles” or little girls dressing as boys is entirely understandable, in Carol’s view. Even if they should exist, little documentation has survived Kabul’s various wars and revolving-door regimes. Afghans are not particularly fond of being queried about their families either: Government officials and their institutions are at best regarded with suspicion.

The closest thing to an Afghan national archive is, in fact, overseen by a longtime American resident in Kabul whom I had also consulted: expatriate Nancy Duprée, the quick-witted American historian in her eighties, affectionately known to many as the “grandmother of Afghanistan.” Celebrated for publishing several travel guides to the most remote parts of Afghanistan in the 1970s, she documented Afghanistan’s culture and history together with her late husband, archaeologist Louis Duprée. That said, Nancy had neither seen nor heard of girls who dressed as boys and could think of no documentation on the topic through all her time in Afghanistan, dating back to the country’s last king, who was ousted in 1973. But she was “not the least bit surprised” by my story of one little girl being brought up as a boy. Similar to Carol’s take on the subject, it made a certain sense to Nancy: “Segregation calls for creativity,” she had told me.

Nancy also offered up an old photograph left in her care by the former Afghan royal court. In the yellowed black-and-white shot taken in the early years of the twentieth century, women dressed in men’s clothing stand guard in [image: image]abībullāh Khan’s harem. The harem could not be supervised by men because they posed a potential threat to the women’s chastity and the king’s bloodline. These women dressed as men solved the dilemma, indicating that such solutions may have been used historically in the highest echelons of Afghan society as well.

But what goes on in the secluded lives of Afghan families may never have been open to much investigation by foreigners, Carol suggests. Especially not during this latest deluge of outsiders who want to change Afghanistan. Just like a longtime local who mourns the loss of a neighborhood’s soul, Carol describes what Kabul has become in recent years: a cement-gray fortress, where regular Afghans have been driven out of their own city due to an inflated war economy and skyrocketing rents that few but foreigners paid by international organizations can afford. They have created a place where the fear and rumors that drive expatriate communication circulate in a closed loop.

“Most foreigners in Kabul live much like the most shielded Afghan women they are trying to liberate,” Carol sarcastically remarks.

AFGHANISTAN HAS A culture of thousand-year-old customs and codes passed down through generations. The history of its women has been sparsely recorded. The history of many countries is often a history of their wars, only occasionally spearheaded by the rare queen. Most sociological research in Afghanistan has been done by foreigners—almost exclusively men—who rarely had access to women, and learned only what Afghan husbands, brothers, and fathers told them.

In Afghanistan, there is no child protection agency to call, no reliable office that retains statistics, no established research university. No one can even say with much certainty how many people live in Afghanistan—figures ranging from twenty-three to twenty-nine million are thrown around by the large aid agencies.

The first and only census in Afghanistan was conducted in 1979, and later attempts to actually count Afghans have been both controversial and riddled with difficulty. Three decades of constant war and the movement of large refugee populations make accuracy impossible. The task is further complicated by the complex ethnic makeup of Afghans and the ongoing debate over the exact location of the border with Pakistan.

Those who try to be diplomatic often say that Afghanistan is made up of a collection of minorities, a visible legacy from the many conquerors who came in from different directions throughout history. The largest minority, roughly estimated to make up 40 percent of the population, is the mostly Sunni Islam Pashtun group, many of whom consider themselves to be ethnic Afghans. They dominate the south and the east. The second largest minority is the Tajiks, who are strongest in northern and central Afghanistan. The Hazara people are believed by many to be ancestors of Mongols and were ruthlessly persecuted during the Taliban era as followers of the Shia strain of Islam. Mostly up north, there are also Afghans of Uzbek, Turkoman, and Kyrgyz ethnicity. The country also has Kuchi nomads. While alliances have been formed and broken between groups of ethnicities, those within each group are often suspicious about other ethnicities. This is another reason that little voluntary information, for instance, about how many children are born in a certain area, or within one group, is offered, not least what sex they are.

In Carol’s view, the West may also be more obsessed with children’s gender roles than what Afghans are. Although Afghan society is strictly built on the separation of sexes, gender in childhood in a way matters less here than in the West. “Here,” Carol says, “people are driven by something much more basic—sexuality. Everything before puberty is just preparation for procreation. That is the main purpose of life here.”

And perhaps we need to set aside what we in the West think of as the order of things to even begin to understand Afghanistan. Where a long lineage of tribal organization is far more powerful than any form of government, where language is poetry and few can read or write but it is common for an illiterate person to have memorized the work of Pashto and Persian poets and to speak more than one language, parameters for established truths and knowledge are manifested in other ways than those outsiders easily recognize. In Carol’s words, in a nation of poets and storytellers, “what matters here are the shared fantasies.”

For that reason, to find anything out in Afghanistan, one must instead look to the informal structures. For example, those who know Afghan women most intimately are not foreigners, nor Afghan men, but other Afghan women—and the doctors, teachers, and midwives who witness firsthand the desperation for sons and what women will do in order to have them. And no secrets will be offered up immediately, Carol cautions. “You must listen to what they never say.”

For effect, the restaurant generator gives up for the third time and we are in the dark again. I inhale deeply. In the darkness, Carol’s powerful scent of mandarin and black currant becomes more pronounced and I finally ask about the cloud of cologne that we are both ensconced in. My question delights her.

“Ah, yes. There is this man in Peshawar … he deals in essences and oils. He told me they deliver to a French perfumer who makes something rather famous out of this one. That’s just talk, of course, but it is pleasant, no?”

I nod, and cannot bring myself to tell Carol that her purveyor is telling the truth. It’s a scent I know quite well. As the lights come on I smile. I, too, am a completely free woman, and just as Carol once decided to do, I have time to go deeper.

BUT COULD I even write about Azita’s family, to start? Over the course of a few months, she and I have several takes of the same conversation.

“You told me that you have four daughters,” I began my first such call to her. “You also told me about the family’s son …”

It was a chance just to take it all back and tell me never to return. I almost hoped she would take it. It was only later that I understood she had already made up her mind.

“I think we should tell the reality.”

“But this is your secret. Are you sure?”

“I think so. It could be interesting for people. This is the reality of Afghanistan.”

With that, I was invited back to her house. And into her family.


CHAPTER THREE

THE CHOSEN ONE



Azita





AT FIVE A.M., she forces herself to rise from the pallet of long, bulky pillows on the floor of the dining room, which also serves as a bedroom.

Before she makes the push to rally her children for the day, she flips through a carousel of images in her mind, aiming to remember five good minutes from the day before, to wake up her spirits with good thoughts. Perhaps she spoke without being interrupted by one of her fellow parliamentarians. Or maybe one of the girls showed her a new painting, and it was really quite accomplished.

Only then does she walk across the hallway to wake her four daughters sleeping in their bunk beds under blue Winnie-the-Pooh covers. A small war over the bathroom usually ensues between Mehrangis and Mehran. The twins will eat some yogurt and naan bread left over from the day before. Mehran will likely refuse breakfast but agree to a roll or sugary cookies or an orange.

The three eldest girls will dress in below-the-knee black dresses and white head scarves over shiny black ponytails. The youngest will don pants, a white shirt, and a red necktie. All four will grab one of the identical large nylon backpacks. Mehran’s is far too big for her, but she carries it with pride, just like her older siblings do. Their father will walk his children to the school bus, holding only Mehran’s hand.

Azita has fifteen minutes left to get ready. But she is fast. In that time, she transforms herself. As soon as she steps out of the house, she will be upholding the honor of not only her husband and her family, but also her province and her country. Her appearance is a big part of that. She must dress carefully: to divert rather than to attract attention.

Reputation is more than symbolic in Afghanistan; it is a commodity that is hard to restore once it has been damaged. Much like a credit score, it should constantly be preserved and ideally also improved upon, forcing both males and females to adhere to a web of strict social rules. In choosing each detail of her outfit, Azita considers the fundamentals of Afghanistan’s honor culture, where a woman’s purity is linked to the reputation of her family at all times. The Taliban no longer rules in Kabul, but the dress code for women is still very conservative. Carol le Duc clarified for me the informal but very real penalty system: “A woman who attracts improper attention to herself is inevitably a whore.”

For a woman, being likened to a whore for dressing the wrong way or being seen speaking to a man who is not her husband can be of great consequence: Her neighbors will talk, her parents may be devastated, and shame will fall over her relatives and potentially tarnish their reputation and standing in society. For a female politician, this game is even more complicated, because politics by its nature requires some degree of visibility.

In the eyes of conservatives, if an Afghan woman must work, she should, at most, be a teacher in an all-female class. Any profession in which a woman interacts with or can be observed by other men is more problematic, as it risks tarnishing her family’s reputation. Women who work with foreigners, with their different customs, are even more suspect. Sitting on the national assembly, in the burning glare of the public eye, Azita provokes reactions on many levels.

Her work uniform consists of an Iranian-style full-length black abaya with a thin black head scarf, meant to exude authority and dignity. She hopes to display a sense of refinement as well as deep conservatism; no contour of her body must be evident as she moves. The black garment features a small gold trim; any further display of color would be out of the question. In another universe, in another life, Azita’s color of choice would be bright red–but that is an impossible color in Afghanistan. The color of fire is considered to be overtly sexual, meant to arrest the eyes of men. It is for someone who means to be flamboyant. Admired. Brightly colored dress was outright banned by the Taliban, but it still would be unthinkable, potentially even dangerous, in Afghanistan’s conservative culture. No respectable Kabul woman wears red outside the house, and Azita owns no red clothing.

It takes her seconds to draw thick lines with black kohl around her eyes and dust herself with a beige powder. There are usually cameras in parliament, and she knows by now that matte skin photographs better. As she leaves the house, she puts on a pair of gold-ornamented dark sunglasses. A friend bought them for her in Dubai. She allows herself a few more special effects: two Arabic rose-gold rings and a knockoff designer handbag. Gold is not so much decoration as a display of portable cash, signifying a woman’s status as a good wife and mother. He who has a good, respectable, and fertile wife will honor her with gold for all to see. Azita has paid for her own rings, but this no one needs to know.

AFTER SHE IS settled in the backseat, her car is soon absorbed into Kabul’s dense morning mash of wheels and dented bumpers. The usual fifteen-minute drive to the national assembly in Karte Seh takes at least one hour in the mornings. White Toyota Corollas patiently pop in and out of large potholes, navigating labyrinths of roadblocks and stretches of no road at all. Spring, or the beginning of fighting season, as it’s called here—when Taliban and “insurgents” will spring into more aggressive battle—is still a few months away. The hard, icy ground is not yet covered with dust, and red pomegranates from Kandahar are still being cracked open in stalls by the roadside.

Azita’s driver avoids getting too close to Afghan police transports, the green Ford Ranger pickup trucks crammed with blue-clad police officers, their assault rifles poking out in every direction. Afghan police are among the most popular targets for suicide bombers and improvised explosive devices known as IEDs. Officers patrolling Kabul are killed at twice the rate of military men, who are harder to get close to. In the eyes of insurgents, both are considered traitors working for the foreign-backed government. Early mornings—when the conviction of martyrdom and the prospect of virgins waiting in paradise is still fresh—are a favorite time for suicide bombers to attack, since dense traffic promises the reward of a high death count.

Azita subscribes to the regular Afghan argument: When your time is up, it’s up. God decides when that may be. She cannot spend every morning ride to work thinking of whether the moment has arrived. Azita and her driver have missed explosions by seconds before. Each day, she takes a risk just by stepping out of her house. She logs about two anonymous death threats a week at her office or at home, when she is warned to quit parliament. Or else. To avoid the threats and the inconvenience, she regularly buys new SIM cards for her mobile phone to get a new number, but they keep calling. Her transgressions are clear: She is a woman who dares to serve in parliament and she is a prominent symbol of a controversial, Western-supported government. The threats have become routine. Sometimes she argues with the caller, lecturing him on how the Koran does not condone murder. And it is always a he. “We know you don’t care about your own life, but think of your children,” they once said. That time, the threat was accompanied by the sound of gunfire. The one time Azita attempted to report threats to the police, they advised her “not to worry.” After all, they added, there is little they can do.

There have been direct attempts on her life: A year earlier, two men on a motorbike attempted to throw a hand grenade into the yard of her Badghis house. It exploded against the outside stone wall. When Azita ran out from the kitchen, she found her daughters hiding in a corner of the small garden.

Wealthier politicians travel by armored car, surrounded by gunmen with shortwave radios. Those with investments in the illegal yet flourishing poppy trade—Afghanistan is the world’s largest producer of opium—usually have a follow car as well, to better the odds in case of a kidnap attempt. Azita cannot afford much more than her Toyota Corolla with a driver, who has taped a small glass bottle onto the dashboard—holy water from Mecca. It helps him focus; not even those who make sudden U-turns or drive toward him in the wrong direction merit a honk of his horn.

Azita did employ a bodyguard when she first started, as several colleagues told her it would look unseemly to always arrive without a male escort. But the bodyguard had a tendency to fall asleep as soon as he sat down, so she fired him. Along with all the other members of parliament, Azita has been issued a handgun for her own protection. With no intention of ever using it, she hid it somewhere in her apartment. She often reminds herself that she must find it before the children do.

In the car, she takes out her phone and attempts to bring up CNN’s website on the small display, but she does not get far on the spotty Afghan networks.

She looks out the window instead, on the merchants who slowly push their carts toward the marketplace and the motorbikes with at least two and often three or four people clinging on, their faces protected against Kabul’s beige-colored air with wraparound scarves. Pairs of Afghan ladies, wearing sandals with socks, hold hands and jump over open sewers. Not much is really white here, and few things are crisp, except for brand-new Land Rovers shipped in for foreigners and rich Afghans. Sooner rather than later, most things turn a shade of mud or khaki. Khaki and cement are the primary colors of Kabul, the monotony broken only by the poppy-funded houses that are painted a cream-infused red, a warm pink, or even green, with glimpses of tasseled pastel curtains—the deceptively cheery narcotecture of Kabul.

Chlorophyll is in short supply here; most trees have either died from pollution or have been burned for fuel by the indigent. A splash of matte red sometimes also filters through the Kabul gray, in an old mural or another Cold War–reminder of those who tried to control the capital before both the Taliban and the Americans.

TO AZITA, “THE Russian time,” as she refers to it, was not the protracted and brutal struggle painted by English-language memoirs of what Afghans call “the Soviet war” of the 1980s. To her, it was the backdrop of a reasonably charmed childhood.

Her father had been a member of a large but not wealthy clan, and was the first man from Badghis said to have pursued a master’s degree in Kabul. He carried that distinction when he returned to his province to marry. He had first met Azita’s mother, Siddiqua, when she was only twelve, and according to family legend, had fallen in love with her at first sight. They waited seven years to marry, and in 1977, their first child arrived, a much-loved and longed-for daughter. They named her after the Persian word derived from fire, or azar. Soon after celebrating Azita’s first birthday the family returned to build a life in Kabul, arriving just in time for the Saur Revolution, when the Communist People’s Democratic Party took over the Afghan government.

With ideological and financial backing from Moscow, the new leadership proclaimed aggressive reforms, setting out to replace religious law with a more secular system, promoting state atheism, and forcefully trying to establish a more modern society. Each business sector and each official institution was to be overhauled, from agriculture and the legal system to health care and—most controversially—family law.

The Russians were not the first to try to effect gender parity in Afghanistan, nor would they be the last.

Amanollah Khan had tried to assert rights for women in the 1920s, together with his queen Soraya, who famously cast off her veil in public. The royal couple also began promoting the education of girls, banned the selling of them for marriage, and put restrictions on polygyny. The backlash was severe. To many Afghans, and particularly to the majority who did not live in Kabul, the reforms seemed outrageous: Tribal men would lose future income if daughters could no longer be sold or traded as wives. In 1929, under threat of a coup, the king was forced to abdicate.

Three decades later, King Mohammad Zahir Shah made another, more cautious push for educating and emancipating women, proposing to grant them equal rights in the Constitution of 1964, and the right to vote. Privileged Afghan women were sent abroad for university studies, returning to become professionals and academics.

Arline Lederman, an American development professional who taught at Kabul University in the early 1970s, remembers “a thrilling time” when elite Afghan women were more sophisticated than most of their liberal American counterparts. Women of Kabul’s royal family who wore raincoats, sunglasses, and Hermès head scarves and gloves “could have passed for Jackie Kennedy’s friends on an autumn day in Boston,” she observed.

Those advances of a small group of elite women were significant, but they were exclusive to Kabul and a handful of other urban areas. In the rest of the country, women’s roles were largely stagnant.

When Communist-era reforms rolled out on a large scale in the 1980s, however, they did not settle for the small elite in Kabul. In this new era, women and girls would no longer live in seclusion—they would receive mandatory educations, freely choose whom to marry, and be active participants in a new society. After the massive Soviet military force arrived to prop up the fragile Kabul Communist government, thousands of government-employed Russians also landed in Kabul to help execute Moscow’s idealized plan for a new Afghanistan.

Agrarians, engineers, aid workers, teachers, and architects began to set up large-scale foreign aid projects with Soviet expertise. The programs were targeted toward turning around the whole country, and quickly. The Soviet leadership, which prided itself on having built an ideal, superior society at home, initially did not place much weight on historical references or failures by others who had come before them.

One clearly stated goal was to educate and introduce more women in the workforce. The idea was sound: Only by gaining real economic power would women have the chance to gain real rights and redress imbalances. The execution would eventually prove to be as misguided as in previous attempts, with only a gradual and late understanding of the deep-rooted economics of patriarchy in the countryside.

But in Kabul, a few female Afghan ministers and parliamentarians were appointed. Others took up work as doctors and journalists, police and army officers, and lawyers. Unions and associations were formed, and, occasionally, women led them. In the capital, segregation at restaurants and on public transportation was banned.

In that progressive environment, Azita’s family settled into an upper-middle-class existence, where her father taught geography and history at the university and eventually invested in a small neighborhood store, selling paper goods, dried fruit, nuts, and other household staples. When he realized his daughter had a knack for languages, he bought her a small television set, so she could watch state newscasts broadcast in Russian and eventually translate parts of them for her parents. When Azita’s skill became known to teachers, she was singled out as a particularly talented child.

With that, she had been chosen for a special purpose.

As in any long game of invasion and nation building, the Soviets wanted to train the next generation of Afghan leaders and secure their loyalty to Moscow. Little Azita, who possessed a quick mind and a willingness to study, was moved to a more demanding school, with foreign teachers and Russian as the official language. She and other handpicked students would ascend through the new system’s most elite institutions—the breeding facilities for Afghanistan’s future power cluster. Their education would be crowned by a year or two of higher studies at the best universities of Moscow or Leningrad.

Azita remembers this time being “like Europe,” in Kabul, where she would take an electric tram car to school, operated by a female driver. The female school uniform was a brown dress, a white apron, and brown shoes with white kneesocks. On their heads, the girl students wore only brown velvet bows.

To the delight of her Russian teachers, teenage Azita was athletic, too, and she was made captain of the girls’ volleyball team. She planned to take her father’s academic legacy a step further, and make him even more proud of his firstborn. It did not matter that she had not been born a boy—this newly reformed country that promoted women was on her side. She would become a doctor. Failing that—which did not seem likely—she saw herself as a news anchor, inspired by the unveiled, modern women she saw on her television set. Azita was the Soviet plan for a new Afghanistan incarnate.

But tradition still ruled in the provinces, where the political manifesto mandating equality between the sexes directly contradicted much of Pashtun tradition around inheritance and ownership. Rapid attempts at reforming society and culture were met with great resistance and fury aimed at the government for again issuing decrees to ban child marriage and the lucrative trading of women and girls, and for stating that no women should be sold for marriage, or married against her will. Once more tribal men saw the risk of losing both cash and influence. If women were to be educated and work outside the home, they would “dishonor” their families by being seen in public and potentially develop other, even more subversive ideas. And who would care for the children if women took over the tasks of men? Society would undoubtedly fall apart. Worst of all, another proposed decree would allow women to initiate divorce more easily. Clearly, foreign influence brought decadence and subverted Afghan traditions. The reforms were declared un-Islamic by many religious mullahs.

Meanwhile, armed resistance to the Soviet occupation built around the country. Parts of the mujahideen opposition to the Soviet occupation had found a sympathetic ally in the Pashtuns next door in Pakistan, who were eager to exert influence in Afghanistan. The Soviet-instituted reforms proved to be an efficient pretext for recruiting followers: Women’s education as well as all women’s rights were despicable, pernicious poison-pill notions that stood to destroy the very fundament of Afghanistan’s culture and way of life.

Power has always been held by those who manage to control the origins of life by controlling women’s bodies. The old Afghan expression zan, zar waa, zamin summarizes the ever-present threat against men’s personal property, which was always the main reason for taking up arms: Women. Gold. And land. In that order.

Resistance against the Soviets was boosted by generous financing and logistical help from abroad: U. S. president Jimmy Carter had declared that the Soviet invasion
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