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Atifa

Atifa is a 24-year-old activist and aid worker. She was born in Bamyan, in mountainous central Afghanistan, but her family moved to the city of Herat in western Afghanistan a few years later. Atifa studied at Herat University of Education and graduated in 2019. She works for an organisation that offers free English classes to young girls and boys, and helps older women learn to read and write. She lives with her mother, sisters and youngest brother; her father has just died from an illness.

Batool

Batool, now 35, was born in Damascus in 1986. She and her family were migrants from Afghanistan. For as long as she can remember, they were always leaving. The family lived briefly in Lebanon, but Syria was the place to which they kept returning. When conflict began to take hold in Syria, Batool’s family fled to Turkey and through the mountains to Isfahan in Iran, where she became a psychologist and university teacher. While in Isfahan, she married. Batool had known her husband since childhood; his family were also migrants from Afghanistan. They had three children: a boy and two girls. After the first fall of the Taliban, Batool’s husband began working back in Afghanistan and Batool eventually decided to join him there with the children, despite his concerns that it was not the right place for her. In Kabul, she teaches Psychology at the university and works as a mental health therapist, journalist and women’s rights activist, while finishing a PhD at a university in Iran. She writes fiction because ‘it is a powerful weapon that can give voice to women who have no means to scream’.

Elahe

Elahe’s parents fled the violence in Afghanistan with her older brother and sister in 1980, ten years before Elahe – now 31 – was born. They wanted their children to be safe, with the chance of an education and a better life. Elahe grew up with her mother’s bittersweet stories of life in Kabul when she was young and Elahe’s father worked for Kabul Bank, delivering letters on his old English bicycle. In Iran, Elahe’s parents both had agricultural jobs and the family lived in a village outside Tehran. It was an hour’s walk to and from school, but Elahe managed to complete her education. She went to university in a different province, after the Iranian government relaxed some of its restrictions on refugees. After graduating, she taught computer skills to the children of undocumented Afghan migrants. Elahe has worked on and off – in an office, in a trouser factory – but for refugees in Iran it is not easy to find work, or to work for fair pay. Elahe dreams of returning to live and work in Afghanistan. She has never been there.

Fakhta

Fakhta was only six months old when her family left Afghanistan for Pakistan in 1999, then moved on to Iran. They left because of the dangers posed by the Taliban during their first regime (1996–2001). When the Taliban was toppled, Fakhta’s father decided to take his family back home to Daikundi, in the mountains of central Afghanistan. Fakhta is now in her final year studying Law at university in Kabul, living in student accommodation. She is 22 and planning her wedding.

Farangis

Farangis, 29, is a lawyer with her own practice. She also works with a legal organisation that offers training to different departments of the state legislature and builds the capacity of women to access the law. She describes herself as a lawyer by profession and a writer by passion. Farangis and her husband are about to board a charter flight at the insistence of their families, a week before her first child is due. They have lived in America before and have US green cards, which allow them to be evacuated early when it becomes clear the Taliban are about to take Kabul.

Farishta

Farishta, 27, was born in Ghazni, Afghanistan but spent her early childhood in Pakistan. The family went into exile for their safety during the first Taliban takeover of Afghanistan, because her father had held a position in the previous government. One day when she was little, she came home singing a familiar Pakistani nursery rhyme that proclaims a love for Pakistan. Her father was shocked and encouraged her to sing the same rhyme replacing Pakistan with Afghanistan, her original homeland. He encouraged his daughters to grow up patriotic, powerful and expecting to work. Farishta is currently working with a project that supports children in rural areas who have missed out on education due to conflict. She and her sisters live with their mother in Kabul; their father died four years ago.

Fatima

Fatima, 23, was born on the first day of spring, Nowruz, in 1998. She lives with her family in the city of Herat. Fatima is due to begin the final semester of her degree in English Language and Literature at Herat University. Her mother and sister encourage her to write, as do her friends, Fatima says, but society struggles to tolerate a woman with an opinion and a pen. Fatima’s brother, a soldier in the Afghan national army, was killed in combat just weeks ago, in the efforts to prevent Taliban capture of his hometown.

Freshta

Freshta is 24. She was born in Kunar Province, near the Afghan–Pakistani border, but grew up in Kabul. She wrote her first stories as a schoolgirl and published them under a pen name because she knew her parents would disapprove. She studied Law and Political Science at university and worked as a journalist. She fled the country in 2019, when the Taliban threatened the radio station where she worked as a reporter of women’s affairs. With her husband, she crossed the border into neighbouring Tajikistan. Freshta has not been able to find work in Tajikistan and is now expecting her first child.

Marie

Marie, 29, was born in Kabul but her family left for Quetta, Pakistan when she was three years old, and she only knew Afghanistan through her mother’s stories. It was a beautiful picture her mother painted, especially of Kabul River. A young teenager when the family moved back to Afghanistan after the establishment of the Islamic Republic, Marie was surprised to find the city less poetic than she expected. She studied for her first degree at Kabul University’s Faculty of Psychology and Educational Sciences, then went to India to complete a master’s degree. She worked for NGOs in Kabul while making real a dream she and a friend had, to establish a women-run counselling service. She works from 8 a.m. to 4 p.m. at her day job and 4 p.m. to 8 p.m. and weekends in her own office at the Meaning of Life.

Maryam

Maryam is 25; her early childhood was dominated by the first Taliban takeover of Afghanistan. When that government fell and schools and universities reopened for girls, she was able to go to school and then study Law at the University of Kabul. But as a life-long health condition worsened, Maryam became increasingly wheelchair bound and unable to work. She and her siblings live together, with their parents, in their childhood home in Kabul. From Maryam’s bedroom window she can touch the leaves of the quince tree that grows just beneath it. She and the tree grew up together.

Masoma

Masoma, 47, says, ‘It’s easy to lose your way when you reflect that nothing you write will change society – but maybe what we write is the beginning of a tree, and its fruits will ripen years later.’ Masoma was born in Iran in 1974 and moved between Afghanistan and Iran with successive political developments: the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan and the first rule of the Taliban. Masoma was studying engineering at university in Mazar-e-Sharif, one of three girls out of seventy-five students on the course, when her education was disrupted by the first Taliban takeover. After the Taliban left, she finished her degree and worked as a draughtswoman for construction companies, though her work was confined to the office; as a woman she was not allowed to be a site engineer. She hasn’t been able to work for a few years because she looks after her mother, who has Alzheimer’s.

Mehrsa

Mehrsa, 29, is from Bamyan Province. Born as refugees in Iran, she and her five siblings had to work as children to help their family earn a living, and their early education was in informal camp settings. Moving back to Afghanistan aged twelve, from a very flat part of Iran, Mehrsa was fascinated that houses were built on the sides of mountains. Mehrsa’s father was not willing to pay for his daughters’ education beyond a point in secondary school, but Mehrsa persisted with hers, winning scholarships and helped by her older sister, who was working. She was eventually able to go to a school in Kabul that encouraged girls to believe in themselves. She went on to university in Bangladesh. Mehrsa’s family lived in Kabul but would travel back to Bamyan, the landscape that inspires her writing, with its lakes and apricot trees and ancient lore. Mehrsa won a Fulbright scholarship to do a master’s in Women’s and Gender Studies at a university in Cedar Falls, Iowa, USA. She has just left Afghanistan, her joy at beginning her course suddenly extinguished by the prospect she might never return home.

Naeema

Naeema, 36, was born in Wardak Province, famous for its gardens and apples. The family moved between Kabul and Wardak, depending on which was safer at any given time. It was challenging at times to leave Kabul’s amenities for rural austerity, but the mountainous landscapes of Wardak are, Naeema believes, what made her a writer. Naeema went to Kabul University and is active in cultural groups in the city. She is part of another writing group and is the director of a foundation that has published more than sixty books for children. What troubles her is that you never know if a story will reach the people it needs to reach.

Najla

Najla, 58, was born in Kabul in 1962. Her father died when she was eleven years old, but the family fulfilled his wish that all of his children be educated. While in university, studying Language and Literature, she worked part-time in a government job to support her family. She was given housing by the Soviet-backed state, in which she still lives. Najla met her husband at work. Her stories are based on the ordinary people she meets; she feels if she isn’t in contact with people, she can’t write. The eldest of the group, she has seen forty-three years of war, as she puts it, and has been writing as long. Her early notebooks were lost during a period of exile, but she has kept everything since. Najla has five children and seven grandchildren.

Nilofar

Nilofar, 33, is from Mazar-e-Sharif, in northern Afghanistan, but spent much of her childhood as a refugee in Iran. Her parents also died in Iran, when she was five. Six months after 9/11, when the Taliban were overthrown, Nilofar returned to Afghanistan in the care of her older siblings. She was then thirteen, the second youngest in the family. She had gone to school in Iran but in Afghanistan her older brothers would not let her go to school. Once they were married and living separate lives, Nilofar returned to school (at the age of twenty-three) and went on to study Political Science at university before starting on a second degree in Literature. She works for projects supporting vulnerable people and is in the final year of her Literature degree. She lives with a brother and sister.

Nora

Nora, 27, grew up in Kabul. Her early childhood was during the Taliban’s first rule, so she and her siblings were educated at home until the Taliban departed. She says her home was like a school, with six children encouraged to prepare each time any one of them had a test. Nora loved literature but her mother wanted her to become a doctor, so she went to medical school. She got married in her final year of study and postponed her specialisation as a gynaecologist to take maternity leave. She has two children, aged six and one, and is now back working as a doctor. On 14 August, the night before the Taliban enters Kabul, she is working the night shift in the hospital.

Parand

Parand, 39, is a scriptwriter who loves her work. She began to have confidence in herself as a writer after she showed a story to Najla and Najla thought it was good. Parand and Najla are firm friends. Parand spends her time between Kabul and Kunduz Province. She is a voracious reader, a lover of landscape and finds joy in little things.

Rana

Rana, 27, is a teacher. She was born in Pakistan, where her father would tell his children how beautiful their homeland was. When she was eight, they returned excitedly to Afghanistan after the first fall of the Taliban, only to discover their old house had been badly damaged in the fighting. Her father set about rebuilding it and restoring the garden he’d loved. Rana watched him build the house and came to love it as fiercely. She wanted to become a doctor but didn’t get into medical school, so her father encouraged her to study Pashto Literature instead, which she did at Kabul University. Rana’s father retired early from the military and would bring home books of all kinds. During power outages, the family would gather around while he read to them by candlelight. Rana’s whole family encourages her to write.

Sadaf

Sadaf, 26, grew up in Kabul, the eldest of her siblings. She describes her life as being built on a happy, free childhood in which, until the age of fifteen, she played outdoors. She studied Literature at Kabul University and has recently begun working as a schoolteacher.

Samira

Samira, 28, was born in Ghazni Province, south of Kabul. The eldest of five children, she is in the capital, studying Persian Literature at Kabul University. She says she feels luckier than many women, to have had a father who encouraged her to speak freely and respect herself. Samira is married; her husband is currently living and working in France.

Zainab

Zainab works for a cultural institute as a reporter, photographer and administrator. She was born in Wardak Province, but her family left for Iran when she was a child, to escape the violence in Afghanistan. They lived in the city of Qom in Iran and returned to Afghanistan during Hamid Karzai’s interim presidency, this time to Kabul. For a few years, Zainab’s parents didn’t send their children to school, not feeling confident to judge the safety of the situation around them. But Zainab did complete her education and was glad to be in a place where she didn’t face daily hostility towards refugees, as she had done in exile. She is 25 and very recently married. She lives in Kabul with her husband.
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Kabul falls

15–19 August 2021

15 August 2021

Maryam, 11:33:57, Kabul

Dokhtara, girls, are you okay? Please let us know how you are doing?

 

I am worried.

 

I am at home.

 

The internet is very bad.

 

Nora, 11:34:30, Kabul

Everywhere we turn there is bad news. Nothing can stop the Taliban from reaching Kabul now.

 

Is everyone trying to run away from here? Where is everyone going?

 

Nilofar, 11:38:46, Mazar-e-Sharif

The Taliban have entered our area of Mazar. They’ve met with the local elders and told them, ‘We won’t do anything to you. Go about your lives. Women just need to follow the rules of hijab.’

 

Samira, 11:39:17, Kabul

They are lying. They said the same thing in Herat.

 

Samira, 11:40:01

Now the Taliban have entered the Barchi area.FN1

 

Maryam, 11:40:21

Oh God, this means they’re here in Kabul?

 

Nilofar, 11:46:24

Even in Mazar, they entered the city so quietly. Everyone is worried this is the calm before the storm.

 

Fatima, 11:51:09, Herat

In the first days, they remain calm. As time passes, they will start to inflict their inhumane laws on innocent people.

 

Maryam, 11:51:51

In Herat, they banned women from going to university.

 

Fatima, 11:52:25

Yes, they closed the universities in our faces. They locked young girls out of schools.

 

Maryam, 11:52:44

As of now, they’ve evacuated Kabul University.

 

Nilofar, 11:53:06

Has Kabul fallen?

 

Maryam, 11:53:13

No.

 

But they’ve just entered.

 

The clash has begun.

 

Some people have locked themselves in their offices.

 

Fatima, 11:53:54

They’ve beaten some girls in the alleys for not wearing the right kind of hijab.

 

Maryam, 11:54:10

Where are you?

 

Fatima, 11:53:54

We are in Herat.

 

Maryam, 12:02:11

Dokhtara, don’t you think we are under threat? The Taliban have warned the famous poet Samay Hamed. So, it seems they are after writers and social activists. I am scared for the day they cut off our internet and we lose contact with the world. How are we going to communicate?

 

Fatima, 12:06:07

I am really scared. The Taliban have started searching houses. And we have army uniforms around the house.

 

Fatima, 12:07:06

Our heads are under an axe.

Samira, 12:07:03

Don’t be afraid, I think they are only going to search houses reported to have weapons. They also search the houses of army officers and government workers. I heard they searched the house of the Attorney General and left a mess.

 

Samira, 12:07:28

They had shouted out to bring forward any weapons.

 

Maryam, 12:07:34

I am scared on account of our ketabha, books.

 

Samira, 12:07:35

They stayed around the house for a few days.

 

Maryam, 12:07:44

They might either take them or burn them.

 

Samira, 12:07:46

They didn’t do anything to my family.

 

Samira, 12:07:54

As of now, they haven’t done anything to books either.

 

Maryam, 12:08:44

So, what do they come for?

 

Maryam, 12:08:50

Nothing is known yet.

 

Maryam, 12:10:14

I am sorry about my erratic messages.

 

Marie, 12:11:19, Kabul

I was very scared today. It usually takes me an hour to get home to Barchi from Shahr-e-Naw.FN2 Today, it took me six hours.

 

Marie, 12:11:48

Every time I saw the Taliban passing by in their



















































































17 August 2021

Maryam

Maryam is twenty-five, living with her parents and siblings in Kabul. Unable to work or leave her home often, she reads every day. Her interest in politics followed from her interest in history and that in turn from her love of her homeland. She has never left Kabul.

 

This morning, I woke up to the sound of American military aeroplanes. Why is this happening? I’ve been thinking so hard about it. Why only surrender? Why not fight, rebel, resist? A government in the hands of the people is like playdough. Once we had it in our hands, why didn’t we shape it the way we wanted? Or was this playdough in the hands of others, who have now shaped it in the way they wanted? Why is that sound still here: why are the planes not leaving? Now that they’ve made an agreement with the terrorists, what more do they want from this land? Maybe I should refer to historian Howard Zinn on the history of America, maybe I’ll find answers there.

 

Maryam

The old man is right to ask why his military should fight for us when we do not fight for ourselves. But there is also this question: why did they come in the first place? Did they ask our permission to form us a government and choose us a president?

 

 

Maryam

Dear American airman, Dylan Elchin,FN8 I remember when you died in Ghazni. Dear friend, do you know the country where you were killed is now in the hands of your murderers? What does it feel like to die at the age of twenty-five? What kind of an experience is that? I am the same age you were once, but I have a world of hopes and dreams, for myself and for my country. You must have had dreams too. I wish we had a moment to meet and chat before you were killed. I wish you might not have been scared when you saw me, that you wouldn’t have pointed your gun at me and told me to Stay away, stay away. I wish I might not have looked at you as an invader. I wish we’d had a moment to tell each other not to be afraid.

 

Maryam

Listen, Maryam. Calm down. It is good this way. The old man and his military have left this country. For this, I know you are happy. Don’t even think about who the murderers were. Think only about what to do next.

 

 Najla

Najla lives with her family in an apartment in Kabul.

 

We were all looking at each other, frightened. The firing had stopped, but we were still scared. For two days we did not have electricity, but luckily today we had both water and electricity.

 

I opened the cupboards and took out some pasta to cook. My daughters were busy reading the news on their phones – if there was an update, they would read it aloud to me. My granddaughter Yasmin loves to eat pasta with yoghurt, the Afghan way. I slowed down the fire and called to my son to go out and get some yoghurt. He came back very quickly, saying all the shops were closed. I stood up with difficulty, one hand to my back and the other to the wall. The worry is affecting my body. I turned on the TV, but the national station only broadcasts the Quran now, and the Taliban congratulating each other on their victory. I took the pasta off the stove and cut up some tomatoes, onion and paprika to decorate our meal. Yasmin enjoyed her pasta; she looked at me, but she didn’t ask why there was no yoghurt.

 

—





18 August 2021

Marie

My parents worry most. They worry that I can’t work any more, that I can’t walk out freely or dress the way I used to. They worry this situation will drive me crazy. I tell myself, calm down, be patient. There will be light at the end of a long night.

 

At the end of the night, there is no light. Only more people gone in the night, without telling anyone where, without anyone hearing them speak or feeling their pain. There is news of the Taliban abducting journalists, interpreters, artists and government employees from their homes in the middle of the night.

 

I lie awake wondering how I can escape this condemned land? I try to think of all the people who can help me. I make a list for myself and plan to send each of them a message in the morning. I will ask if they can help to take me out of this hell. What horrible words, what a humiliating situation.

 

Maryam

The Taliban have announced that they have pardoned everyone. What was our crime that they have pardoned us? Was being human our crime? Was our crime that we considered Jews, Christians and Hindus human too? Or was it that we believed in elections and democracy, believed them to be sacred?

 

Who are these people? Where have they come from?

 

Maryam

I’m sitting in my wheelchair. I always sit in a wheelchair, but today I think I live in a wheelchair. Previously I was unable to walk, but now I cannot even move. I struggled with my hands before; now it’s worse. I was born disabled and now I’ve inhaled the air of dictatorship, I feel a lot more disabled.

 

—





19 August 2021

 

Marie

At ten o’clock this morning, one of the girls wrote on WhatsApp that the Taliban has now started their house-to-house searches at night. All day, I collected my records and books in a bucket for my father to set fire to. We burned all the books related to journalism and politics. We watched each page burn to ash. With each page that caught fire, a piece of my soul burned too. I still haven’t learned how to let go of the things I love the most.

 

Maryam

From behind the window, I look at the moon. My God, I haven’t looked at the sky or the trees for five days. Where have I been these five days? I sit in my wheelchair, the world in chaos.





Autumn





About the writers

January 2024

Atifa

Atifa travelled to Iran a month after the close of this diary, with her mother, sisters and youngest brother, as they had contemplated doing for some time. They live in Mashhad, one of Iran’s larger cities, close to the border with Afghanistan. Atifa struggles to find work because her qualifications are not recognised. She hopes to work further on her English and apply for a scholarship to study in another country. She tries to keep writing.

 

Batool

Batool left Italy with her family, after a year, to seek asylum in the UK. They are living in a hotel housing refugees outside Oxford. ‘It’s a good place,’ Batool says, ‘maybe you would not find it so, but it’s good for me right now.’ She is happy that at last her children are in school. Batool spends her own time offering free online therapy to teenage Afghan girls from Mazar, Kabul and Baladakhshan who can no longer go to school. But she does not feel safe yet and finds it impossible to think about the future.

Batool’s short story, ‘The Grey Winged Pigeons of the Shrine’, is scheduled to be published in translation from Dari in Words Without Borders in March 2024.

 

Elahe

Elahe has given up trying to find work, after routinely being paid less because she is Afghan. She is focused on learning German, with hopes of migration from Iran. She is also teaching herself to play the guitar, following YouTube tutorials.

 

Fakhta

Fakhta and her husband are still in Iran. They have moved from Tehran to a suburb, where they live in a room in an apartment block where her husband works as a security guard. Fakhta now works as a sales assistant in a grocery shop. They earn enough to eat and cover their rent, she says, but it is not a full life, just survival. When Fakhta comes home from work, she sleeps for a few hours so she can spend some time writing in the middle of the night.

 

Farangis

Farangis had to leave her job with the California highway patrol, to her great disappointment, because there was no one to look after her son and she didn’t earn enough to justify the cost of childcare. She and her husband live in the Bay Area of San Francisco but now struggle to keep up repayments on their mortgage, with just one salary coming in. Her husband continues to support her writing, and she shares her work with him.

Farangis’s short story, ‘The Emergence of Power’, was published in translation from Dari in Moveable Type in 2023.

 

Farishta

Farishta lives in an apartment in Ottawa, Canada with her mother and sister. She is curious about her new surroundings and does not feel demoralised about the need to start again. She has completed a conversion course that allows her to begin an MA in Public Policy and Administration, focusing on Child Development. Meanwhile, she works for an advertising company and is still writing stories in Pashto. She intends to translate these stories into English herself.

She rejoined the Untold writers’ group in September 2023.

 

Fatima

In Iran, Fatima has held a series of jobs for short periods, including as a flower seller and in the office of an insurance company. She is now employed by a company that packs and distributes coffee and powdered soft drinks. She works in the packing section and is much happier now, as the owner of the company is a kind person. She says in Iran, although the authorities are hostile, it is possible to survive because you find good people who will help you.

Fatima shares her short stories with her mother and father. Her short story, ‘The Greenhouse’, is scheduled to be published in translation from Dari in Words Without Borders in March 2024.

 

Freshta

Since August 2022, Freshta has been working again, which has brought her relief. She is a journalist and editor for the Zan Times News Agency. Her husband never managed to find work as a journalist and, after he was twice injured on the construction sites where he worked, Freshta suggested that he stay at home and look after their daughter so she could work more hours. They did finally receive the email they were waiting for, inviting them to submit biometrics towards an application for resettlement. They are still in Tajikistan, now waiting for the next email.

 

Marie

Marie still lives in Bad-Berleburg, a market town in Germany. She describes it as a beautiful, calm place where people are nice. She still attends daily language classes: she has enough German to get by, but not enough to work. She’s joined a cycling group. She would love to run a business of her own eventually. 

Marie’s short story, ‘The Café’, was published in translation from Dari in Moveable Type in 2023.

 

Maryam

Maryam is still at home in Kabul with her family. Rarely able to leave the house, she immerses herself in books and music. Each morning she selects a new book to read and, if it is good, she reads all day. She writes or makes notes for writing.

Her short story, ‘Kabul’s Haikus’, was published in translation from Dari in The Markaz Review in 2023.

 

Masoma

Masoma is happy living in Sweden and agrees with what she’d been told: that it is a good country for single women. She still attends daily language classes, although she can manage life in Swedish now. She is taking a course that will help her convert her engineering qualifications for use in Sweden. She looks forward to working as an engineer and hopes also to start work on a novel.

 

Mehrsa

Mehrsa left Iowa for Maryland because she had visited and found it a more diverse area, with a larger Afghan community nearby. She completed the last semester of her master’s degree from there and now works at George Washington University, in the administration of the careers section.

Mehrsa’s short story, ‘Broken Branches’, was published in Moveable Type in 2023.

 

Naeema

Naeema now lives in Berlin with her sister, while her brother remains in Kabul with his family. They live in a refugee camp outside Berlin, attending daily German-language classes. Naeema knew, from relatives’ stories, to expect a difficult life but the thing that overwhelms her is the shortage of housing. She has spent over a year looking for a one- or two-bedroom apartment to rent. She is trying to write, but misses her old life as a teacher.

 

Najla

Najla says of Kabul that it is her life: however much she writes about Kabul, it is never enough. She hates the idea of leaving her home, but now feels perhaps she must, for the sake of her children and grandchildren. She is full of anxious thoughts these days. At the moment, even the park is closed to women.

Her short story, ‘The Blue Sky of Kabul’, was published in translation from Pashto in Psyche in 2023.

 

Nilofar

Nilofar and her brother and sister finally did get passports and left to live in Iran as refugees again. They hoped their stay in Iran would be short, and they might proceed to another country, but they were in Iran eight months, living in a small hotel in Tehran, unable to work. Nilofar kept in touch with Atifa and Fatima, also recent arrivals in Iran, but they lived in three different cities and could never meet. Nilofar and her siblings left Iran in the last days of 2023, and have just arrived in Islamabad, Pakistan.

Nilofar’s story, ‘Continue Watching’, was published in translation from Dari in the Winter 2023 issue of Brick magazine.

 

Nora

Nora and her family managed to move to Germany after seven months in the refugee camp in Spain. They are in Hamburg and are happy to be there. The children already speak very good German and Nora now feels comfortable operating in German, though she continues to strive for the next level of language qualification. Once she has this, she will be able to apply to a medical school to find out how many years of study she will need to convert her medical qualifications. She hopes that in three years’ time she will be able to work again as a doctor. The family lives in central Hamburg and Nora’s parents and sisters also live in the city. She still writes. That’s what keeps her going, she says.

 

Parand

Parand is now living in Kunduz with her husband. They are increasingly careful to keep a low profile; Parand dresses in full black chadari and tries not to be seen much in public. She is still able to work: she and all her female colleagues must work from home now, although their working days are disrupted by long power cuts. Parand struggles with the restrictions on her freedom. She continues writing under her long-term pen name, Parand, sometimes feeling sad that none of her creative work has ever appeared in her own name.

Her short story, ‘Breaking News’, was published in translation from Dari by Critical Muslim and in Moveable Type in 2024.

 

Rana

Rana and her family live in a large house in Melbourne that can fit them all, very happy to have been able to stay together. They now have permanent residency in Australia. They found it strange at first needing to smile and say hello to people on the street – even men! – although there was no one they really knew in Australia but each other. Now, they are slowly getting used to the local customs, attending English classes and also meeting other Afghans in Australia. Rana is teaching Pashto to Afghan women, on a voluntary basis. Once she has completed her English classes, she hopes to find paid work, and is determined to keep writing. Rana turns thirty this year.

 

Sadaf

Sadaf still lives in Kabul. She continues to work as a teacher, a job she loves, now teaching girls and boys in primary school. She is newly married, after an eight-month engagement. During her engagement, she was apprehensive about what married life would be like, but now she is very happy. It’s going well.

 

Samira

Eleven months after she arrived in France, Samira gave birth to her first child. She is in Bordeaux, France, with her husband and young son. It has been difficult to continue her French-language classes with a baby, but she tries to keep learning on YouTube. She likes to go to the seaside whenever she can. Girls don’t get taught to swim in Afghanistan, she says, but she finds it calming just to walk along the beach, watching the sea. Samira hopes to go back to university one day and, with all the professors of Persian literature in France, to learn to read and translate Rumi.

She rejoined the Untold writers’ group in 2023.

 

Zainab

In September 2022, Zainab and her husband were able to travel onward from the camp in Abu Dhabi, becoming refugees in Abbotsford, British Columbia, Canada. Zainab likes Canada. She feels it is a place where multiculturalism and freedom are in practice; people are allowed to bring their cultures with them and be themselves, she says. It’s a lovely city she lives in, too, with trees everywhere and clean air. She’s learning English, which she hopes will help her find a job. Her husband, who was a video editor back in Afghanistan, is currently working installing shelving in supermarkets. Zainab volunteers as an interpreter and translator for other Afghan refugees who are struggling. She hopes one day to write in English, too, but will begin with stories of Aghan women and girls because, she says, those stories aren’t over yet. She still writes every day.

Zainab’s short story, ‘The Hotel’, was published in translation from Dari in Pen Transmissions in 2023.

 

—

 

Two books of the group’s collective writing have been published previous to this one. They are My Pen Is the Wing of a Bird (MacLehose Press, 2022) and Rising After the Fall (Scholastic, 2023). My Pen Is the Wing of a Bird was a finalist for the Jan Michalski Prize 2022 and has been translated into Korean, Japanese and Ukrainian. The writers continue to meet regularly as a group.
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