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[ONE

“I can read that letter as well as father can,” whispered Parvana into
the folds of her chador.

“Well, almost.”

She didn’t dare say those words out loud. The man sitting beside
her father would not want to hear her voice. Nor would anyone else
in the Kabul market. Parvana was there only to help her father walk to
the market and back home again after work. She sat well back on the
blanket, her head and most of her face covered by her chador.

She wasn’t really supposed to be outside at all. The Taliban had
ordered all the girls and women in Afghanistan to stay inside their
homes. They even forbade girls to go to school. Parvana had had to
leave her sixth grade class, and her sister Nooria was not allowed to
go to her high school. Their mother had been kicked out of her job as
a writer for a Kabul radio station. For more than a year now, they had
all been stuck inside one room, along with five-year-old Maryam and
two-year-old Ali.

Parvana did get out for a few hours most days to help her father
walk. She was always glad to go outside, even though it meant sitting for
hours on a blanket spread over the hard ground of the market- place.
At least it was something to do. She had even got used to holding her
tongue and hiding her face.

She was small for her eleven years. As a small girl, she could usually
get away with being outside without being questioned.

LINU

— Pot si eu sa citesc scrisoarea, la fel ca tata, a soptit Parvana printre
faldurile chador-ului'.

»Sau aproape ca el”

Nu avea curajul sd rosteasca aceste cuvinte cu voce tare. Barbatul care
statea jos langa tatal ei n-ar fi vrut sd o audd pe ea vorbind. $i nici nimeni
altcineva din toatd piata din Kabul. Parvana se afla acolo numai ca sa-1 ajute
pe tatdl ei si meargd pand la piata si inapoi acasa, dupa ce-si termina treaba.
Stitea pe paturd, la micd distantd, cu capul si mare parte din fatd acoperite
de val.

Ea n-ar fi trebuit, de fapt, sa iasa deloc din casa. Talibanii’ ordonaserd ca
toate fetele si femeile din Afganistan si stea acasa. Fetelor le interzisesera si
sd mearga la scoald. Parvana trebuise sa renunte la clasa a sasea, iar Nooria,
sora ei mai mare, nu mai avea voie s meargd la liceu. Mama lor fusese datd
afara de la radioul din Kabul, locul de muncd unde lucra ca redactor. De
aproape un an, ramasesera blocate intr-o camerd, impreuna cu Maryam,
care avea cinci ani, si cu Ali, care avea doi ani.

In majoritatea zilelor, Parvana iesea citeva ore afara, ca si-I ajute pe tatal
ei sa mearga. [i plaicea mereu sa iasa, chiar daci asta insemna sa stea ore in
sit pe o paturd intinsd direct pe pamantul tare din piata. Macar avea ceva de
facut. Se obignuise sa tacd si sd-si ascunda fata.

Fra micé de statura pentru cei unsprezece ani ai ei. Fiind inca un copil, de
obicei putea iesi fara sa fie luata la intrebari.

' Articol vestimentar purtat de femeile iraniene, ca un fel de mantie care acopera tot corpul,
dar lasa chipul descoperit (n. red.).

" Grupare militara care a preluat controlul in Kabul si Afganistan in 1996 si a fost inldturata
dela putere in 2001, atunci cind a fost publicatd i prima editie a cértii de fatd. Intre timp, de
la sfarsitul lunii august 2021, talibanii au revenit la putere in Afganistan (n. red.).
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“Lneed this'gir] te.help me walk, her father would tell any Talib who
asked, pointing to his leg. He had lost the Jower part of his leg when the
high school he was teaching in was bombed. His insides had been hurt
somehow, too. He was often tired.

“I have no son at home, except for an infant,” he would explain.
Parvana would slump down further on the blanket and try to make
herself look smaller. She was afraid to look up at the soldiers. She had
seen what they did, especially to women, the way they would whip and
beat someone they thought should be punished.

Sitting in the marketplace day after day, she had seen a lot. When the
Taliban were around, what she wanted most of all was to be invisible.

Now the customer asked her father to read his letter again. “Read it
slowly, so that I can remember it for my family.”

Parvana would have liked to get a letter. Mail delivery had recently
started again in Afghanistan, after years of being disrupted by war. Many
of her friends had fled the country with their families. She thought they
were in Pakistan, but she wasn’t sure, so she couldn’t write to them. Her
own family had moved so often because of the bombing that her friends
no longer knew where she was. “Afghans cover the earth like stars cover
the sky,” her father often said.

Her father finished reading the man’s letter a second time. The
customer thanked him and paid. “T will look for you when it is time to
write a reply.”

Most people in Afghanistan could not read or write. Parvana was
one of the lucky ones. Both of her parents had been to university, and
they believed in education for everyone, even girls.

Customers came and went as the afternoon wore on. Most spoke
Dari, the same language Parvana spoke best. When a customer spoke
Pashtu, she could recognize most of it, but not all. Her parents could
speak English, too. Her father had gone to university in England. That
was a long time ago.

The market was a very busy place. Men shopped for their families,
and peddlers hawked their goods and services. Some, like the tea shop,
had their own stalls. With such a big urn and so many trays of cups, it
had to stay in one place. Tea boys ran back and forth into the labyrinth
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— Am nevoie de fata asta, s ma ajute sa merg, ii spunea tatal ei oricarui
taliban care il intreba, ardtand spre piciorul lui.

Ramisese fard partea de jos a piciorului atunci cand liceul unde preda
fusese bombardat. Lovitura ii provocase dureri si pe dinduntru. De multe
ori, se simtea obosit.

— Nu mai am niciun fiu acas, doar un prunc, explica el.

Parvana se trantea la loc pe pdtura si incerca sa para si mai mica. li era
fricd si se uite in sus la soldati. Vazuse si ea ce facusera, mai ales femeilor, felul
in care ii biciuiau si ii biteau pe cei despre care credeau ci trebuie pedepsiti.

Stand in piata zi de zi, fusese martord la multe. Cand se aflau prin preajma
talibanii, cel mai tare isi dorea sa se facd invizibila.

Apoi, clientul l-a rugat pe tatal ei sa-i mai citeascd o datd scrisoarea.

— Citeste-o rar, ca s-o tin minte pentru familia mea.

Si Parvanei i-ar fi plicut sd primeascd o scrisoare. Posta incepuse sa
functioneze iar in Afganistan, dupa ani de zile in care fusese intreruptd din
cauza razboiului. Multi dintre prietenii ei fugisera din tard cu familiile lor.
Fa credea ca sunt in Pakistan, dar nu era sigura, asa ca nu le putea scrie.
Chiar si familia ei se mutase atat de des din cauza bombardamentelor, incat
prietenii ei nici nu mai stiau unde se afla ea. ,Afganii s-au imprastiat prin
lume precum stelele pe cer’, spunea adesea tatdl ei.

Tata i-a mai citit omului o datd scrisoarea. Clientul i-a multumit sii-a platit.

— Te mai caut eu cand va fi vremea sa-i raspund.

Majoritatea oamenilor din Afganistan nu stiau nici sa scrie, nici sa
citeascd. Parvana era printre cei norocosi. Parintii ei studiasera amandoi la
universitate si credeau cd educatia e foarte importantd pentru toata lumea,
chiar si pentru fete.

Clientii veneau si plecau pe mésura ce se scurgea dupd-amiaza. Majoritatea
vorbeau Dari, limba pe care Parvana o stia cel mai bine. Dacd un client vorbea
in Pashtu, fata intelegea in mare parte, dar nu tot. Parintii ei vorbeau si engleza.
Tatal ei facuse facultatea in Anglia. Dar asta fusese demult.

Piata era un loc foarte aglomerat. Birbatii ficeau cumpdrdturile pentru
familiile lor, iar vanzitorii ambulanti strigau ca sd-si vanda bunurile si
serviciile. Unii, cum era cel care vindea ceai, aveau propria lor pravalie. Cu
ceainicul dla mare si atitea tavi cu cesti, era mai bine pentru el sd stea intr-un
singur loc. Béietii care serveau ceaiul alergau incolo si incoace prin labirintul
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of the marketplade, carrying teactoccustomers who couldn’t leave their
own shops, then running back again with the empty cups. “I could do
that,” Parvana whispered. She’d like to be able to run around in the
market, to know its winding streets as well as she knew the four walls
of her home.

Her father turned to look at her. “I'd rather see you running around
a school yard.” He turned around again to call out to the passing men.
“Anything written! Anything read! Pashtu and Dari! Wonderful items
for sale!”

Parvana frowned. It wasn’t her fault she wasn’t in school! She would
rather be there, too, instead of sitting on this uncomfortable blanket,
her back and bottom getting sore. She missed her friends, her blue-and-
white school uniform, and doing new things each day.

History was her favorite subject, especially Afghan history. Everybody
had come to Afghanistan. The Persians came four thousand years ago.
Alexander the Great came, too, followed by the Greeks, Arabs, Turks,
British, and finally the Soviets. One of the conquerors, Tamerlane
from Samarkand, cut off the heads of his enemies and stacked them
in huge piles, like melons at a fruit stand. All these people had come to
Parvana’s beautiful country to try to take it over, and the Afghans had
kicked them all out again!

But now the country was ruled by the Taliban militia. They were
Afghans, and they had very definite ideas about how things should be
run. When they first took over the capital city of Kabul and forbade girls
to go to scheol, Parvana wasn't terribly unhappy. She had a test coming
up in arithmetic that she hadn’t prepared for, and she was in trouble
for talking in class again. The teacher was going to send a note to her
mother, but the Taliban took over first.

“What are you crying for?” she had asked Nooria, who couldn’t stop
sobbing. “I think a holiday is very nice.” Parvana was sure the Taliban
would let them go back to school in a few days. By then her teacher
would have forgotten all about sending a tattletale note to her mother.

“You're just stupid!” Nooria screamed at her. “l.eave me alone!”
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pietei, ducandu-le ceaiul clientilor care nu puteau pleca de la tarabele lor, iar
apoi alergau inapoi cu cestile goale.

— Si eu as putea face asta, a soptit Parvana.

I-ar fi placut sd alerge prin piata, sd cunoasca aleile intortocheate la fe} de
bine precum stia cei patru pereti ai casei sale.

Tata s-a intors spre ea.

— Mai degrabd mi-ar placea sd te vad alergand prin curtea scolii.

Apoi s-a Intors sa strige cdtre trecatori:

— Ceva de scris? Ceva de citit? In Pashtu si in Dari! Lucruri minunate
de vanzare!

Parvana s-a incruntat. Nu era vina ei ca nu se ducea la gcoald! Si ei i-ar
{i placut sd fie acolo, in loc si stea pe patura aia inconfortabila, care-i didea
dureri de spate. Ii era dor de prietenii ei, de uniforma scolar cu albastru si
alb; ii era dor sa faca lucruri noi in fiecare zi.

Istoria era materia ei preferata, mai ales istoria Afganistanului. Toata
lumea trecuse prin Afganistan. Persanii venisera acum patru mii de ani.
Alexandru cel Mare a venise i el, urmat de greci, arabi, turci, englezi si, in cele
din urma, de sovietici. Unul dintre cuceritori, Timur Lenk din Samarkand,
tdiase capetele dusmanilor si le infipsese in prajini lungi, ca pe niste pepeni
galbeni la o taraba cu fructe. Toti acesti oameni venisera in frumoasa tard a
Parvanei ca sa incerce sa o cucereasca, dar afganii ii alungasera pe toti!

Insd acum tara era condusi de militia talibanilor. Acestia erau afgani
si aveau idei foarte clare despre cum trebuia condusd lumea. Cand au
preluat prima oard capitala Kabul si le-au interzis fetelor sa mai mearga la
scoald, Parvana nu a fost neapdrat foarte tristd. Urma un test la aritmetica
pentru care nu se pregatise si daduse de necaz ftiindca vorbise iar in
timpul orei. Profesoara voia sa-i trimita mamei un biletel, dar talibanii i-au
incurcat planurile.

— De ce plangi? o intrebase pe Nooria, care nu se mai oprea din suspine.
Eu zic ¢a ne prinde bine o vacanta.

Parvana era sigurd cd talibanii le-ar fi lasat sa se intoarca la scoala dupa
cateva zile. Si, intre timp, profesoara ar fi uitat sd-i mai trimitd mamei
biletelul cu para.

— Esti proastd! i-a strigat Nooria. Lasd-md in pace!
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One of the difficulties of living with your whole family in one room
was that it was impossible to really leave anyone alone. Wherever Nooria
went, there was Parvana. And wherever Parvana went, there was Nooria.

Both of Parvana’s parents had come from old respected Afghan
families. With their education, they had earned high salaries. They had
had a big house with a courtyard, a couple of servants, a television set, a
refrigerator, a car. Nooria had had her own room. Parvana had shared
a room with her little sister, Maryam. Maryam chattered a lot, but she
thought Parvana was wonderful. It had certainly been wonderful to get
away from Nooria sometimes.

That house had been destroyed by a bomb. The family had moved
several times since then. Each time, they moved to a smaller place. Every
time their house was bombed, they lost more of their things. With each
bomb, they got poorer. Now they lived together in one small room.

There had been a war going on in Afghanistan for more than twenty
years, twice as long as Parvana had been alive.

At first it was the Soviets who rolled their big tanks into the country
and flew war planes that dropped bombs on villages and the countryside.

Parvana was born one month before the Soviets started going back
to their own country.

“You were such an ugly baby, the Soviets couldn’t stand to be in the
same country with you,” Nooria was fond of telling her. “They fled back
across the border in horror, as fast as their tanks could carry them.”

After the Soviets left, the people who had been shooting at the Soviets
decided they wanted to keep shooting at something, so they shot at each
other. Many bombs fell on Kabul during that time. Many people died.

Bombs had been part of Parvana’s whole life. Every day, every night,
rockets would fall out of the sky, and someone’s house would explode.

When the bombs fell, people ran. First they ran one way, then they
ran another, trying to find a place where the bombs wouldn’t find them.
When she was younger, Parvana was carried. When she got bigger, she
had to do her own running.

Now most of the country was controlled by the Taliban. The word
Taliban meant religious scholars, but Parvana’s father told her that religion
was about teaching people how to be better human beings, how to be kinder.
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Unul dintre lucrurile cele mai grele cand locuiesti cu toatd familia ta
intr-o singura camerd e ¢a nu prea ai cum sa-ilasi pe ceilalti in pace. Oriunde
se ducea Nooria, acolo era si Parvana. Si oriunde se ducea Parvana, acolo era
si Nooria.

Ambii pdrinti ai Parvanei proveneau din vechi familii afgane foarte
respectabile. Datoritd educatiei lor, avusesera salarii mari. Locuisera intr-o
casa mare, avusesera curte, cativa servitori, televizor, frigider, masind. Nooria
avusese camera ei. Parvana impartise camera cu sora ei mai mica, Maryam.
Maryam paldvragea mult, dar era convinsd cd Parvana era minunata.
Minunat, intr-adevar, fusese sd mai scape de Nooria din cidnd in cand.

Casa lor fusese distrusi de o bomba. De-atunci, familia se mutase de mai
multe ori. De fiecare datd, se mutasera intr-un spatiu si mai mic. De fiecare
data cand locuinta lor era bombardata, isi pierdeau mare parte din lucruri.
Cu fiecare bombardament, deveniserd mai saraci. Acum locuiau impreuna
intr-o camera micad.

Rézboiul din Afganistan dura de mai bine de douazeci de ani, de doua ori
mai mult decat varsta Parvanei.

La inceput, sovieticii fusesera cei care veniserd in tard cu tancurile lor
mari si cu avioanele lor de razboi care aruncau bombe peste sate si citune.

Parvana se nascuse cu o luna inainte ca sovieticii sa inceapa s se ducé
inapoi in tara lor.

— Ai fost un bebelus asa de urat, incat sovieticii nu au mai suportat sa
stea in aceeasi tard cu tine, asa ii plicea Nooriei sd-i zica. Au fugit ingroziti,
inapoi peste granitd, pe cit de repede au putut sd-si miste tancurile.

Dupi plecarea sovieticilor, cei care trasesera cu arma in ei au vrut sa tragd
in continuare spre cineva, asa ci au inceput si se impuste unii pe altii. In
perioada aia au cdzut multe bombe peste Kabul. Multi oameni au murit,

Bombele fuseserd dintotdeauna o parte din viata Parvanei. In fiecare zi,
in tiecare noapte, din cer cadeau rachete si casa cuiva exploda.

Céind cadeau bombele, oamenii o luau la fuga. La inceput, fugeau intr-o
directie, apoi in alta, incercind si giseascd un loc unde sa nu-i prinda
bombardamentele. Cénd era micd, Parvana era dusa pe sus. Cand s-a facut
mai mare, a fost nevoita sa fuga singura.

Acum, mare parte din tard era controlatd de talibani. Cuvéantul taliban
inseamna teolog, dar tatdl Parvanei i-a spus cd religia ii invata pe oameni
cum sd fie mai buni, cum si fie mai blanzi.
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“I'he Taliban Jare not making ‘Afghanistan a kinder place to live!”
he said.

Although bombs still fell on Kabul, they didn’t fall as often as they
used to. There was still a war going on in the north of the country, and
that was where most of the killing took place these days.

After a few more customers had come and gone, Father suggested
they end their work for the day.

Parvana jumped to her feet, then collapsed back down again. Her
foot was asleep. She rubbed it, then tried again. This time she was able
to stand.

First she gathered up all the little items they were trying to sell
— dishes, pillow cases, household ornaments that had survived the
bombings. Like many Afghans, they sold what they could. Mother and
Nooria regularly went through what was left of the family’s belongings
to see what they could spare. There were so many people selling things
in Kabul, Parvana marveled that there was anyone left to buy them.

Father packed his pens and writing paper in his shoulder bag.
Leaning on his walking stick and taking Parvana’s arm, he slowly stood
up. Parvana shook the dust out of the blanket, folded it up, and they
were on their way.

For short distances Father could manage with just his walking stick.
For longer journeys he needed Parvana to lean on.

“You're just the right height,” he said. “What will happen when 1
grow?” “Then I will grow with you!”

Father used to have a false leg, but he sold it. He hadn’t planned to.
False legs had to be specially made, and one person’s false leg didn’t
necessarily fit another. But when a customer saw Father’s leg on the
blanket, he ignored the other things for sale and demanded to buy the
leg. He offered such a good price that Father eventually relented.

There were a lot of false legs for sale in the market now. Since the
Taliban decreed that women must stay inside, many husbands took
their wives’ false legs away. “You're not going anywhere, so why do you
need a leg?” they asked.

There were bombed-out buildings all over Kabul. Neighborhoods
had turned from homes and businesses into bricks and dust.
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— Talibanii nu fac din Afganistan un loc mai bun de trait! spusese el.

Desi continuau sd cada bombe peste Kabul, nu mai erau la fel de dese
ca inainte. Incd era rizboi in nordul tarii, si acolo aveau loc cele mai multe
crime in momentul acela.

Dupa ce au mai venit si au plecat alti cativa clienti, tata a zis ca incheie
ziva de lucru.

Parvana a sarit in picioare si apoi a cdzut din nou. {i amortise piciorul.
Sil-a frecat si pe urma a incercat din nou. De data asta, a fost in stare si se
ridice in picioare.

Mai intai a adunat toate micile obiecte pe care se striduiau si le
vandd - vase, fete de perna, ornamente de prin casi care supravietuisera
bombardamentelor. Ca multi alti afgani, vindeau si ei ce puteau. Mama si
Nooria luau frecvent la mana ce le mai ramasese din bunurile familiei ca
st vadd de ce s-ar mai fi putut lipsi. Erau asa de multi oameni care vindeau
lucruri in Kabul, incat Parvana se mira céd se mai gasea cine si le cumpere.

Tata gi-a strdns penitele si hartia de scris in geanta lui de umir.
Sprijinindu-se in baston si ludnd-o de brat pe Parvana, s-a ridicat incetisor.
Parvana a scuturat praful de pe paturd, a strans-o si au luat-o din loc.

Pe distante scurte, tata se descurca numai cu bastonul. Dar, la drum mai
lung, avea nevoie sd se tina de Parvana.

— Ai exact inaltimea care trebuie, spunea el.

— Pai si cand voi creste mai mare, cum va fi?

—- Atunci voi creste si eu mai mare, odata cu tine!

Tata avusese un picior de lemn, dar il vanduse. Nu avusese de gand sa faca
asta. Picioarele de lemn trebuiau confectionate special si piciorul de lemn al
cuiva riu i se potrivea neaparat si altcuiva. Dar cand un client a vizut piciorul
delemn al tatei pe paturd, nu i-a mai trebuit niciun alt lucru de vanzare si a vrut
sa-1 cumpere. A oferit un pret asa de bun, incat tata a cedat pand la urma.

Acum erau la vanzare in piatd foarte multe picioare de lemn. De cand
tulibanii decretasera ca femeile trebuiau si stea numai in casd, multi barbati
151 lasau nevestele fara picioarele de lemn.

— Tu si asa nu te mai duci nicaieri, asa ca la ce-ti mai trebuie piciorul
asta? le ziceau.

Peste tot prin Kabul erau cladiri bombardate. Cartiere intregi de locuinte
si birouri se transformasera in ruine si praf.
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