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Prologue

Can you buy me?” I asked the Iranian filmmaker who had been documenting my life for three years. Now, it seemed her protagonist was about to be sold into marriage. What a terrible ending for a documentary.

“You have six months before your wedding,” my mother said. Enough time to plan my escape.






1

War and Hope

Why are you smiling, Sonita?” Latif, my older sister, asked me quietly. She didn’t want to interrupt Baba, my father, who was praying from the Quran out loud as if God had fallen asleep. I cannot fully recall how many times Baba begged Allah to stop the war that visited us more often than God himself.

Bang! Bang! As the bullets were released, one after another, our dead, dark basement came to life, my family’s hearts beating faster than the heart of the mighty war in the corner of our neighborhood. Baba cried God’s name repeatedly, without even thinking that maybe God would not pay us a visit because it was curfew time, or maybe he did try to come to rescue us but the Taliban shot him for breaking their rules. After all, Afghanistan could not have two rulers.

“Oh, look at this one!” Razeq, my older brother, whispered in my ear. He placed his hands in front of the gas lamp to make a shadow animal, which brought me a smile and a feeling of calm. It was the third or the fourth night we’d left our warm mattresses. We hid in the farthest corner of the moldy, dark basement so the bullets that once had opened my brother Naser’s chest and wounded him would not find us.

Unlike the last time, Razeq did not cover my ears when gunshots reverberated. By now, some of us had gotten used to the war roaring outside, threatening our lives. I think Razeq was the only one who wasn’t scared. He said God’s name only when Baba was reading his lips. Dear God, you are the mighty God who gave life to us, so take it if you wish, but forgive our sins. Baba said a similar prayer for everyone, even me. I was told that although I was a child of five, the youngest, who had committed no sins, Baba included my name anyway.

Nana, my mother, stopped praying and sat next to me, with Zia, my sister, fastening her arms around both of us. It wasn’t cold, but she shivered. I felt a little safer when I was near her but also hungry and sleepy.

As a young child, I could not fully understand the role of seconds, minutes, and hours, but while we were locked in the basement, it felt as if one of the bullets hit the clock and caused it to stop. The little gas lamp, the only light in the darkness, was running out of life. Unlike other nights, we heard no dogs barking and no crickets singing. Even the moon was hidden behind the clouds; fear was everywhere. The last bullets were on their way to hit buildings, birdhouses, humans, children, and even the souls flying in the sky looking for peace. I heard no more gunshots. The hope that had once escaped us found its way into the empty basement again, letting us know that there was a possibility we would still be living tomorrow.

[image: ]

In the morning the next day, I woke up to the sound of Nana’s old sewing machine, probably making my dress for Eid. The holiday of Eid, the biggest celebration for Muslims, could bring light to darkness, happiness to sad people, joy to broken hearts, and peace between bloody enemies. On that day, no one could distinguish poor from rich and rich from poor. Everyone was dressed so neatly and treated equally by passersby.

I could hear Latif and Zia walking in the front yard of the house arguing about who would clean and cook. “Why don’t you ask Zaher to clean?” Zia asked a question that could never be forgotten, since she repeated it so often. Like always, she was frustrated with Zaher, our youngest brother, who was privileged just because he was a boy.

This was probably the reason why each time Zia saw a shooting star she screamed, “I want to be a boy!”—a sentence that she had learned from Latif, who had learned it from Aziz, my oldest sister. I learned it from Zia. But would I ever wish to be a boy?

“Washing your face with some cold water will help you to wake up,” Nana yelled from the other side of the common room. I wanted to sleep more. Everything looked so calm, as if the war that had happened last night was just a nightmare.

Baba knew that leaving the house meant walking alongside the Taliban fighters who had sent bullets our way the night before. He and my brothers were searching for jobs, which were becoming scarce as the war was becoming more intense.

“I need you to try this on for me,” Nana said, as she connected pieces of fabric. The excitement of having a new dress encouraged me to leave my bed. The dress was just my size. It fit me better than the one that the famous tailor in our old neighborhood had made for me, which was still too big.

Nana could not read or write, and neither could the rest of us. But her measurements were flawless. She’d known my size by hugging me.

“Beautiful!” I told her. She was happy that I liked the dress so much.

A few days away from Eid we were as excited as if it were already here. The day before the holiday, our tablecloth would be decorated with all kinds of food from the city of Herat: dry and fresh fruits, cookies, roasted nuts, and Nana’s homemade bread, qalef, which was worth waiting for, even for a year.

Eid was home; my dress was proof of its arrival. I kept looking at myself in the large mirror in Razeq’s room. The secret room. Its four walls were covered with long plain curtains, but behind them was a new, colorful world forbidden by the Taliban—and Baba.

Nana knew of the room; I think everyone knew the secret except Baba. There were posters of Bollywood actresses with no hijabs, swans in the shape of a heart, pictures of sunsets with two or more lovers kissing, pictures of nature, pictures of blue seas, and pictures of the Afghan music icon Ahmad Zahir, with his beautiful dark hair. Pictures of practically everything that was banned in Afghanistan.

The Taliban had made it clear that if they found posters not related to Islam, the sinner would be punished and executed in public. There was enough evidence on Razeq’s walls to bring an end to his life. This fact had worried Nana, who lectured Razeq about the consequences of disobeying the Taliban’s rules. She told him about the importance of listening to the Quran and praying five times a day. Razeq’s ears, however, were closed doors.

I was still looking at my reflection in the cracked mirror when I heard someone knocking on the door. I ran, so excited to show my new dress to whoever was there. It was Razeq with his girlfriend, Marjan, whom he loved more than God, as he once said out loud. Baba soon made him pay for the statement. She was about fifteen years old, one year younger than Razeq. Nana believed the age gap was too small, as men usually married women at least three years younger. But Razeq didn’t care about any of that; even if Marjan had been older than him, he would have loved her just the same.

Nana never liked it when Marjan visited. She was scared of Marjan’s little brother, maybe two years older than me, who sometimes escorted her to our house. This time he was not there. Razeq had probably escorted her.

“Salaam, Marjan,” said Latif, kissing her on the cheeks. Marjan looked at me and said, “Kokosto, you look stunning!” She always called me by my nickname, which means laughing dove. “You will see my dress too—the same color!” said Marjan as Razeq guided her into the room.

“Come in!” Razeq made his way back to us in the front yard. He grabbed me by my hands and began to spin me, then let go. I walked around the yard trying to find my balance, the whole yard spinning around me. Shlup! I fell to the ground. “Ha-ha!” I could hear him laugh. This was his favorite part of the game. He laughed and laughed, making his way to the well to wash his dusty face and hands with cold, fresh water.

“Did you leave work again?” Nana asked Razeq.

“Shush, Marjan is here, Nana,” Razeq whispered, so Marjan wouldn’t learn that he was going to be in trouble. He knew that convincing Nana wasn’t easy; it took time and energy. He wanted to focus on Marjan.

“You are such a bad influence on your single sisters,” Nana said. “If you break the rules, leave work, or lie one more time, I will help your father to break your bones.”

“Deal!” said Razeq, knowing that Nana would always have his back, no matter what. He cleaned his face with her long scarf and swiftly found his way toward the room.

I was surprised that Latif didn’t frown on the extra work of making tea for them on top of her assigned duties for the day. I think she loved Marjan, or maybe it’s better to say she loved any visitors, since she wasn’t allowed to go outside to make friends.

Latif filled the old tea kettle with water and put it on the two shoulders of the fire pit. She added some more wood, put the match under the plastic bag to start the fire, and began to blow the part of the wood that had caught on fire.

“This careless boy is going to put all of us in danger one day,” Nana said quietly to herself.

We could hear Razeq and Marjan laugh. I wished I could be in the room with them. Latif probably wished she could experience love too. She was allowed to fall in love only with the characters of Bollywood movies, the people that we called “unreal people.”

Once, Aziz asked about Nana’s love story. “There was no love,” Nana said. “Your Baba built my father a house; in return, your grandfather gave me to your father. I was exchanged for a house.” That short sentence ended her story, as if her life had ended when she was sold into marriage.

“But don’t hate your grandfather,” she continued. “He did what everyone else did—marrying their daughters at a young age to someone they did not know. It did not matter if there was love between them or not because the love will eventually come after marriage.” Nana repeated her usual response to questions about love.

I knew Nana was lying to Aziz. She was married to Baba for years, had eight kids, and still did not love or like him. She could barely handle sleeping next to him. Sometimes she would use me as a block to put between herself and Baba.

As I listened, I struggled with the wooden doll—my first— that Latif once taught me to make. “Let me help you,” she said. She shortened the stick that was supposed to hold the head, hands, and legs. The doll was a collection of small pieces of fabric from Nana’s sewing, meant to show all the characteristics that a homemade doll could have. After Latif’s last touch on the doll’s hair, I ran to the other room and played. Then I heard Zaher and Latif speaking of Uncle Ghani. There was nothing more fun than going to Uncle’s house, eating chocolate, and watching movies on the black and white TV! Those Bollywood movies once inspired Baba to make me the black sheep in the family by naming me Sonita, while all my siblings had names from the Quran.

When we arrived at Uncle Ghani’s house, Baba reminded me to kiss Uncle’s hand to pay respect to him. He was close to Baba’s age but had fewer gray hairs. If I was with Baba and Uncle, people would think that Baba was my grandfather and Uncle was my father.

After we greeted each other, we were guided to the common room on the first floor, where we usually did the weekly gathering. A few minutes passed, and Uncle’s older daughter, Latif’s close friend, brought tea and chocolate.

It was time to forget the outside world. Uncle and his older son, Hasan, brought down the TV from the roof. Nana; Latif; Khala Zarifa, Uncle Ghani’s wife; and her two older daughters began to cover all the windows. The light of the TV was a great risk as it was banned. The moment Uncle turned it on, the women quit gossiping, elders rushed their prayers, boys stopped playing, and I stopped looking for chocolate. We fixed our eyes on the black-and-white screen. Sometimes it made us feel as if we had nothing, but at the same time, we had everything, just to see a different world.

“So handsome!” Latif said about the leading man. Then she lowered her voice; she had to watch what she said. The whole room was silent, allowing the movie to take us under its spell. None of us spoke Hindi, but we followed the story through gestures and facial expressions.

Baba sat with me and Uncle in the first row. Even though he hated to see women with no hijabs, he had to finish the movie just to see the result of all the drama.

“Who were the Taliban fighting last night?” asked Uncle, as if Baba were on the front lines of the battle.

“Probably Ismael Khan’s supporters, not sure,” Baba said.

“It’s a little weird that I don’t hear gunshots tonight,” said Uncle.

“It’s because the Taliban won, and the city is under their control, so why should they waste bullets?”

Then Uncle said to Baba: “The reason that I asked you to bring your family here tonight is that this will be our last gathering, Payandeh. As you noticed, we sold most of our belongings to be able to pay a smuggler to take us to Iran.”

“But where will you go?” Baba asked. “At least here you have a place to hide or shelter.”

Uncle told my father that they were leaving because they couldn’t always hide. “We want to live and breathe freely,” he said. “Look at the people on TV; don’t you want to live like them? In peace?”

Then he continued: “Iran isn’t too far from us. The smuggler will take us there in a few days.”

I think everyone in the room could hear them talk. If someone wanted both of them to shut up, they had to have the courage to ask the elders to keep quiet; therefore, the conversation went on and on until I fell asleep.

I realized the movie was over when I awoke on the back of my older brother Naser, walking on the muddy roads that led back to our house. The stars looked so bright, as if they were just born. The only thing I could hear were the sounds of crickets, footsteps, and the conversation between Baba and Nana. They spoke of Uncle’s upcoming journey in guilty voices, as if the Taliban could hear of the plan.

“In the public shower, I heard a lot of stories of people making it to Iran,” said Nana to Baba. “It sounds like it is much safer than here.” I wasn’t sure whether she said that because she was trying to help Baba feel better about the long journey Uncle had ahead of him or because she was telling Baba to follow the same path. If that was Nana’s plan, did it mean that we would live like the people we saw in the movies?
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Ranjita

At the beginning of a new day, I could hear the boys playing outside. I felt lonely, like Baba’s God. Hoping for some distraction, I opened the front door of our house, and I saw a little girl seated by the door of the house next to ours. Her mother had been the lady who first told Nana about Iran. She, her husband, and the little girl had lived in Iran before rushing back to Afghanistan to take care of her sick parents.

I liked her mother, but the little girl was hard to understand. I could see why all the boys and girls at the Masjid Safid (White Mosque) laughed at her and didn’t seem to like her; she wasn’t one of us. She looked too clean, with brushed hair, and no marks of food dripping on her clothing nor dry spots on her skin, something that every winter left on my face and hands. Besides her strange appearance, her funny Iranian accent widened the gap between us. She called her Nana “Mamani” and her Baba “Aqaei.”

The day before, I had joined all the kids in laughing at her for annoying our boring religious teacher, the Akhund. He wouldn’t let any girls without a scarf into God’s house. There were about twenty-five of us in the mosque, mostly boys. Unlike us girls, they had the freedom to be friends with other boys, or even girls. But girls had to stay away from boys to avoid being punished by the Akhund and their parents.

Each day I failed to find a friend. I had no expectation that that day would be different. I looked down toward the end of our long alley and saw only boys playing marbles. One of the boys I saw was Beshir—though he called himself Shir Khan. I disliked him so much for always excluding me from games just because I was a girl. How could I make friends? Most of the girls in our neighborhood had to stay at home to learn how to cook and clean.

I was about to close the door and go back inside when I saw something unique. I couldn’t believe it. The little girl had the doll that I had always wanted to have—with long blond hair, a short dress, and beautiful, long, removable boots. It was her, my dream doll! I had seen her when Nana took me shopping one day, but she thought I didn’t deserve the doll since I said bad words right after promising her not to, and I ate too much chocolate when there was any to eat. I didn’t brush my hair, I did my chores only when I felt like it, and most important, I protested each time Baba or Nana asked me to go to the mosque to learn the Quran.

I stood by the door and watched the girl closely. I ran inside the house, grabbed the doll that Latif had made, and met her back outside. The dolls could not have been more different. My wooden doll was more like a domestic Afghan woman; hers, more like a foreigner. Like her.

The girl greeted me first. “Salaam. What is the name of your doll?” she asked.

What was the name of my doll? She had no name. I didn’t care, because as soon as she married, she would be nameless, like Aziz and Nana. I still didn’t know Nana’s name. Everyone called her by my oldest brother’s name, “Naser’s mom,” or “the wife of Mullah Payandeh.” No one used her name; probably by then, Nana had forgotten her name too.

“What’s your doll’s name?” I asked her. When my shadow provided some shade, she stopped squinting her eyes and said, “Saara.”

Then I asked her, “What is your name?”

“Ranjita.”

Oh! Finally, I remembered. Ranjita stood up, and her head came to my shoulder. It was my first time realizing that she was much smaller than me.

“You can play there, and I will play here.” She drew an imaginary line on her carpet and invited me to play with her. “What is your name?”

“Sonita,” I responded quickly, seeing that she had more toys than I could believe. “Do you want to exchange dolls just to play?” I asked.

I thought she might say no. Mine was a piece of wood. She did have legs, but not like Saara’s. She did not have shoes, a purse, golden hair, or most important, white skin, but she had a nice dress that was made from the leftovers of my Eid dress. Latif did such a great job sewing the dress for the doll, but it couldn’t come off, so she was stuck with one dress, unlike Saara.

After a few seconds, Ranjita put down my doll and began to dig into her bag to find more toys. I couldn’t understand: Nana told me that no kids in Herat had more than two or three toys. I couldn’t stop admiring the doll, her beautiful golden hair, so soft and silky, and her beautiful blue eyes. She had boobs too. Hers were better because my doll always needed some adjustment to make them both even. Still figuring out what to play with, Ranjita found more pencil colors—red, blue, yellow, and green, my favorite.

I knew she was more comfortable with the Iranian language, so out of curiosity, I picked a few toys to find out their names in the language that she mostly spoke. “How do you say ‘arosak’ in Iran?”

“Arosak,” she said. I was surprised that they called a doll a doll. I asked her to name the toys on the carpet, and only five or six of them had different names. I thought it was going to be easy to learn Persian, the Iranian language; maybe I could teach her more Hirati, my language.

While I was picking stuff from her toy bag so she could name them for me, I saw a sketchbook. I pointed at the flower and asked, “Did you draw that?”

“No, my Aqaei did that one, but I drew this flower.” Hers was not as beautiful as her father’s, but it was way better than what I could do.

“How about that one?” I pointed at the other page, which had a drawing of a tall tree, green with apples hanging from it. It looked like the trees in the farms in Shadijan village. That’s where we usually went with family to help with the harvest, and in return, our relatives would give us full buckets of Fakhri grapes, pomegranates, sugar apples, and many other types of fruit.

So many beautiful drawings! Suddenly I was less interested in Ranjita’s doll and more interested in her; she was full of creativity. It was my first time seeing a child hold a pen to create. “Wow, I have never seen this color before, and that, and these, and those,” I said as I pointed. I understood how gray our lives were only when I saw all the colors in front of me.

“Do you know how to draw people?” I asked Ranjita.

“Yes, I do, do you?” I said no—I had never had a pencil to try; plus, it must be hard to draw people.

“Do you want me to draw you?” Ranjita asked me. I said yes instantly—I had never seen a drawing of myself before—not even a photograph.

She found the best spot and directed me to stand there, near the wall. “Don’t move, I need to see half of your face,” she said. I could see her from the corner of my eye, moving back and forth. I was standing in the middle of the skinny alley, facing the house at the end, where the boys were shouting at each other and complaining about the other team cheating.

“It’s done,” she said. “Close your eyes.” I followed her command, and she took me near the cemetery wall located in front of our houses and told me to open my eyes. I looked at her hands and the ground, expecting to see a piece of paper with my image on it. “Look at the wall,” said Ranjita, seeing my confusion. I looked at the wall of their house, and there it was—my profile. My hair was longer, but the rest of the drawing felt right to me. I wished it were on a piece of paper so I could keep it forever.

“Can I try it too?” I asked her. “Will you teach me?”

“Yes, it’s very easy. Make me stand where the sun gives you a better image of my profile, and then pick a pen and draw around the lines of the shadow on the wall,” said Ranjita.

“Wow, where did you learn that?” I asked.

“I learned it in Mahde Kodak,” she said.

“What is a Mahde Kodak?”

“Where children go to learn counting, drawing, and many other things,” she said.

Now I knew why she was so different from all of us: she was educated. I was so excited about my first drawing lesson. It was fun, and although I struggled with the hair, I enjoyed the struggle.

“Done!” I said. Ranjita stepped back and I stood next to her. “We’re facing each other!” she said, smiling with satisfaction. Then Ranjita put all the colored pencils in front of me and told me to pick one. She gave me the color I picked, green. I couldn’t believe it. On top of giving me a big smile, she also gave me a blank piece of paper so I could unleash my imagination.

[image: Two silhouetted figures face each other against a light background, one taller and one shorter, suggesting an interaction between them. The taller figure appears on the left, and the shorter figure on the right.]

My friend, Ranjita

I was looking at the pencil and trying to find a way to thank her when Latif interrupted me. She didn’t seem happy to see me finding a friend, because she knew from now on, it would be even harder for me to complete my chores on time. I grabbed my doll to leave.

“We can draw flowers tomorrow,” said Ranjita, assuring me that we were going to hang out again.

[image: ]

The beginning of the new week meant deep cleaning for everyone—and there was no hot water at home. The only place that would be satisfying to Nana, Latif, and maybe Zia, was the public shower that Ata, Aziz’s husband, owned. Aziz was assigned to run it when it was open to women. The public shower would be open to men early in the morning, and after men, it was open to women, who had to be escorted there by a man.

I never understood the point of walking such a long distance to wash only to be covered by dust again on the way home because of the strong winds that blew dirt from the ground into the air. I looked dirtier after coming back from the public shower.

“Move it, my sister, you don’t want to miss seeing the women of Herat naked,” said Razeq. Baba stopped his morning prayer, looking at Razeq with disappointment. Now he had the image of naked women in his mind while he was imagining himself to be at the Kaaba, God’s house, which he and Nana dreamed of visiting one day.

“If you see Marjan, tell her ‘dooset daram’ [I love you],” Razeq whispered in my ear, trying not to interrupt Baba’s prayers again. Then he whispered the same thing to Latif, thinking that she would be a more reliable person than me to deliver such an important message.

On the way to the shower, we saw a few passersby—farmers rushing to sell their fruits before they started to look bad under the heat of the sun. Then Razeq said saw a car full of Taliban fighters parked in the far distance. “Motherfuckers,” he said.

Nana smacked him and said: “You don’t believe in God, you don’t respect your father’s opinion, you curse inside and outside the house. What should I do with you, stupid boy? Your thoughts and language can kill you and me. For once, be like one of us; stop questioning and obey if you want to stay alive.”

“That is actually leading us to a good point,” Razeq said. “I don’t want to be one of you. I don’t want to live in fear anymore, Nana!” I felt sadness in my brother’s words. Nana no longer argued. She slowed down, and once again, Razeq and I were ahead of everyone.

“Kokosto, don’t let Nana, Baba, or the Taliban motherfuckers tell you how to think,” he mumbled. “And don’t let them stop you from cursing. It makes you feel free. If you ever encounter a bully, tell them ‘Fuck your mother.’”

“Fuck your mother,” I repeated, so I could remember to tell that to the bully of our alley, Shir Khan.

When we arrived at the public shower, Razeq left. “Salaam, Nana,” Aziz greeted us. “How are you all doing? How is Baba?” Her face was not the way I remembered. Nana kissed Aziz on her left cheek, which had fewer bruises, and said nothing, as if she knew the story.

But Latif asked, “Who did that to you this time?” Instead of answering, Aziz gave us lollipops and changed the conversation. It wasn’t too hard to guess who did it. It was probably Amid again, Aziz’s brother-in-law, who often caused Aziz pain. Ata had given Amid permission to beat Aziz if she misbehaved. For Amid, Aziz was a punching bag that had to endure his anger.

I had seen Amid beating Aziz a few months earlier. I don’t remember the reason why he was screaming, but I clearly remember him dropping his bike on Aziz’s head. She didn’t cry, since her voice was just another form of misbehavior.

I had realized how deeply she was wounded when her blood dripped on the ground of our house. Nana did everything to stop it but failed. Aziz hadn’t slept that night and kept us all awake. She walked back and forth as Nana and Latif held her arm. She cried from pain, or maybe something else that I didn’t understand. She kept walking and walking until something dropped from between her legs.

In the morning, when I woke up, she was asleep and several blankets covered her. Nana gave me a black plastic bag to bury somewhere in the cemetery in front of our house. The bag smelled like blood. I took it and left the house. My curious mind stole my patience, and soon I found a place in the cemetery where I could sit down and see what was in the bag. My small and weak hands failed to open the knots, so I ripped the bag open, and suddenly the blood found its way onto the dusty ground. In the bag were big pieces of meat, and between them was a human baby. The baby’s eyes were closed, the head was so small, the fingers were not separated yet.

I felt sick, like throwing up from the smell and what I had found in the bag. Soon the smell of blood attracted three or four homeless dogs. They ran so fast toward me that I had just a few seconds to make a smart move before they attacked me. I ran toward the wall that was near our house, forgetting about the baby. There was no need for me to jump: the dogs stopped at the plastic bag and ate Aziz’s baby.

I felt a mix of everything—fear, disgust, sadness. I couldn’t look at the dogs, licking the ground with blood around their mouths. I ran to the Karbar, the river near our house, and sat in the shallow part of it, waiting for the disgust to leave my body.

Now, here at the shower, Aziz gave me another lollipop. I had missed seeing her. Unlike Latif, she was always okay with me making a mess, getting into trouble, and going to the Karbar. Zia and I always enjoyed being assigned to go to Aziz’s house to take care of her baby daughter, Nasim, while Ata was busy at work or at the gambling parties organized by his brother Amid.

Although Aziz wasn’t Amid’s wife, she had to do whatever he asked. Usually, she had to cook and clean nonstop. Running the shower was probably her favorite job.

Like Nana, Aziz had also married young. I’m not sure at what age since we don’t have a record of ages in my family, but Nana thinks it was the winter when I was born. Aziz thinks she was probably fourteen when she married—two years older than Nana had been. Nana was so young when she married that she didn’t understand her relation to Baba. She called him Uncle for a long time, until someone helped her understand that Baba was her husband, not her uncle.

“Let’s go before the water gets cold.” Latif and I led the way. I liked going to the shower, not to wash, but to find girls my age to play with.

“Oh, it’s our neighbor,” Latif said, walking toward a lady sitting down with a girl my age. Ranjita! I began to walk faster. “Salaam, Khala Afsalneh,” Latif said to Ranjita’s mother. I wasn’t surprised that Latif called her Aunt, because she was friendly with everyone and made them feel like a family member. Soon Nana and Zia joined us. Nana put the bucket down to fill it with water and began to speak with Ranjita’s mother.

She had skin as white as snow—something that every girl wished to have in Afghanistan. And she had big breasts, which Zia and I wished to have. Next to Ranjita’s mother, Nana appeared to be an old woman with breasts that were like two deflated balloons.

Ranjita and I began to chase each other in the shower, even though it was dangerous to run on the slippery floor. “Sit down, you two, before you break your heads,” screamed one of the ladies from the other side of the shower. We went inside one of the smaller stalls, covering ourselves with suds from too much shampoo. It was so much fun, not being able to see through the suds and searching for the pool of water in which to rinse them off.

Soon Ranjita left, and we got ready to leave too. Latif helped me to put on my dress and pants. I went outside to meet Razeq. “Kiss Baba’s hand for me,” Aziz said. “I’ll see you all soon!”

As we were walking home, I saw kids with the Siparah and the Quran all rushing in one direction. “I heard you are going to the mosque again to learn Siparah,” Razeq said to me while watching the children going to the mosque. “I’m not going back,” I told him angrily, not being happy about what Nana and Baba had planned for my day. The same thing!

The difference between the public shower and the mosque was that the mosque was painted white, as opposed to the shower’s dark brown. Through a window, the light of the sun could shine to help the children see their lessons. But sometimes we didn’t need the light because we had to memorize our lessons, so we could recite them with our eyes open or closed.

On my first day at the mosque, the Akhund beat three or four children who couldn’t read their lessons properly. The day after, I was next, so I started to hate learning. I hated the Akhund too, and his stick that always made one of us cry.

“What does the stupid Akhund teach you that the streets can’t?” Razeq asked. “For him, you are just a mynah bird that can learn to speak, not to think. ‘Aleph, Beh, now repeat after me’—isn’t this what he teaches you? He fills your head with useless lessons and beliefs so you won’t have room to learn useful stuff.” I was happy that Nana was walking in front of us and couldn’t hear.

Nana put a scarf on my head, gave me the Siparah to go to the mosque, and disappeared with the rest into our alley. A few kids entered the mosque while I stood by the door, thinking about which direction to go. All the excitement was happening on the other side of the Karbar, so close, and yet it seemed impossible to cross the water. Still, the other side of the Karbar was looking fresh, green. I took my first step into the cold water. With the second step and third, the cold ran throughout my body. I could see the little rocks on the bottom of the river. It was time for her, the river, to relax.

Greenland, the name I gave to the other side of the river, was so close. I took more steps; the pureness of the water turned blurry, and I could no longer see my feet. The water climbed up my body as I moved forward. Moving took more and more energy. I was cold and scared, but I decided to take another step forward. I lifted up my foot and brought it down to land in the same depth of water, but my foot couldn’t find the body of the river to touch. Agitated, afraid, and alone, I was pushed into the deeper part of the river.

I felt as if the hole on the river’s surface was a mouth, opened up to swallow me. I was struggling to keep my mouth and nose above the water; I tried and tried. I surprised the river with the desire I had for living, and the river surprised me with the amount of fight it put against my will. My shoes were long gone; I could feel that the river was winning.

I was letting my hands and feet relax when my feet hit the ground. The moment my head was above water, I began to cough so much that my ears and eyes hurt. I couldn’t breathe, even though I was on the surface with the air around me. I don’t recall if anyone was there to ask for help. I just dragged my body onto the sand and waited to catch my breath, thinking, What will Nana say about losing my shoes? What will Latif say about looking dirty again?

Once I could walk, I headed home. When I opened the entrance door, Latif stared at me in disbelief. “You were much cleaner before going to the shower this morning,” she said. “I’m gonna kill you and bury you by that sewage river!” Latif went on and on, not knowing that the river already had tried to kill me. She always wanted me to look good and presentable on the outside, not knowing that inside I felt scared and bad.

That day I learned that we never looked into each other’s eyes to see the fear or happiness present in them. We never asked each other, “How are you feeling?” Latif tried so hard to keep me looking clean on the outside because neighbors judged each other by what they wore and how they looked, and never knew how they felt inside.
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Nana often came up with various kidnapping stories to prevent me from leaving the house. But now she wanted me to go outside and play instead of teaching Latif and Zia how to draw flowers, which was distracting them from their duties. With the leftovers of the green pencil, Zia had
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