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Chapter 1  

For the last month I’ve been living in Baron, a private hotel complex on the highway leading towards 

the Kabul Airport.  Baron was constructed by a Kabul millionaire who rents it out to international 

organizations.  The compound is surrounded by a high cement wall and electric barbed wire, making 

it detached from the outer world.  In fact it resembles a modern prison. The Baron administration and 

the US Government euphemistically call it a “compound”.  I call it a “corrections facility” with an 

intensive food supply and lots of recreation. By “corrections” I mean “improvement”—especially of 

one’s personal and household economic conditions.  

 People join this facility voluntarily-- in fact they have to go through a number of competitions 

to be allowed in. Though I had a recommendation from a friend to the Director of the facility, I still 

underwent several telephone interviews to secure a place. Who am I? The Communications Director 

for one of the international Afghan projects wiwth the promising title of  “Trade and Accession 

Facilitation for Afghanistan”, or TAFA.  This colorful acronym, in Georgian, means “frying pan”…         

 Overall I am here in this Afghan context feeling apprehensive and trying to snatch some 

spiritual nourishment as much as to get any financial benefit from this destitute country. Like the 

Russian Czar Peter I who threw wide Russia’s windows to Europe, I too am curious, and willing to drill 

a small peephole from the Baron’s wall into Afghanistan-- or at least to see Kabul, have a glimpse of 

something of its real life--with my own eyes, and to hear with my own ears some of the truth or lies 

that are shown on TV all over the world.  

 It so happened that there were three of us called “the Georgians”, serving out our sentence 

here, trying to improve our economic situations. Diana and I were sentenced to a one-year term, while 

Tato will finish much sooner, and in a month he will wave good-bye.  

 Tato and I play table tennis in the evenings—he’s an accomplished player, so when we play 

singles he kindly coaches me.  My technique has improved significantly under his guidance and I hardly 

recognize myself –smashing and making complicated serves.  Now I even pride myself in my ping-pong 

skills.  In addition to this I take yoga to learn to breathe deeply—in short, my “correction facility” is 

preparing me to lead a healthier life, once released.  



 Back in Tbilisi, my Mom is blissfully ignorant—she thinks I’m in the US, and scolds me for 

leading such a luxurious life – “floating in melted butter”, as she says, especially while those back home 

are slaving away, earning only a pittance. Others at home (who have been strictly forbidden to tell 

Mom the truth of my whereabouts) are convinced that bombs are constantly thundering overhead, 

while in fact I reside in the Baron surrounded by a most reliable security force and drinking kefir —

indeed the kefir here is extremely delicious.         

 Our security company is a world-famous British one, called Global. They move us around the 

city in convoys of armored jeeps with two security officers in each– an Afghan driver and the foreign 

sharpshooter. Every time I get in, the shooter goes over what I should do in case the driver gets shot 

and dies-- which button I should press, and what to do if the car hits a roadside bomb. After some time 

I knew the text by heart like a prayer-- like a prayer for protection we hope not to need. If something 

did happen I would likely have forgotten all instructions immediately—I’ve had a driver’s license for 

40 years but I don’t remember any time that I came out of the driveway without hitting another vehicle. 

 There’s a cascade of explosions outside. The Afghan suicide bombers blow themselves up so 

willingly, especially during Ramadan, that one can only envy their fervor. I had just arrived when I 

learned that the brother of President Karzai had been murdered. He was said to be a drug lord.   Shortly 

after this, for about a month, there were killings every other day--provincial governors settling 

accounts…The Baron was on half-lockdown and except for emergencies foreigners were withdrawn 

from the outlying regions they worked in,. Mainly the customs experts were called in for such 

“emergencies”, and I managed to relax and sit about in the freshly blooming garden inside the walls.  

 I am lucky to be working mainly with Afghans, and I’m very fond of them. Both men and 

women are attractive, often smiling and unpretentious.  Their “joie de vivre” and humor are exquisitely 

refined. I supervise four Afghan men and one woman, and though I’m meant to be their supervisor, it’s 

me who learns from them. When they see me exhausted and nervous, they are full of patience, teaching 

me all the subtleties of the local approach-- “Don’t worry. This isn’t your home. We all need time to 

adapt and you will relax soon too.” Before I realized what happened I began making maximum use of 

their quick wit and sharp vigilance.  

 Women are dressed in the smooth flattering colors of their bright national clothes (panjabi), 
and their heads are attractively covered by scarves, fashioned into so many styles that I was envious. 

They taught me how to twist and tie, to cover my head in so many ways that I lost count. Neither 

women nor men ever raise their voices. They twitter and chirp like birds and smile constantly.          

-    They are so joyful! I tell my friend Giuntai  

 -  These are war- affected women and anything is enough to make them happy. Their eyes twinkle 

and widen at even the slightest joyful thing, she explains.   

This makes their smile even more attractive--warm and melancholic. What I like most is to see them 

gather in a corner and to hear their laughter ring out, their eyes sparkling so merrily…   In my room I 

watch Al-jazeera most of the time, as if I am performing a kind of “Tazia Muharram” (a mainly-Shia 

Muslim passion-play representing the death of the Prophet’s grandson, where spectators flagellate 



themselves), in other words torturing myself.  Hardly any other newscast shows so much violence, yet 

this is the most reliable and unbiased channel.   

 At this very moment one of NATO’s high-ranking colonels is stating live that despite the fact 

that the Taliban are advancing towards Kabul, it is not a threat--since they have made many such 

attempts. He is trying to allay our fears saying NATO and local forces will not give up Kabul. Thank 

you very much, greatly esteemed man, but are you sure that the Taliban will not burst out laughing at 

your overly self-confident statements?    Did I not mention that they blow themselves up happily-- and 

that one might be glad to do so now? And what will this NATO colonel do?    

 That is how he has to speak. Although I can’t recall such details from the Soviet period in 

Afghanistan, I believe the Soviet top brass spoke this way when they repelled Mujahidin attacks at the 

entrance of Kabul, no?     

 Besides a restaurant, a café, a sports hall, a swimming pool and the mini market, there is a 

beauty salon inside Baron. Maria--a woman of rather unclear nationality—works there and speaks the 

typical slang of Russian criminals.  It’s like she just walked out of “Odessa Mama” or “Rostov Papa”. She 

considers herself half Tajik, half Turkish and speaks both Pashtu and Dari well. Indeed, she speaks to 

all the locals in their own languages. For me, however her Russian is so indecent I have to brace myself 

and close my eyes—I’m too shy to cover my ears. Lucky for her the Afghans living in the compound 

hardly understand Russian, or they would slice not just her throat--but mine as well.  In fact the 

Afghans here do remember some Russian and even try to speak it, practicing their broken Russian with 

me. I comfort them and suggest they speak English or at least learn a little Georgian, since I am a Gurji 

from “Gurjistan” (“Georgia” in Farsi).  

 Maria comes to the salon whenever she likes --deciding her schedule out of the blue, saying 

there is practically no work for her in  the Baron and that she only comes for the massages. She chats 

and jokes endlessly, spewing words like they were shot from a machine gun. However, sometimes she  

she tells me an extremely interesting story, usually about Afghanistan, the Afghan character and 

customs. 

 -  “I’ve been living here for 12 years already, fuck it all! Dress like them – I wear a black dress, a head-

scarf or a felt cloak, a burka, fuck it!  It draws less attention to me! Speaking their language helps too. I 

have a lot of close relatives here. I was in Kandahar for a wedding just the other day…” – Maria launches 

into her stories with her Russian criminal jargon.          

- Where? In Kandahar? I asked.  -How did you dare go there? They announced seven times that there 

would be a missile raid there yesterday. Even the bravest journalists couldn’t risk it, and you, a blonde, 

snow white and sweet woman, dared go to a wedding in Kandahar?  

Seeing my eyes widen, Maria started laughing.  

 - Don’t be surprised, fuck it all, I speak their language, lead their way of life and they are the only ones 

that I have, dammit, there’s nothing they can take from me—to the contrary they give me a lot. They 

are the type of people who can’t stop until they reach their goal. Motherfuckers, they’re like eagles; 

they love freedom.  No one will fucking be able to conquer them or teach them a lesson—and you 

better fucking believe it!  



 Maria says that the Taliban are mainly Pashtu (who make up the largest ethnic group in 

Afghanistan---40 %) and claim they should be ruling the country…whereas others are just goons and 

traitors.  According to the Eastern chronology of sun and moon, it is the year of 1390, and the 6th 

month.  She said, “My husband Vadik says they behave like people living in that century.”   How does 

Vadik know who lives in which century and which chronology is right? The fact is that all this is 

happening on the planet Earth, under a spacious sky and we – human beings – have to build walled 

precincts and fortresses to defend ourselves from each other, instead of traveling everywhere 

peacefully. What’s more, we swear, spit and mock each other. 

 Thus, let me welcome you from 14th century Afghanistan. Think a moment and remember what 

was happening at that time in Georgia. Was not it a big mess? Indeed it was! 

      Chapter 2 

On the flight here from Dubai, an attractive middle-aged woman called Mina sat next to me.  She was 

Afghan, but not like women we see there today. She had been brought up in Kabul during the Soviet 

period and in a European style, like we Georgians were.  We could study music, English, take swimming 

or tennis, wear miniskirts as teenagers and continue university studies either in Leningrad or Moscow. 

Mina studied at the university in Leningrad, now St Petersburg, and today she lives and works in 

Munich with her family.  She met her Afghan husband at Leningrad State University.  

 When we met on the plane she was going to Kabul to visit her brother who studied in the 

United States and has a big business in Afghanistan.  He created a company, then a monopoly on 

mineral waters in Afghanistan, and is extremely influential. Mina had a positive attitude and was 

obviously a kind-hearted person. Since we were both children of the Soviet Union, we understood each 

other quickly. However, she praised the Russians, which made me feel awkward and I remained silent 

on that issue.  

 Mina spoke angrily, “We lived in good conditions then and the Russians never interfered in 

our lives, while now if we don’t wrap up in this shawl we can’t go out at all.  The truth is that the 

unrest and uprisings in Afghanistan suit everyone.  Even the Afghans can’t live without this never-

ending war!  I changed the subject.   

  “Is Kabul beautiful?”  

 “Everything that was beautiful in Kabul has been destroyed.  The city has become ruins and 

dust. There is nothing left to be seen.  I am very sorry to say this, but I no longer have any hope that 

things will improve and recover in this part of the world.” 

 This was the terrible prognosis she had about her country, seen from the perspective of a quiet 

and settled Europe.  And this is often how Georgian emigrants see their country when looking back 

from abroad…  

 Feride is also an Afghan woman, very young, who began volunteering in our project. She 

finished college in California and, obviously, longs to live where no headscarves are worn, where girls 

can wear tight jeans and where there’s no fasting during Ramadan. In short, she wants to find a place 

where “ordinary and civilized life” is in full swing. Feride is her mother’s only child. Her father died 



when she was small so she has had to move from one uncle’s home to another. Through her manners 

and intonation she is obviously trying her best to be a “real American girl”. She was lucky enough to 

find a job in an American company in Kabul, and plans to attend courses in California some day, saying 

that she’ll find a husband there at all cost.                          

 Meantime, Feride has been helping us get fresh produce at the Kabul market.  Along with her 

fellow Afghan volunteers, she buys fresh fruits and vegetables, packs them nicely and brings them to 

our compound to sell every Saturday, with just a little markup. They use the profits to provide food to 

orphanages and shelters for the elderly. This initiative is extremely convenient for us, too, since all the 

fresh produce we see is in the supermarket looks and tastes like plastic--and costs much more.              

 Feride walks into Baron without a headscarf. In the evening she drives her second-hand Toyota 

home. She is so addicted to the ideology of western emancipation that she faces serious hurdles as she 

navigates Afghan society, yet she boldly faces screams in public, such as “Whore!”, “Slut!” and others.  

She realizes that everything innovative or against the current leads to the population’s indignation and 

even fury. Afghan women living in the Baron regard Feride as a heroine.  Indeed I believe such 

behavior here is heroic. Deborah, from United States, noted that she has been working in Afghanistan 

for eight years and that Feride was only the third such person she had known. Just a couple of days 

before, a colleague related a story from a village in Nandagar where a mother and her daughter were 

stoned to death for going out into the street without being accompanied by a man.                

 The Baron is a Tower of Babylon. The whole world has come here, all of them “striving to save 

Afghanistan”. Like in Georgia, these outsiders supposedly believe that Afghanistan will definitely shine 

and become famous.  However, unlike Georgians seeking change in their country, Afghans have chosen 

extremely radical and rigid methods to produce change. All roads start at Kandahar and lead to Kabul—

they’ve trampled and exploded any settlements for foreigners. God save our Baron from this.  The 

slightest panic here is enough to make every Georgian--old and young, men and women--forget their 

almighty English language and scream “Vai deda!” (Mama, help me!). 

 Edward, the Project Director, is our breadwinner in the Baron. We call him Ed. He is in charge 

of the administration and technical support for the project, and oversees its four main sectors. One of 

the component leaders, Andrew, is Australian; the second, Carmen, is Canadian; the third, Mark, is 

American and the fourth, Gul, is Afghan.  I am Director of Communications. There are consulting 

experts from Bosnia, India, Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan, the Philippines and Japan, while most staff, like 

assistants, are Afghan. Security personnel come from Britain, South Africa or Nepal, and everyone 

speaks clear international English, with one notable exception.   The British speak “the worst” English 

for foreigners, and even for themselves they cannot understand each another’s accents and 

colloquialisms.  They don’t slow down for any other would-be speaker.  The most “eloquent and 

expressive” speaker of British English was Paul, who was highly respected and said to speak “royal 

English”.  Paul is said to be “posh” (Portside Out Starboard Home) because he represents the British 

upper classes.  

 I heard one great story about Paul from a Brit, who told about Paul’s son who was once a guard 

at Buckingham Palace.  Of course his whole family considered this a great honor. As the young man 

stood motionless before the Queen’s Palace he was surrounded by a swarm of tourists and the usual 

female passers-by. Women sometimes put small folded notes with their address and telephone number 



into the pocket of his smart military uniform. Guards are not allowed to flinch or blink an eye. Thus 

they stood, like decorated Christmas trees for the passers-by, until the end of their shift at the main 

gate of Buckingham Palace.  

 It’s not difficult to understand that these young, well-built guys, full of humor, never needed 

to hunt for girls or set a date to meet them. Thus, this varied and multinational world of women 

provided ample resources for such prized samples of masculinity, and the guard’s only task was 

selection. Yet this wasn’t as easy as it seems – the challenge was to remember who put which piece of 

paper into which pocket!   

 Today I am riding in an armoured vehicle going to the American Embassy for a working group 

meeting. It’s my first time on this road, and we pass other embassies and houses of Government officials. 

All are protected by high walls topped with barbed wire, and sandbags to keep vehicles away. In the 

grey labyrinthine streets one hardly encounters any living soul except an occasional beggar or a dusty 

Afghan dressed in the typical Central Asian shalvar kameez. Women beggars (like those in Georgia) 

mainly wander the central streets, in the middle of the road,  try and hold down drivers’ windows and 

often keep an infant in their skirts or on their backs. The only difference between here and Georgia is 

that these women are wearing blue burkas and they wrap their child in its ample folds. Dakhunda told 

me that the color of a burka depends on which province the person is from; the blue one is mainly 

worn in Kabul.     

 The other day, Sopho Todua from Tbilisi posted the picture of an ad from the burka shop on 

her Facebook and commented how beautiful the garment is. Someone answered her and said they liked 

it too, and that they even had a blue and black one and wore it sometimes, in Georgia. The Afghan 

women call the burka a “wandering prison” and hate it. Wearing a burka in Kabul is not compulsory, 

however, and women take advantage of this, but failing to wear the burka in the provinces or distant 

villages is a death sentence. This is why calling the burka an exotic and wonderful piece of clothing 

makes me shudder--it irritates me. This said, the blue burkas in the shop photo gleamed with neatness 

and bore no resemblance to those we see most often all over the country--covered with dust, creased 

and ragged.  Since those worn in the capital are blue, they can better disguise the dust and dirt. 

 Finally, the sinuous streets end and we are suddenly exposed to direct sun light. The closer we 

are to the American Embassy, the greener and more beautiful the environment becomes. We drive 

along a marvelous tree-lined avenue with many species and colors of flowers until we reach a round 

sign and barred access. Half an hour is sacrificed for car control then we enter embassy territory.  The 

building seems extremely poor quality but functional, strict and imposing, reminding me of our former 

Georgian Institute of Marxism and Leninism. Full-time employees live in five or six storey buildings 

around the embassy. There are up to a thousand white-and-blue housing units where invited short-

term specialists reside. These containers are equipped with modern appliances and furniture, and our 

working group is going to meet in one, though a much bigger one. USAID organizes such meetings 

once every three months for the communications specialists of all its programs, and informs us about 

successful projects and new requirements.  They teach us the rules of writing reports, and how to write 

success stories.  These meetings are like large-scale international forums--here people come in all 

shapes and colors, races and confessions…  



 This particular meeting is different from others since it is Ramadan in the Muslim world and 

the embassy is extremely cautious about the spiritual state of its Muslim employees and contractors.  

Only water is served during the day, and we are warned not to drink it in the presence of Muslims. I’m 

very irritated--not because I am fond of drinking coffee, but because there has never been a time when 

international agencies recommended that no one could eat meat or cheese in front of fasting Christians!  

  

Indeed, fasting Orthodox Christians are strictly warned not to bother others with their fasting, 

and if their host insists they eat, they have to respect this and submit to eating meat. Here, I witnessed 

total discrimination.  At the time of Ramadan, the whole conference cares about the spiritual condition 

of Muslim colleagues, whereas the others--the “nonbelievers” are offered cold and hot coffee at an 

extremely high price from a trolley in a remote corner.   

 Afghan locals simply do not care what the so-called “civilized” world thinks about them. They 

believe they are right and consider that everyone in this world aspires to acquire their wealth, their 

mineral resources and the natural deposits. “No way”, they say—then engage in an age-old battle with 

either internal or external enemies. After they have beaten the dust out of foreign enemies, meantime 

shredded and woven into thousands of colors like a carpet, they start cleansing the country of their 

“degenerated” fellow-countrymen--and this goes on forever! The battles to get the “once victorious, 

captivating and eye-catching Afghanistan” never end.  

 Surprisingly, I noticed that many Afghans are nostalgic for the  period of the liberal King Daud 

and for the Soviet regime (1960-70s).  It was a period when lovely Afghan women could show their 

long beautiful legs and go to work, when young people took up sports and got a good education. One 

of my co-workers burst out laughing when he remembered the socialist government paid families 5000 

Afghani per child to make sure children went to school. Families with many children found themselves 

“sitting pretty” and sent a new child to school every year.  

   “This law applied to me as well, and my parents made quite a decent amount of money for my 

school education”, says Hassib laughing. I started laughing too, though I couldn’t understand half of 

what he said.  It wasn’t that he didn’t speak English clearly—to the contrary, like all Afghan co-

workers, he speaks it well—but  the philosophy and approach that I couldn’t grasp. This and many 

other nuances constantly remind me of a brilliant Soviet film called The White Sun of the Desert and 

that classic quote, “The East is a delicate thing!”      

 It’s been a month now since I first arrived here in the Baron Oasis and, along with other happy 

moments, I discovered another significant joy. There are no mosquitoes in this sultry summer heat!  I 

haven’t even switched on my “Reptor” repellent device brought from Georgia. I feel so relieved about 

this.  Once I went out into the garden to rest and--to my surprise--my favorite place under the tall 

white garden light was occupied. I sat nearby in a slightly shaded place. Soon Diana and Tato arrived 

to play cards, but we had hardly been there two minutes when we were attacked from every direction 

by an army of mosquitoes!  Even if we waved our hands, they continued to attack and prepare for the 

next onslaught. They sucked my blood as mercilessly as I could kill them. The more I killed, the more 

they attacked. Finally they became so numerous and insolent that they entered my nostrils and ears--

sharp stings even penetrated our thick trousers. Even the pleasure of sitting out in the open air or 

playing cards weren’t enough to keep us there, so  we jumped up,  finally defeated, overwhelmed and 



bathed in blood, preparing to run for home.  Suddenly I saw our favorite place under the light, now 

empty. All three of us rushed for it and sat apprehensively expecting a new assault. A minute passed, 

then another, and another.  No mosquitoes appeared. We were sitting under the light, so usually this 

would be the venue for an assembly of aggressive mosquitoes. We sat motionless a bit longer but the 

mosquitoes had indeed disappeared.  

 I was stunned—then I saw them, gathered in a big black cloud, ready to rush towards us,  but-

- as the swarm reached the edge of light--the cloud retreated!  They emitted such a loud buzz from the 

edge of the light that my heart was in my throat.  If this swarm had managed to attack us we couldn’t 

have survived---but these terrorists never passed the edge of the light by even a millimeter.  I thought, 

they must be developing a new tactic for the final assault. Oh, my God, life is upside down here (or 

right side up, depending on who is looking from which way). Even the mosquitoes here act like the 

Taliban! They have been thoroughly trained in their strategy--they fight and bite in darkness and 
retreat in light.  They buzz around; find a favorable and convenient moment; attack—and many go to 

their death on your body like a “suicide bomb”. In the darkness, they spy on you and wait for the 

moment you might slip up and enter their territory. Once you are there, they ambush you.   

 In today’s Afghanistan Times an article said “Police discovered the robbed corpses of two 

German tourists who disappeared two weeks ago. Four Kuchi (an Afghan Pashtun nomadic tribe) were 

detained regarding this issue. Investigations are underway.”  

Chapter 3   

Afghans have two national languages: Dari and Pashtu. Pashtu is the language of the Pashtu people, 

who developed an extremely close and friendly relationship with me. Manana (my first name) means 

“Thank you” in their language! “Deira manana” means “Thank you very much” and when they 

pronounce “deira” the “r” is milder than in Georgian, so it sounds almost like they are saying “Deida 

Manana”, which means “Aunt Manana”, a term of endearment in Georgia.  

 So when Pashtus heard that this was my name, they liked it—and when they saw me, even at 

a distance, they would call out “Deida Manana!” and burst out laughing. I finally got used to it.  At first 

I was uncomfortable when the compound supermarket salespeople called me “Aunt Manana” every 

time I shopped, as I considered it to be extremely informal from someone I didn’t know, and I was even 

irritated.  But then I became fond of being called “Ma’am” like others, and preferred my special title... 

Thanks to “Deida Manana” I became a Baron superstar and everyone recognized me.      

 Today is August 14, 2011 and it’s the first time I go out with people to get involved in the 

Afghan and international community operating outside the Baron. Within the scope of our project a 

trade service centre was opened in the Kabul Chamber of Commerce and today I have to write a success 

story about the center and shoot a video clip. So now I’m off to the Chamber of Commerce in an 

armored car, accompanied by security.      

 My main problem is that the Baron compound is situated in the outskirts of Kabul, a 15-minute 

walk from the airport and the NATO base.  Both of those facilities, which we are allowed to visit, have 

five “special restaurants”-- Backacho, Bella Italia, Lebanon, Gandemark, and Bistro.  Close by there are 

two supermarkets--Chiano and Finest--and a restaurant called Art Gallery, as well as an exhibition 



center called Sardozi. I rarely pass by the center of the town to see the picturesque places like Chicken 

Street (the poultry market), or Bagi Zanana, the women’s garden. Thus when I find myself somewhere 

I’ve never been before I feel like I’m discovering a new continent.   

 My Afghan co-workers invite me for a walk or to their homes, but our security would consider 

this a High Security breach.  One of the commandments we had to memorize immediately upon arrival 

was that close relationships with local employees are strictly prohibited. If you happen to slip out of 

the Baron without security permission, you will likely have to leave both your job and Afghanistan 

within 24 hours. I wouldn’t have believed this if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes--one of my co-

workers was immediately ordered to pack his luggage and head to the airport because he had been to 

the drugstore without getting security permission first.  He had a bad tooth ache, and being begged, 

the Afghan driver took him to the drugstore. The driver was almost subject to the same fate--like a 

servant of the Pharaoh buried in the pyramid with his master--but since he was Afghan and it was the 

first time, he only received a strict warning.  The problem is that that when you file the request for a 

car, you have to do it at least six hours ahead of time—but internal rules don’t foresee toothaches.  

 On the other hand, we can fully understand the security personnel who have their 

responsibilities and earn their daily bread by creating a safe environment. The places just mentioned 

are often very crowded and provide the best environment for suicide bombers. Just one stupid shakhid 

can force his way in and take five (in the “worst case scenario”) and up to 20 innocent citizens with 

him to his promised paradise.  

 So the center of Kabul is forbidden to us except in some special cases. As for Chicken Street, 

where all the Afghan wealth is exhibited, we can’t even dream of going there.  To hell with it. In such 

circumstances even the Chamber of Commerce in Bamyan is something to see.  This historical province 

is where the Taliban exploded three UNESCO-classified, unique statues of Buddha. The Chamber of 

Commerce is situated in a former hotel and still retains its beautiful green surroundings, remainders of 

past glory.     

 As I have been convinced from historical documents and photos, Kabul was once a very green 

city with brightly colored gardens, known for its roses. Proof of this still exists in the wonderfully 

tended and blooming gardens around the ministries, embassies and former Russian settlements, within 

the fenced yards of international organizations and other protected property. Yet in the city of Kabul 

itself, there are hardly any perennial deciduous trees along the streets.   It’s like along Plekhanov Street 

today in Tbilisi, where the trees were all cut down.  Here they have been chopped down too, or else 

were blown up.  Even the newly planted roses in squares and public gardens are tattered and withered 

by the dust.         

 The Baron is completely different--our garden is taken care of as if it were paradise.  Two-

storey buildings are surrounded by dark velvet and royal red rose squares, punctuated by yellow and 

white rosebuds. Thousands of species of field flowers bloom in the meadow, making it look like an 

enormous hand-woven carpet lying open to the sky. This is the type of garden found on the premises 

of the Ministry of Women’s Affairs and, of course, in the Bagi Zanana, the Women’s Garden of Kabul.    

 The Chamber of Commerce and our project’s Trade Information Centre are hosting up to thirty 

Afghan women today. They’ll be trained to develop their own businesses with the assistance of our 



information centre web site, i.e. how to set up an e-commerce. One might be surprised at the idea of 

linking Afghan women with business, especially through e-commerce. Indeed, like Georgian women, 

after 30 years Afghan women have learned that they have to think about their future themselves since 

their husbands--frustrated and confused by the psychology of war--will no longer be able to lead, or 

provide for the household. This is why, with or without the veil, wearing burkas and extenuated by 

family chores, sometimes carrying little children on their backs, they do the work of both men and 

women. Sometimes they involve their husbands in their businesses, which is the peak of happiness for 

them.             

 Among the thirty women entrepreneurs invited to the trade information centre, there are 

young, middle aged and elderly women, both pretty and less beautiful. In fact, the appearance of the 

Afghan woman, in my opinion, is a special issue.  It merits a person who can describe her in an adequate 

way, using flowery, eloquent, articulate and fluent words. Since being in this country, the stereotype 

of oriental women as a round hipped, round faced, peach-colored skin and plump or curvaceous has 

been completely destroyed for me. Most women here are slim and pale, with shapely limbs. Even many 

of those who wear the burka show their elegance as they walk.      

 These humble and shy women, so reluctant to show their faces on the internet, are very gifted 

for entrepreneurship and trade. Any knowledge and skills that their female ancestors accumulated 

throughout the centuries--from embroidery to carpet weaving--have been restored and placed on sale 

or exhibition at every possible type of market, including international ones. With the assistance of the 

Ministry of Women’s Affairs, successful women involved in business are sent to world fairs free of 

charge, four times a year, to help them promote their production.          

 I placed the photos of several such women on Facebook and one of my friends asked whether 

it was true that Afghan women lived in the most unbearable conditions? I was really sad to hear that 

this was the only thing they knew about Afghan women. The whole world can only see how unhappy, 

humiliated and dishonored they are…if you understand what I am saying.  However, Afghan women 

themselves are proud and do not like to give the image of an unhappy victim. They ask why we can’t 

notice how proud and strong they are! True--why don’t we stress how clever, hard-working, eager to 

study and learn and--what’s most obvious-- pretty and attractive they are?        

 My colleague from the Philippines just sent me an excerpt from an Afghan newspaper (she 

knows I am writing a book about Afghanistan) stating that the husband of a certain Rosia D. beat her 

for two years, blaming her for infertility and childlessness. When finally, close to death, she was 

brought to the hospital for an examination, they learned she was a virgin! What can anyone think about 

such a thing!  In Georgian the saying goes “Better break your neck than break your honor”, meaning 

“Don’t give in”... What does this particular case have to do with the “Afghan Phenomenon”? Is it not 

common in Europe or the USA, not to mention Russia, for wives to be battered? Some women believe 

“He hurts me, therefore he loves me!” So what’s the Georgian version? “A woman’s place is either in 

the bed or in the kitchen!” Did all these idioms originate in Afghanistan?    

 I recently attended Mina Sherzoi’s presentation on “Afghan-Western Cultural-Social 

Differences”. What I remembered most from this presentation was that it has become fashionable to 

draw our attention from bigger problems and focus them on those of Afghan women. “We have long 

been working on psychological issues of Afghan women, and it is only now that I realize that 



Afghanistan does not have problems with women – it is men who need development and education 

here in order to catch up with women! All wars, all new rules and laws greatly affect women and all 

the repression in Afghanistan applies only to women. This is why women have developed a fierce 

appetite for progress and self-development,” she said. 

 Mina is from a family of Afghan diplomats, and for two decades has lived in California.  She 

works for US government projects in Afghanistan and is a qualified specialist of both cultures – Afghan 

and American.  This is why I fully trust her conclusions. “The whole world benefitted from the wars 

in Afghanistan, and it is only us who lost--Communism collapsed and new countries emerged, 

Germany got united, Pakistan was rebuilt--we are the only ones who lost our people and have a country 

in ruins.”      

 Nabila and I took numerous photos. They turned out wonderfully and I happily informed her 

that I would put some on Facebook. She looked at me beseechingly and advised me not to, so I promised 

I wouldn’t.  In fact I intentionally do not include surnames in this book, though first names in this 

country mean more than surnames. Like in Georgia, in Afghanistan I am “Mrs. Manana” and not “Mrs. 

Dumbadze”. Besides, Dumbadze in the Dari dialect means “wagging the tail”...so I was advised to forget 

my last name and write my beautiful first name. 

  “So then why do you need me to take so many photos?” I asked Nabila.  

 “These will be memories of our friendship. I will even call the album “Friendship with 

Manana!” she replied.  

 Nabila manages the gender part of our project, supporting women to develop business. She took 

me along to the meetings with women to write success stories for the gender program.  From the 

window of our armored car I could see a group of women in burkas crossing the road together. It looked 

like they are all wives of one man, and I watched them with interest. At that moment Nabila tells me 

proudly:           

 “I have two burkas--one here and another in the village.”  

I was stunned. What kind of gender program manager is this! How could she plead for women’s rights? 

I thought.  To hide my surprise I asked about the color of her burkas.  

“Here in Kabul women wear blue or light blue burkas. In Afghanistan burkas are one of four 

colors--black, white, gold and light blue.” 

Later Gracie, who is Australian and has been living in Afghanistan for seven years, told me that Nabila 

was from Nandagar, and that a woman would never in a million years even pass that village without 

being clothed in a burka!  So when Nabila goes to her village, she has to wear one or she would be 

killed. Even foreigners wear the burka in Nandagar, so it doesn’t matter who you are—whether you 

are a fighter for gender freedom or one who is against it, you must wear the burka.  This has to be 

worn even to fight for gender equality in Afghanistan!  The burka is the most reliable kind of 

protection in daily life, better than a shield or bullet-proof vest. When necessary, even men have used 

it.  I’ve seen it in films and here they also say it’s true. 



 “Nabila, isn’t it a pity that you don’t let me put your lovely face on Facebook for the world to 

see?” I insistently ask. 

 “You have not seen me in make-up when I go to a wedding or a party. I bet you wouldn’t be 

able to recognize me,” she says. 

 “Why wouldn’t I recognize you?”  

 “My makeup confuses everyone, and they keep asking who I am!”              

I believed it was just an exaggeration, but when I got back to the office I was told the same by colleague 

Francis Hardin.  

 “Can you imagine my assistant – the most gentle and tender Zukhra showed me the pictures of 

her engagement. I am still in shock! My childishly naive, modest and innocent girl was dressed in such 

a provocatively open dress and wore such vulgar make-up that even a high class prostitute would envy 

her! She looked like a doll--motionless and cheap.”    

 Gracie the Australian interjected, “That’s ok! It’s their carnival, a play, a premiere, that is 

organized very rarely.  I call the make-up Kabuki, and I like it a lot in fact. It’s more like a show, a 

clown, a masked ball-- to see and evaluate each other. Here as well, we see low and high level artists. 

Believe me, this is an extremely interesting show. I have attended a number of weddings and 

experienced various types of such plays. This is the day when the brakes to creative passion of the 

Afghan woman are fully released, and she conquers the peaks of decorating and painting her own body. 

I have seen masterpieces as well as the most kitsch.”  There was no point in discussing this as I was 

unable to argue, so we all submissively agreed with Gracie.  

 Nabila and I returned from the Chamber of Commerce extremely satisfied. She had “established 

a friendship with me”, as I do with other ordinary and simple Afghan women. I had filled one small 

honey comb in the big bee hive of sweet and sour Afghan honey. The remaining combs are waiting to 

be filled, but I am sure I’ll leave someday, taking with me a little nectar from this colorful meadow. 

And I will do my best as I am one of those Georgian bee species that draws in the most nectar from the 

valley flowers. I can draw nectar deeper and deeper in the flowers, and fill in every empty comb. I can 

make much more honey than my colleagues, who have even more access than I.   

 So now I am sitting in the “Baron Oasis”, watching a myriad of colorful kites flitting around 

in the blue sky.           

Chapter 4 

“Finest” is the name of a western-style supermarket. There are four in Kabul, two of which have already 

been “blessed” by Taliban suicide bombers.  This is why our security team doesn’t take us there. We do 

visit the least risky Finest store that is close to the Baron. Afghans have almost the same impression of 

Finest as we have in Georgia about supermarket chains--anyone who loves good food prefers smaller, 

cheaper markets. Diana’s Fagan friends are helping us with this and provide fresh products from the 

Kabul vegetable bazaar, for example with recently slaughtered and skinned chicken--in Afghanistan 



they don’t bother to pluck the chicken; they just skin it with the feathers on and cook it without 

cholesterol!       

So we are accompanied by Security as we walk the long aisles and stand in line at the Finest 

supermarket. I feel most comfortable and safe when the guard Paddy is with us. He’s of average height, 

a slim Irishman, quiet and often smiling. Paddy (Patrick Douglass Carroll) is a member of the British 

Special Military Forces and has worked all over the world, anywhere the Earth explodes--Africa and 

both the Middle and Far East--I’m not sure about Chechnya but he has definitely been nearby – Iraq, 

Iran . . . His eyes are innocent and even questioning; he walks with his head down, lowers his eyes 

when he speaks to you in his clear proper English from the British Special Military Forces. He looks 

like an old Georgian intelligentsia representative – jobless and abandoned. Paddy is also distinguished 

from other security guys by his age-- he must be about 40 and has left the front lines, now working for 

private companies.  

Yet I feel like Baron and people like me don’t exactly suit him.  Indeed, this small, blue-eyed, trusty 

and extremely modest Irishman, so full of humor, once terrified the Taliban--he was hunted 

throughout the mountains of Afghanistan. Although he managed to survive the Taliban, he now has 

Diana, Francis and me, to “make his blood run dry” as the Georgian saying goes—in other words never 

giving him a chance to relax.  For example, when we order a vehicle to go shopping, we always request 

that he accompany us. Can you imagine how happy this veteran must be to follow three women from 

shop to shop? However, a professional is a professional, even in a shop. I’m so amused watching him 

that at times I forget what I came for. He’s like quicksilver--he alights and appears from places you’d 

never expect. Even if you try and detect his footsteps, you can’t—it’s as if he isn’t there at all. Yet he’s 

always there when you turn round.   He must have gone through a training course on invisibility!  I’d 

never seen such skillful disappearance and reappearance except in a circus, as a child. Paddy never 

speaks of his military deeds or any adventures, but I once heard a story about him and the Taliban from 

another employee. I have no idea where he knew the story from, and it almost seemed to be lies—it 

was extremely difficult to imagine Paddy as bloodthirsty… 

August 19 is a great celebration in Afghanistan, when they expelled the British Empire from their 

country and proclaimed Independence. This year the Independence Day celebration is 92 years old and 

Afghans have been celebrating for two days already. Although I fully share the joy of my Afghan 

brothers and sisters, this even further suppressed my almost non-existent freedom. Now we are kept 

from going where we used to be allowed. Security tells us to keep our butts at home… and if we really 

want to we can “eat bread with both hands” (how did British Security know this Georgian saying?).  

Don’t go here, you can’t go there, you should have done your shopping earlier, be quiet, etc. All you 

can do is obey--hide away in a hole and do what’s most important--drink in despair.  

Vesna woke me up that morning with appalling information: “Turn on the TV! The British Councils 

building has been blown up!” Six suicide bombers managed to break into the building—I’m amazed at 

how they could have done it-- they must be very motivated and know how to hypnotize the guardians 

of this impenetrable place which is, as we say in Georgian, “sealed with nine locks”, then they blew 

themselves up, taking nine policemen at with them. However, to what extent this was really successful 

is unclear, since the door to heaven is open for the suicide killers, but for the policemen--I have no 

idea. The explosions were followed by a number of others in the suburbs of Kabul and other provinces 



of Afghanistan. Thus, with such fireworks Afghanistan concluded the 92nd anniversary of their freedom 

from Britain. I strongly hope I’ll neither be here nor anywhere near for the 92nd anniversary of “gaining 

freedom” from the US. I’ll be resting peacefully in my mother Georgia. My Afghan friend Mustafa had 

a ready-made answer to this, “You never know where life might take you.”   

The Baron is a kind of “country” where you are always stressed, watching out for the moment they 

switch on alarm mode.  But, like in all other countries, it is also inhabited by people,so thousands of 

curious daily things happen. For example, a gas stove exploded in the flat of an American colleague 

next to us. The poor man had never seen a gas cylinder in his life and didn’t know how it worked.  He 

left the cylinder switch open and when he came home from work and opened the front door he almost 

immediately choked on the smell. Suddenly, the gas exploded and threw him so far that he needed an 

ambulance more than Security.  But four armored vehicles arrived immediately at the place of incident. 

The man managed to survive, but meantime a state of emergency had been declared throughout the 

whole compound while Security searched for signs of the “suicide bomber”, with dogs and mine 

detectors.   Baron and all its foreign inhabitants were under a state of emergency until the man became 

conscious then confessed that he had caused the explosion. The Afghan service personnel in the 

compound had feared that one of them would be blamed for this, and had remained quiet.  However, 

when they learned that the “Americans” were the ones to blame, they suddenly seemed cocky, walking 

triumphantly through the burnt corridor as if suicide bombs were invented by Americans.    

The next day every gas stove in the compound was dismantled and electric ones installed in their place. 

This took a month to do and so meantime we had to make do with small electric cookers.   

Soon after this incident, when I came home for lunch break one day, I witnessed a surprisingly comic 

scene at the entrance to my building. Georgians of my generation may remember a brilliant film called 

Serenade, where Zozo, who was desperate as a result of Ramaz Giorgobiani’s “attacks”, and surrounded 

by a thousand white lavatory pans, sits on one of them in the Rodin “Thinker” pose and mulls on how 

to solve his impossible problems. So here at my entrance was our Director for Economic Affairs, 

Hashim--about Zozo’s size--sitting in front of the building in the same pose, and surrounded by a 

thousand white gas stoves.   I was convinced he was only thinking of how how to cut the throat of the 

one who set offthe  “fireworks”. Viewing the scene, I burst into a fit of hysterical laughter. I don’t know 

what Hashim thought (I’m 100 % sure it was not about the film Serenade)-- but he suddenly began 

roaring with laughter too. He finally said, “Come back in 20 minutes and you’ll have even more fun”.  

After an hour when I came back I saw an incredible scene: Hashim was wearing a white shalvar-kamiz 

and held a big ledger.  He stood on one of the gas stoves-- boldly auctioning off the stoves.  

- What’s the purpose of the sale? – I asked.                 

- To contribute to the development of the Baron! he answered swiftly.  

I heard that those gas stoves were grabbed up by the Baron’s service personnel at very low prices. This 

is how one USA-Afghanistan Project’s humanitarian action was held to offer a certain amount of 

compensation for ‘psychological trauma’.     

Chapter 5  



In the evenings, I am head over heels on my Facebook. All of Georgia is mourning at the dismissal of a 

beloved theater director Robiko, and protesting at how this famous Georgian Director of the Rustaveli 

Theater, Robert Sturua, had been dismissed. The maestro himself is in a fury.  I think that in his old 

age, Robiko has now staged his best performance, and triumphantly he is marching towards a land 

where he will be most warmly welcomed, somewhere that his value is still known. In exchange, the 

Tbilisi Rustaveli Theatre will now be in the hands of raving provincials for a long time, and the era of 

missing the great maestro Robiko has begun. The Georgian opposition, stupefied and scattered after a 

series of political fiascos, really needed this smash serve. If it hadn’t been for Robert Sturua and the 

Rustaveli Theatre, nobody would be doing anything at all.  

Had I not been locked inside the compound due to another alarm, I wouldn’t have got caught up in 

these online chats. Living in Baron has substantially changed my world view. I evaluate problems 

according to completely different dimensions and see my values from a different perspective. Now I 

am too far from these “high matters”, and am firmly rooted to the earth. I can really laugh at everything 

except Peace, my dear Facebook friends.      

Today, Tato and I are playing ping-pong as usual in the sports hall that used to be a bunker. This stuffy, 

two-storied “basement” with windowless cement walls, four halls and an internal balcony is painted 

all white, which makes the cement seem lighter. The hall is always busy--we do our yoga here and play 

ping pong, and organize daily doubles tournaments from 7 to 10 pm.    

Tato seemed bored playing with such a punter as I, and decided to help me raise my  level, to have fun 

playing with me and, what’s most important, not to let me embarrass my country when playing 

doubles. I am such a gambler that I can’t even keep from shouting--something that is totally 

unacceptable here. If I don’t win, I pout. Overall, if I don’t improve the way I play, my mood will 

continually get worse --something disastrous living within the compound. Therefore, I declared myself 

totally motivated to learn, to try to do my best and--while Tato is here—to help us become the absolute 

champion team of Baron!  

-   “You just take the ball and I’ll do the rest”, says Tato.   I am determined not to miss any serve, even 

if it costs me my life.  

When we were warming up today, Diana came and told us to end the game as they might announce 

an emergency.  They were expecting suicide bomb attacks in Kabul, especially at the Kabul 

International Airport, which is very close to us. It was the first time I had experienced the reality of a 

state of emergency.  What do we do? I had no idea. Tato was used to living in the contexts of war, like 

the ones between Georgia and Russia, and didn’t appear worried. Fear gripped me so suddenly that I 

started laughing hysterically.   

-   “I used to think they wouldn’t be content with Kandahar and that they’d try to capture Kabul. Now 

I hear it on TV! “- I nervously served Tato the ball, that he returned deftly.   “Why did I decide to sign 

up for such adventures at my age? My mom thinks I am in the US, so if I go back to Georgia in a coffin-

-what will she think?” I joked wryly.   

“My bullet-proof vest doesn’t fit me either”, says Tato, slamming a serve so hard that the ball crumbled 

against the wall like an eggshell.  



-    “ I can’t even pick mine up!” I said, competing with Tato.  “And my helmet is too small to get on!”  

-   “I think they mixed up our vests--we should exchange!”   

-   “You can have both of them—I can’t  carry that weight anyway,” I said.   

-  Diana warned us , knowing we were inexperienced. “Have your passports and other necessary 

documents with you when there is an alarm!” 

 I looked out into the garden and the scene was strangely peaceful-- the British security service in full 

attendance, calmly sitting under the garden light around the table, drinking beer.  

- “What’s going on?” – I asked Diana.  

- “All the security services of Afghanistan are deployed on the roofs, the whole territory of Baron 

and its access points. If anything happens, the toilet is the most secure place.  Sit in the corner and 

wait for the signal to come out.” 

- Alone--in the toilet? I’d go crazy! Let’s be together”,  I said. “No way, I won’t stay alone during an 

alarm!”       

-    “OK. Come to my place”, Diana offered.   

 -  “I will, definitely. What about you, Tato?”  

 -  “I ‘m going to sleep”, he said. “It’s the only reasonable way out now.”  He stretched and yawned.  

 -  “I won’t stay alone!” I keep repeating obstinately. “I won’t even go inside!” 

-   “OK. Let’s go somewhere and sleep all three of us!”  I said, as I was the most cowardly…but no one 

went for the idea of going off to sleep together.  

 -  “Take your vest and come to my place”, Diana said.   

-    “No way-- I can’t  move that heavy thing-- I’d rather die in the toilet.”  With these words the 

argument ended, and without even leaving the room.  

Diana kept teaching me the rules of behavior in emergencies (she’d gone through a special course in 

Jordan the month before), and she did it so insistently that I realized I would have to learn self-defense 

myself--that just crying “Help” in critical moments, even in different languages like Pashtu and Dari, 

wouldn’t do the job. . .      

I suddenly remembered that when I asked for permission earlier in the morning to go to the Finest 

supermarket with Diana, the security person told me to be sure to let him know when we returned.  

When I called him to say we’d come back, surprisingly he asked what the problem was.  It was odd, so 

I hardly slept all night, expecting an alarm.  I remember the urgency of the moment, even now as I 

write about it, but in the end, there was no emergency alarm.   



I did hear several explosions and the screams of alarms from the NATO base not far away.  Who knows 

whether it was simulated or real? Al-Jazeera TV will let tell us everything in the morning And it’s no 

good asking locals, as you won’t get the truth. They try to keep us from getting nervous (lucky me?!), 

so to make us relax, the first thing I got in my e-mail box the next day was special information on how 

to behave in a state of emergency… The Fermess Security Service even told us what essential items 

should be packed in our grab bag.    

I’ll skip the secret information and show the list of the contents of a grab bag. Who knows, one day 

you might need to know what you should keep in a bag for extreme situations? Since this is just a 

general guide, you can adapt it to your circumstances. You should first remember that your grab bag 

should not exceed eight kilos (about 17 pounds) which means that besides yourself, the necessary 

equipment has to fit into a vehicle and--what’s more important--there needs to be space in the car to 

permit the evacuation of your team members too.   

Here is the list:   

·         The main thing – IDs and their copies, including passport 

·         Certificates  stating your local organization or embassy 

·         Your driver’s permit and any other vehicle-related documents 

·         $500 in cash   

·         Credit cards and necessary personal  papers  

·         A list of items left behind  

·         Clothes: five sets of clothes and five pairs of socks  

·         Items of personal hygiene, including toilet paper  

·         First aid items and medicines  

·         Insect repellant and sun cream  

·         Drinking water 

·         A sleeping bag, blanket, and mosquito net, which might be useful in certain areas. . 

As for medicines, remember that your armoured vehicle and security personnel are equipped with 

everything in case of severe injuries and wounds. Still, take the following items with you:  

·        Imodium 

·        Rehydration powders 

·         Bandages (various) including medical tape, sterile gauze pads and plasters/bandaids 

·         Antiseptic solution/cream 



·         Eye drops 

·         Ear drops 

·         Anti-histamine cream (e.g. Anthisan) 

·         Paracetamol 

·         Ibuprofen 

·        Wet wipes 

·        Anti-nausea tablets 

·        Latex gloves 

Hopefully, your guide will help you load your bag into the vehicle, but keep it in a very accessible place 

so you can easily and quickly grab it!  

Let me tell you a story about our armoured Land Cruiser: Nabila and I were coming back from 

Baghizanana (remember the Women’s Garden?) during rush hour, and were caught in the traffic. 

While zigzagging between hundreds of cars, our SUV hit a broken-down second- or third-hand vehicle 

of unknown brand. The crash was soft, but we still had to pull over and stop by the road—and we got 

a little tense. The passengers started to gradually spill out of the vehicle we’d hit: one, two, three . . . 

possibly more than ten . . . A woman in a burka was the last to leave the car, with an infant in her arms.  

I was shaken but, fortunately, there were no signs of any dents on either vehicle or any injuries to 

passengers. The driver and the bodyguard ‘riding gun’ ordered a new vehicle from Baron to take us 

back. Nabila and I got out and looked at our brand-new, gigantic Land Cruiser, my eyes widened: the 

front right side of the vehicle was almost completely torn off, the bumper was broken and had fallen 

off and the front headlight was smashed. There was other damage too, but I don’t know the names of 

most vehicle parts… All-in-all, the car looked so bad that even the Afghans felt sorry for us.        

- “Hey what’s this? Is this what we hope for at the front line?” I tried to crack a joke.  

- “Did you feel the impact?” – asked the guard.   

- “Not much. Hardly at all.”  

- “Exactly-- and if our car had not been in such bad shape already, you would definitely have felt 

it!”  

- “Thank God nothing happened to those people! Did you see the baby?”  My heart almost burst. 

- “They’ll be here soon from the compound to get you, don’t worry.” 

After a few minutes another SUV drove up and took us to Baron. Nabila prayed the whole day. I did 

quite the opposite--I talked and talked as if I’d swallowed a radio, telling the new driver everything 

that happened at least five times.  



Chapter 6  

That morning Al-jazeera announced nothing alarming regarding Afghanistan, other than the fact that 

a couple of suicide bombers had blown themselves up in Kandahar and “only three local policemen 

were the victims”. Compared to neighboring Pakistan, Afghanistan is has more than its share of 

explosions. Georgia is never mentioned on the news in this regard-- neither as a nest of terrorism, nor 

as the cradle of criminality, nor as a lighthouse of democracy. As the main character of the popular 

Soviet film, A she-prisoner of the Caucasus (from the series of Shurik's Adventures) said, “It really 

pisses me off”. What we have in Georgia now is a long-wished-for period of stagnation and peace 

(except for the scandal around dismissing Robert Sturua). Therefore, as the popular Svanetian joke goes: 

“I’m bored!”  

What happened to our neighboring Russia? They too have slumped into lethargy and don’t even “call 

in”. Everyone is wallowing in joy and happiness. Only the “Raftmen’s” Facebook group is picking a 

fight on their site saying that they won’t be washed away.  When I was younger, the Comsomol Central 

Committee used to organize an annual art symposium in Bakuriani and ironically both Comsomol 

activitists and dissidents attended it. Gia Peradze used to call these events (instead of a symposium) 

“Spirtbozium” (“spirt” - for spiritus/vodka and “bozium” a for meeting of whores).  One should note 

that at that time even smoking a cigarette in Georgia classified a woman as a slut.  To top it off, Parna 

Zakaraia used to come into the central meeting room and announce to everyone: “Those who are happy 

with the system stay here, and those who want to fuck the Soviet Union go to room 10 and see Dato 

Agiashvili!”  This was the type of stagnation we – the members of Young Communists Union—were in 

at that time.   

Why did I recall this ”Spirtbozium“ ?- no idea. I’ll find out about it in the evening with Freud. At the 

moment the whole Government of Georgia is visiting Batumi to mark the beginning of a new era in 

Georgian art with Doiashvili’s variant of the opera Keto and Kote. Although the premiere of Keto and 
Kote caused a lot of nervousness, in just a couple of days the anxiety was overcome and faded, due to 

another tragi-comedy, a scandal called “The Swimming Pool” staged by the President, which left 

obvious traces on the physical and psychological condition of the leading actors of the play – on several 

acting ministers, and on an employee of the press center, the photographer and “the show-bizz 

superstar”. So if we ignore these little staccato notes, there is total joy in Georgia--the Opposition is 

more or less a pain in the arse (within bearable limits) whereas the government with its own perfection 

and successes is playing at the zenith of delight, and Vano Merabishvili with his whole Ministry of 

Internal Affairs and their Patrol Service is watching over this epoch of universal joy. We all know what 

kind of force it is!  

Come on, what are you up to . . . What “Baron”? What did you say! Again Freud is “needed” . . . and, 

here he is, our head office ordered a special psychologist for us in Afghanistan in view of “relieving 

stress” and “team building”.  During group sessions I got the project policy, strategy and tactics officers 

and the management so upset that I almost got sent back to Georgia the following day. But psychologist 

Dan Hess wrote a most positive reference for me and even moved me to his main group for future 

sessions.  This is an international group of representatives from various countries, which means that 

after leaving Afghanistan they will maintain relationships with me and conduct observations on how 

to work under stress from Afghanistan with my help and assistance!   



We were supposed to maintain contact via Skype. We even set the day and the time for a monthly call. 

However he was not able to contact me at the first call as I was playing ping-pong in the garden with 

my team, and the Skype session completely slipped my mind. The second time I overslept. The third 

time we finally got connected, then there was a massive alert which made me say such words that he 

preferred to hang up and call me back the following week. During that week a state of emergency was 

declared in Baron two times and our conversation failed again. Finally, we somehow managed to talk 

to each other, but by then he was so depressed that it took me the whole evening to help him de-stress. 

In a month we’ll contact each other again. I can imagine what the conversation will sound like!       

Well . . . Let’s get back to Baron (I just can’t help myself saying Kabul, Afghanistan, but can I say that? 

Of course not. We aren’t there—we’re isolated here in Baron). Yesterday Diana, Francis and I went to 

“Chiano” together, the Italian supermarket next to Baron.  Now I can find my way there with my eyes 

closed (of course in an armored vehicle). I needed nothing, actually, but I was desperate to leave the 

compound territory and it didn’t matter what the destination was. I still stare at the dusty districts of 

the suburb, poor huts built from mud, street market vendors, old men warming themselves in the sun, 

children with dark black eyes, naked and covered all over with dust, their dirty faces peering from 

discolored turban-gowns, and I admire their beauty. You may say that all kids are beautiful but I have 

never seen such dirty yet handsome children except in films and movies. Girls still wear 

shorts/miniskirts, and with their handkerchiefs and flashing emerald green eyes behind black 

eyelashes, they wave to us joyously as we go by. I also wave back and even blow kisses, which makes 

them burst out laughing.   

Even the most basic items in Chiano cost at least $50. I always swear I’ll never ever visit this place 

again; little realizing it was a means to escape Baron. I am like a dog that is walked by its owners outside 

the city and can’t figure out which way to run away. One small can of mustard, a kilo of sugar, a can 

of sausages, 200 grams of cheese and two bottles of grapefruit juice cost me 62 dollars. If my husband 

found out about this he would kill himself--he manages to buy almost the whole Navtlughi market in 

Tbilisi for the equivalent of 13 dollars!   

We have a Chiano inside Baron as well, a minimarket where almost everything except meat is sold. Of 

course everything is extremely expensive there too--the only difference being that one can bargain.  

Although we also get ripped off there’s a sense of mutual compromise and satisfaction.   

The owner of the minimarket and sales people are young, joyful, and sometimes very happy youngsters 

who are friendly with the Baron Security guys and with us as well. They were the ones who managed 

to find out that “deira/deida Manana” (aunt Manana) means “Thank you very much” in Pashtu. Even 

their dog wags its tail differently to me as if he also calls me Aunt Manana. The owner of the dog has a 

lot of fun assuring me that the dog only accepts food from my hands. (Definitely he is kidding, but I ‘m 

still glad.)    

The dog owner’s name is Najibula. He is dark, handsome and wears a military uniform.  He’s a dog 

specialist working in the Baron’s security service with his two dogs, and fighting against Taliban 

soldiers in various provinces of Afghanistan. His dogs can detect bombs, mines and weapons. The black 

and white spaniel, Bruno and a Rottweiler (I don’t know his name) now both work in Baron. Bruno is 

one of my loveliest friends and this is why Najibula is especially friendly with me and always tries to 

please me. Once he showed me something that was amazing--a blue Afghan bracelet-glove, decorated 



with beads.  The bracelet had five rings attached and between the bracelet and the rings on the fingers 

of the glove, there was an open rose crocheted with hand-made beads. It was astounding. 

-    What’s this, Najibula? Where did you get it? What a beautiful thing! – I tried to put it on my hand 

but my fingers wouldn’t fit.    

-     It is not your size, it’s small,  - Najibula said sadly. -It took me exactly one week to make, and 

now it doesn’t fit you.   

-    Really, it’s wonderful! Did you make it?  

-   Yes. It is extremely difficult to make, but I do love doing it. It takes me ages. Put it on the wall.   

-    How much?  

-    Seven hundred dollars, - he smiles – I will give it to someone else and make a new one for you.   

-   No. I will have to pay you for it. I know the real price of such chef d’oeuvres.  

-    How can I accept money from you? You feed my dog with grapes and he loves you so much – he 

says smilingly and pats Bruno.   

-    Come on. I thought your Bruno was crazy about grapes. Don’t you feed him too?  

-    The fact that I feed him is normal, but I am amazed that he’ll eat from your hands! 

-    It’s good that you told me he shouldn’t eat too much. Otherwise, I had a whole cluster of grapes 

saved for him.   

Suddently Najibula was called on the radio telephone and he left with Bruno, taking the bracelet with 

him, telling me that before he leaves he would make a much better one. I saw Bruno with his tail high, 

following his Afghan patron, and remembered a wonderful film from my childhood, “White Bim with 

Black Ear”. Bruno bore a strong resemblance to Bim--unlike Najibula and the actor Tikhonov! 

Chapter 7 

Dakhunda and I are sitting in a room together. He is an educated and talented young man of  32, 

married with two children. He is the one who often tells me stories of Afghanistan, and is an extremely 

good narrator. He’s aware that I’m recording what I see and wants me to get the right impressions. At 

the beginning when I hadn’t noticed this, I used to ask him sneaky questions.  

- “How old were you when you got married?”  

- “Twenty five.”  

- “When my son was 25, he already had a second wife,” I lied.  

- “Doesn’t your  law prohibit marrying more than one woman?” he asked.  

- “No. You just have to divorce the first and then marry the second one.” 



- “Well” . . . he mused. 

- “Can you legally marry another wife by law?” I played dumb.   

- “Of course--I can have four wives. My dad has two spouses.”  

- “I also have a friend who has two wives but the second one is unofficial. However, everyone - 

his family and close people – simply accept that. He has two children with the first one and 

three with the other.” I was trying to impress Dakhunda.   

- “Do they live separately?”  

- “Of course!” I replied. 

- “As for us, we live together – both wives and children of my father. It is only my eldest brother 

who has left the house with his family, but they live in the house next to us. My younger 

brother got married and lives with us too. This is why I have so many uncles and aunts, sister- 

and brothers-in-law.”  

- “In my country having two wives at the same time isn’t legal, and it’s not really allowed to have 

them separately but it happens. I can imagine what would happen if two or three wives lived 

together in Georgia. They would tear each other up!”  

- “Here it all depends on the husband. My father managed so that his wives don’t even dare 

raise their voices at each other. They treat each other with respect and share the work of 

raising the children, so there is complete respect and understanding within the household. 

This is because my father is the one who has the final word in the family. He would never 

allow a woman to interfere in decision making, especially issues that apply to family relations.  

For me too, if things aren’t done at the proper level, then I am responsible.”  

- “Yes, but, what if one wife loves him more than the other and is jealous or upset because of 

different things?”  

- “He is the one responsible for this too. Let me say that he has done a wonderful job in this 

respect. He has never humiliated any of his wives in front of the other; he always gives the 

same amount of money to each for shopping, and never buys just one present. He always gets 

two. This is the attitude he has towards the children too. But look at the family of our neighbors. 

His wives are so cross at each other that now it’s the tail that wags the dog in that house. My 

dad is a great guy!”  

- “Indeed, he is,” I agreed, “and I look forward to hearing more.”  

- “He is a military man and has the same type of order where he works. He’s chief auditor of the 

Afghan police.”  

- “You should have told me he was in the military! Hearing how harmonious your family is I was 

thinking I should convert to Islam! Of course, he would keep order--if he manages to organize 

the finances of the entire Afghan police, what is it to look after two women?”  



We both smile.  

- He commented, “Well, I see one could convert you easily. Where are those brave Georgian 

women, who die for Christianity that you were talking about before... where is your great 

faith and sacrifice?”  

- Our great faith and sacrifice diesappeared with those brave women, my dear Dakhunda.”   I 

changed the subject. “If you really want to, can you have a second wife?”     

- “If I really want it, of course, no one will stand in and prevent me!” he proudly stated.  

- “What about the right to divorce?”   

- “Yes, of course. It’s the man who can, not the woman. What the woman is entitled to is the 

right to choose. Before getting married she is asked whether she welcomes the man as her 

husband-- and if she agrees, this is where her right to make decisions ends. After that, she is 

not able to change her mind unless the man divorces her. But divorce is a great shame and 

tragedy for every woman.   And men aren’t completely free either in terms of divorce.  A man 

has to have a specific and obvious reason. We don’t abandon spouses because of petty details 

like not getting along.” 

- “Very interesting ...” 

- “For a Muslim it is considered shameful to allow a woman to leave. For example, if a male 

family member dies, his wife is kept within the family if possible. She can even be remarried 

to the dead person’s brother for the deceased sake, and it often happens that a young man gets 

an older wife from his dead brother. To compensate for this he is entitled to another wife – a 

person he himself really wishes to have.” 

- “Right. I really feel sorry for him. He should have at least one wife for whom he feels real love. 

It’s quite understandable that he won’t be happy with the sister-in-law, and will look for love,” 

I said.  

In fact I found myself agreeing with Dakhunda and felt I was trying to justify these customs that were 

completely new and incomprehensible to me. It would have been stupid of me if I now asked him 

where this custom came from. An old joke dawned on me regarding customs and ways: Some cannibals 

took some Georgian tourists hostage and the tribe’s chief called for a council meeting. They decided to 

rape the men and eat the women.  The Georgian women started to scream “What a stupid custom, 

where does it come from?” and a Georgian man sitting nearby shouted: “Very good custom, I’m not 

complaining!” 

I wonder how to link this joke to what Dakhunda told me about—what is needed is probably Freud’s 

“stream of consciousness...”, but I still doubt even Freud, with his tremendous inferiority complexes, 

could find a suitable solution to this simplest of social equations. This is the way we do here and that’s 

it! Let everyone save his own ass!  

Even for such a mature and open-minded person like Dakhunda, with a complete higher education, 

his experience working in international organizations, his smart mind and sense of humor and 



completely wired to the internet--all he just told me is ordinary Afghan life, with its written and 

unwritten laws--and he can’t see any reasonable cause to change these rules and customs.  

- “My wife was telling me she wants to start working as a teacher. When I enquired, it is only 

200 dollars that she would get. I told her I’ll pay this amount to her and in return she will stay 

home and teach the kids.” Dakhunda shares his views with me and bursts out laughing at my 

facial expression.   

He resembles my brother-in-law Gochita very much.  You never know when he is joking or serious. 

Dakhunda has a very good sense of humor. He’s chosen a kind of “benevolent humor” towards the 

Afghan “absurdities” and thus tells the most outrageous and disgraceful stories, that make everyone die 

laughing! The “joyful” stories from the most recent history of Afghanistan are the best. For example, 

he said that during the Taliban regime, English and computer sciences were the most popular courses 

(like in Georgia after the Rose Revolution and even today).  

- “How come! I can’t believe it! We read everywhere that the Talibans prohibited watching 

films, going to the theatre, listening to music, reading books. People would get arrested or 

even exiled for all these so why the hell would they need English and computers? Even 

universities were banned, schools were closed and . . . “ 

- He explained that prohibitions were only for women. Men could take as many courses as they 

wanted. “As for the schools, all Afghan schools were united into a few two years ago, and we 

– the kids only --went there to take exams which were just questions and answers, a 

completely stupid ‘blitz interview’. This is how we advanced from one year of studies to 

another, from class to class.” 

 Even during Mujahidin times, there were several novelties: As we know from the most recent 

history of Afghanistan, the Mujahidin took over after the overturn of the Russian socialist rule and, as 

usual in all  ‘proud and ambitious’ countries, internal wars start. The Pashtu, Khazar and Tajik living 

in Afghanistan came to blows with each other as well. During Mujahidin times Kabul was divided 

into sections and one could never cross from one district to another freely. Those who tried were 

caught and punished by the local rulers. Khazar people are quite easy to distinguish from other 

Afghan tribes by the shape of the nose and temples. They  are Mongolian, while Pushtuns and Tajiks 

are  Caucasian (although in the Caucasus they would be called Arian). It is difficult to differentiate 

the Pushtuns from Tajiks. During the Mujahidin regime, Afghans found a very simple linguistic-

phonetic way to identify each other to keep from having trouble: in the Dari language “khrud” means 

filtered/pressed sour milk.  Native Tajiks say “khrud” whereas the Pashtuns say a milder “qrud”. 

There is no more authentic proof than this of who is who….   

- What if I have a speech defect?”  I ask Dakhunda deviously. 

- Dakhunda smiled.  “That’s no excuse.  Say ‘khrud’ and you are OK, have a nice day...  One of 

our houses happened to be on Khazar territory and I used to sneak over there to see it. The 

guards caught me a couple of times, and when they realized I was Tajik, gave me a big shovel 

and took me to dig trenches. We dug until midday at the Khazar/Tajik district border. Then a 

bus came and the supervisor spotted two Tajiks in it. They stopped the bus, ordered the Tajik 



out, and told me to leave and that it was their turn to dig trenches. This is how “peacefully” 

they let me off.” 

- “It’s great they let you off!” – I can’t help laughing.  

- “What else could they do? I couldn’t stand up straight for a week though.” 

- “Tell me, how many houses do you have in other districts?” 

- “Seven-- and the same number of shops.”  

- “You must be rich.”  

- “So far so good. But we are not able to accumulate wealth. All my sisters go to private schools; 

the brothers also get an expensive education. Thus, we spend what we get. Besides, it costs a 

lot to support such a large family, you know.”  

- “Why don’t you start living separately, just with your own family?”      

- “No, we prefer to live this way. Now my younger brother got married and we expanded more. 

I will have to build a third floor on my house. I don’t plan to separate from my family. This 

sort of life is easier and better for everyone!” – says Dakhunda and smiles into my eyes. He 

knows that from times immemorial I have been living only with my husband and children, 

and am not sure whether I like such a life or not. Maybe it would have been better for me to 

spend my whole life with my wonderful mom and dad?  

- “Have you and your brothers divided the property yet?”  

- “The property belongs to my Dad. He frequently says who will get what, but these are just 

words. He is the one who owns everything. No one actually forces me to stay there. I may 

separate and start living on my own but so far I don’t feel the need to. I prefer building another 

floor onto the house. My elder brother lives alone. He likes it that way--but I like it this way.”  

We were so carried away talking that it completely slipped our minds that there was a kite running 

competition between two project teams at the Baron square today. I had been waiting for this special 

day and almost forgot because of Dakhunda’s stories. We both rushed to the square, but, alas, it had all 

finished and everyone was already preparing for a picnic. We did manage to attend that. 

 

Chapter 8 

Every day a thousand kites fly overhead like butterflies and that’s why I’m always focused on the sky. 

It’s like watching a fire, or the sea. You can’t stop watching it. The kite is part of the culture of the 

Afghan people, something like feasting is for Georgians . . . Based on my 60-year experience, no sport 

enjoys such dedication and passion in Georgia as feasting does.  

The popular book by Khaled Hosseini called The Kite Runner describes how the kite is a beloved 

creature for Afghan people, and whenever you look up at the Afghan sky, you always see one or two 



checkered ones of different shapes--trapezium, rhombus/diamond, cylinder, oblong . . .  It seems the 

trapezium is a classic form, and the sky is filled with kites of all colors. It has been three decades that 

this sky has been obscured by smoke from weapons-- in contrast the kite is such an insignificant thing, 

yet it can even penetrate that haze.  I found that even one or two kites always decorate and beautify 

the Afghan sky, making me feel good.   

Beyond this huge barbed wall there are poor settlements. People live in mud huts and are hungry and 

thirsty, yet they still fly kites above their houses.  Sometimes the kite is flying so high the cord can 

hardly be seen, and it looks more  like a big bird with wings spread, sliding like an arching symbol of 

liberty above the walled and barbwire fenced Baron compound.  

- “Can you guys--Afghans--live without kites?” I asked Dakhunda.  

- “Come on! This is high season! Kids are having fun. Before we had relatively shorter strings 

whereas now there are more advanced kites with big spools and you can let the kite go as high 

as you want. There’s less need to run as much since you can control the kite from one spot.”  

- “What about winter?”  

- “The kite is popular in winter too, but in summer – what else should an Afghan child do this 

time of year?  The kite is the best form of entertainment. Everyone is happy flying a kite when 

the weather is good, and that’s why the whole sky is filled with them.  To control a kite is 

extremely difficult. In competitions kite runners try to cut each others’ ropes, and the 

remaining kite runner is the winner. The thread cuts our hands, and unless you cover your 

hand with special tape, you’ll have no fingers by the end of the contest.”  

- “I used to like kites when I was a child, though it was rare in Georgia to run with a kite, while 

in Russia it was very popular. They call it a “flying snake”.  I didn’t know there are kite 

competitions in France too, and they have other special rules.”  

- “Yes, I’ve heard that applying rules to flying a kite was introduced by Europeans. We have 

kite competitions without any rules or penalties. All methods are welcome if they help you 

win!” 

- “It resembles a war.”  

- “Yes, as with all competitions. The art of flying a kite depends on the movement of the 

fingers. Rivals try to cut each other’s strings without sacrificing their own fingers.”  

In the middle of explaining the kite launching and flying technology, the time for prayer came for 

Dakhunda and he retreated to the prayer room. I went to my beloved Baron garden. I sat in the sun 

and looked up at the sky. The countless kites soared like butterflies and I couldn’t take my eyes off 

them. I could see one or two get cut off from the sky’s vault and crash like dead birds. I couldn’t see 

the defeat – when they hit the ground,  --since this happens beyond the seven-meter high cement 

fence. I want to scream at them and say not to do it! I feel sorry for the kite left alone in such a spacious 

sky--but kites are dropping like flies and I can do nothing to stop the massacre. Have mercy! Screaming 



and shouting are prohibited in Baron, however, and shouting for “no reason” is punishable by law 

anyway… 

I am staring at the huge tri-colored kite with the colors of the Afghan flag, which remained alone in 

the sky, swaying and rocking proudly.  A King Lear complex suddenly possessed me, and I broke down 

and cried like the great King Lear, when everyone had abandoned him.  I burst into tears there in Baron 

thinking of such things as the lonely emperor, “Kite”,  unhappy as Pontius Pilate – rushing to the sky 

to soar to the universe but instead hurtling to the ground as if shot--and this is how its soaring life is 

short-lived, and like a butterfly’s, it  ends.  The King is dead, glory to the King!  Tomorrow they will 

again soar to the sky and no one knows which will be the last to crash to the ground. As my assistant 

Mustafa says, “That’s life!” 

 I came back from the garden and Dakhunda came back from prayers, so we sat down and 

continued to talk.  Before telling you about Dakhunda, let me say that our colleague Hashim won in 

the kite competition.  He’s the head of the project’s logistic section, about 40 years old and quite plump 

– a good prototype of the oriental merchant. His eyes are joyful and cunning. I saw photos of him flying 

a kite and was completely amazed to discover a handsome and extraordinarily flexible middle-aged 

man with dancing hands and body. I thought to myself -- My dear Mustafa, this is not life, it’s a kite 

that makes the lives and souls of the Afghans beautiful.  This is why soaring kites never disappear from 

the Afghan sky.   

 As for Dakhunda’s brother’s wedding party, I saw a video of it.  Dakhunda boasted that he had 

invited 1500 people. It must have been a historic wedding, including foreign guests dressed in 

traditional Afghan clothes, some even wore hats like the great Afghan Mujahidin Massoud-- and all of 

them danced. Dancing was an almost hysterical happening.  Elderly men were smoking the chilim, 

sitting along the walls, whereas other guests, perhaps a thousand or more, were swinging and shaking. 

A dance was very similar to our old Tbilisi dance called “Shalakho” that looks like a Chechen dance 

with modern changes. They look into each others’ eyes and smile blissfully. They flash their happy 

sultry eyes and invite each other to dance, until they fall.  The mastery of foot movement and moving 

hips exceeds all limits through the thrill of self-satisfaction, culminating in ecstasy. Happy is the bride 

who Allah ordained to strike a final chord to this cosmic ecstasy. This indeed is a huge responsibility!  

 That was all happening in the hall for the men. Of course, Dakhunda did not record what was 

going on in the women’s hall during the wedding but if we believe the novel by a Norwegian journalist 

and writer Åsne Seierstad, The Bookseller of Kabul, wild and boisterous dancing and games are taking 

place there. Afghan women are heavily made up; they put on so much makeup for such events that 

even their husbands don’t recognize them! They fall into ecstasy by dancing wildly and provokingly 

and pinching each other on their thighs, breasts and all other possible soft and sensitive places. And 

the bride who has thus been ultimately inflamed and excited greets her over-danced and over-excited 

husband at the peak of desire. What follows can be one of two things:  either the world will end that 

night, or—exhausted and weak—they will sleep “peacefully” next to each other until morning.  “Yeah, 

the East is a delicate thing”, said Comrade Sukhov a long time ago, and, in my opinion, it’s very true!                       

 Najibula and his dog Bruno posed in front of my camera today. Najibula is not upset when I 

keep forgetting his name, but it’s important that I don’t forget Bruno’s name. He will never forgive me. 

As I mentioned before, Najibula is a young and ordinary Afghan guy with a typical Afghan look--thin, 



dark-skinned, with black eyes and raven-black hair, average height and well-proportioned.   He would 

definitely be a Hollywood star but he hasn’t yet thought about it, and therefore he is extremely direct 

and at times even funny when he’s with his dogs. He’s trained them so they are more like circus dogs 

than military ones. However, Bruno has been trained to detect mines and guns.  I don’t even want to 

think that one day he might get blown up by a mine. What Najibula will be left with then is his black 

Rottweiler, which I just hate. It barks at everyone indiscriminately. Najibula says that’s just his 

character. Otherwise, it’s a nice dog.       

- “What if Bruno gets blown up?”  - It slipped out from the bottom of my heart.  

- “No way. My Bruno can smell a mine at 100 meters. He sits two meters from the mine and 

freezes. He whimpers just enough to let you know how to dig up the target. This dog really 

has the power of smell, and hasn’t made a mistake yet!”   

Najibula calmly hid the test gun under one of the free armchairs of the garden and we watched.  Just 

then a completely random person came and sat down, and Najibula ordered Bruno to “search” --The 

circus performance started.   Bruno rushed to the armchair and started digging the ground under it 

with his front paws. The person sitting in the armchair laughed at first and patted Bruno , asking the 

dog hat he is looking for. Then the man got upset and looked around. Finally, he jumped up in panic 

and ran at breakneck speed to a presumably safe distance. Had it not been Bruno, our universally 

beloved Bruno, the population of Baron would have spoken to Najibula in different terms. Out of 

respect to Bruno, however, the whole compound turned a blind eye to Najibula’s practical joke.  

 I woke up late today and rushed to work without even having coffee. It’s been 40 days they 

haven’t given us water, not to mention coffee. It’s Ramadan again.    

I complained to Dakhunda –I don’t want to harm your fragile ego, but we can’t even drink a 

glass of water!  I added that our own Georgian fasting was much more severe, but no one would suffer 

from it. Dakhunda, who didn’t seem to notice there wasn’t a drop of water around or other drinks in 

the office, was surprised at my comment.  He rushed to the administration with the intent of settling 

things and clarifying the issue, then came back and told me there was a huge buffet in the meeting 

room, full of sweets, etc.  

When we entered the room, in the corner of the hall, I indeed found a table with four three-

layered cakes and various pastries accompanied by milk and coffee, as well as thermoses with a variety 

of teas, and unlimited lemonade and juices.    I looked around. Out of all the expatriates, only I and the 

Russian guy Andrey were in the room. The others were Afghans, who drew back as I approached the 

sweets. Afghan women were sitting separately in the corner—they don’t mix with the men. My Afghan 

colleague said “Ladies first” and let me go ahead, so I chose what I wanted and went to sit with the 

women, next to a pretty girl.  

The table was very long, but despite this people stood, as there weren’t enough places for all to 

sit.  The Deputy Project Director, Safir Safar, led the festivities in Pashtu so obviously, I couldn’t 

understand a word, but all of a sudden, Kari (a person who knows the whole Koran by heart) stood up 

and chanted some lines from the Koran. Everyone, including those sitting on the floor or standing, 



bowed their heads and began to pray.  I sat still and for some reason started crying, but I’m ashamed to 

let anyone notice my eyes, glistening with tears.  

 Kari finishes the prayer; the Muslims put their hands up to the sky and sent glory to Allah, 

while warmth spilled into my heart.  I start praying “Our Father, who art in Heaven . . .”, and my eyes 

filled with flaming tears. I definitely knew that at that moment the Holy Father was with me, as with 

those Muslims who prayed for the memory of Roya’s recently deceased uncle.    Based on a rule here, 

before a party starts one prays for those who passed away recently and for close persons, and only then 

can the feast begin.  It is similar to own Georgian tradition, when after giving tribute to the dead, the 

toastmaster gives a toast to life and happiness.   

 Dakhunda and I discussed this issue in detail too, and we came to the conclusion that there was 

no difference between us, neither in age nor spiritual nature.  This was especially true when I used 

characters from Nodar Dumbadze’s novel called Me, Granny, Iliko and Ilarion.  Zurikela and Ilarioni  

had a theory that proved age makes no difference! 

Chapter  9   

Nabila and Giuli feel very sorry for me because I can’t get out of Baron. After thinking about it a while 

they asked me to join them sometime when they go to the Ministry of Women’s Affairs and the 

Department of Gender Issues of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.  Both of these are in the center of 

Kabul and I would at least see something (of course, from the window of the APC). This idea appealed 

to me, however, and at the first opportunity I arranged a trip to the Ministry and Nabila agreed to 

accompany me.   

My face was stuck to the car window as I impatiently looked forward to something special—views of 

the city! I was told there was nothing interesting, as it all had been bombed and destroyed, but I didn't 

believe them. There must be at least something left – the old fortresses, for example, which are 

fascinating. Nabila turned out to be a very poor guide, telling me little or nothing at all.  She talked on 

the phone the whole time, mentioning my name “Manana” several times.  I told her I knew she was 

talking about me, but she said no, that it was not about me. “Manana” means “Thank you” in Pashtu 

and she was thanking someone she was speaking to… 

Like many Afghan women, Nabila is quite plump, rather resembling Azeri women. Pretty, round-

faced, warm, and with a joyful smile, she told me she isn't always as calm and self-contained as she is 

in the office. She said she can have fun after working hours and get together with friends.  

- What do you mean? – I asked. 

- This is an American organization. It’s not allowed to be unceremonious or to laugh loudly at 

work. After working hours – no problem. To be honest, I am sick and tired of pretending to be 

serious.   



It seems someone taught her to behave that way and poor Nabila was doing her best to keep from 

having fun, to hide the little devils from playing in her eyes, or in  the little corners of her soul and 

heart. Sometimes she got tired of it and came to me to try and forget her problems. I just learned she is 

Nabila is 22 years old and still single. Given my amateurish perceptions in the sphere of Afghan studies, 

this is not ordinary and, therefore, I couldn’t hide my astonishment when she told me.  

- “How come you have been left unmarried, given your beauty and attractiveness?” I asked. 

- “My father died and I am the only bread-winner in the family. My brothers and sisters are 

younger, and I need to help them through, get them going. So if I get married, who will care 

for them?”  

- “What’s your education background?” 

- “I’m a third-year student at Kabul University, Faculty of Business Administration. After 

finishing school, I took a variety of courses and just got certified as an English teacher.” 

- “Well done, my dear. It seems you have got the kind of education that only meets Karzai 

standards in this country!”  

- “Who cares about Karzai”…smiled Nabila wryly.  

- “True. My President too is not too popular with good or smart women. Otherwise, he’s mobbed 

and surrounded by ladies of various breeds, confessions and social statuses”…I was going to 

add—“thanks to the “troubles of my country”.” 

- “Look at these beautiful sandals my mother gave me! Nothing can be compared with the 

warmth and dedication of a mother. So, I'll have to first talk to my Mom and then we will see. 

Of course, I will get married.”  

- “How old is Giuli?”  

- “No idea. She must be older than me.”  

- “She is so pretty!”  

- “Yes. Her husband is nice too. He is a British Afghan working as an expert in economics here 

at the British Embassy, and gets a British salary. He’s a really good husband. The only thing is 

that they haven't any children yet. She had a second miscarriage recently.” Nabila ran hurriedly 

through Giuli’s family matters. 

- “Why? Any problems?”  



- “No idea. I don’t know about these things, but Giuli confides in me from time to time but the 

only thing I can reply is to tell her to take care of herself. I am not experienced in women's 

matters and don't even have theoretical input. But what I know is that she’s got to take care of 

herself.”                          

- “Well, these matters don't require practice. For example, I have a friend who is still a virgin 

and when we start arguing about women’s issues, she is the first to volunteer advice.”   

- “What I tell Giuli is to look after herself, but I have no idea how she can do it.”  – She smiled 

and winked.  

I smiled back.  I decided to mind my own business or else I might lose my position and be written off 

for any other position… 

Nabila left the office after the day ended and I sent the reports to the head office which our team 

affectionately calls “the home office”, collected all my possessions and headed directly to the garden of 

Baron – my little Garden of Eden. Everything bloomed and flourished there; the air was clean and soft. 

The sky was deep blue and the grass is so green . . . I gazed at one spot in the sky and repeated the 

words of a famous Georgian poet, “the sky is a turquoise and the land is an emerald!”  A blue-yellow-

red-brown kite in the form of a trapezoid shot into the air and remained, flapping in the sky.      My 

eyes followed  its dizzy course that turned the kite's colors to a kaleidoscope. I let myself fade into a 

pleasant dreamlike state, still watching the many-colored sky as if I were on a high, smiling happily 

and blissfully. Suddenly, the kite broke out of the sky and shot down like a meteor and disappeared. I 

looked around but couldn't see where it had hurled to the ground. I sighed, and looked for it again in 

the sky, then got carried away by the movements of clouds and forgot the colorful trapezoidal kite.    

As I was going home I heard someone call, “Deira Manana! » It was Abdullah, the salesman from our 

mini-market.  He was smiling contentedly. 

-  “You see, Ma’am, you looked back when you hear “Deira Manana”!” 

Of course, I would, as Manana is my name – I smiled and and saw he was holding the trapezoidal kite 

under his arm, rolling the nylon string around a small roller. I watched as he put the kite and the roller 

into a frayed cardboard box.         

 “No sign of Paraja Khan; Mustafa is locked in his room decorated with plastic flowers, no appearance 

of American Special Forces. Nothing is happening apart from the rattle of machine-guns  heard every 

night , while in the daytime helicopters draw circles in the sky. In the most ruthless and merciless 

region of the world there is a terrible boredom”.  (The Book Seller of Kabul, by Asne Seierstad) 

Once, a woman called Dakhunda showed me photos of her two daughters (not the ones of her 

husband's other wife...). The elder was four, the younger only six months. They were both dressed up 



like dolls. To my surprise, they both had eyes that were painted black, like those of the famous Georgian 

dance ensemble, Sukhishvili.  

- “Who did this to these kids?” – I ask Dakhunda.  

 - “My mom. The kid yells and pushes us away with her hands. Poor mom!”  Dakhunda laughed.  

 - “Is there any other way?”  

 -  “Of course, not. This is obligatory, all baby girls do so. Do you think she likes to wash her face? This 

creates even more fuss.  As for the older child, she adores it.”  

 - “She might have protested too, when she was a newborn child, right?”  

 -  “I don’t remember. I think she has always been more submissive. This other one is bolder, more 

daring--a hard nut to crack.”        

Well, Dakhunda believed that it was her younger daughter’s obstinate character that makes her hate 

painting her eyes. I doubt it, though, and since I am not Afghan; I never ever saw a case of applying 

makeup to the eyes of a new-born in our culture. But if it doesn’t hurt the child’s health or psyche, no 

problem.  Let them play—especially if some like doing it. Later, I learned from Uzra that the pencil 

with that Afghans use to paint the eyes of their little girls is antimonite or stibnite, a grey “stone of 

protection” that contains the mineral antimony, known from ancient times that works miracles and 

protects children from the evil eye.                   

 

 

Chapter10 

It seems that anyone in Afghanistan whose name is Mina must be pretty.  Mina Sherzoi is an American-

Afghan woman and the leading project coordinator from our head office. She is extremely smart and 

exquisite looking, born into an elite and aristocratic Afghan family. For years, her father was 

Ambassador of Afghanistan to Europe and Asia, thus Mina has moved in highly diplomatic circles all 

her life and now, with her family, she has moved to California.  She comes here to work with a variety 

of projects, and has to respect TAFA policies about where contractees can live.  She has no right to live 

in her own house, as project regulations stipulate that a contracting company bears no responsibility 

for her safety and security outside the Baron compound. Therefore, she has to be as cautious as we do, 

and sleep inside the compound, in a standard two-room accommodation instead of in her own “castle” 

in Kabul.  Yet she is taken to her Kabul home by an armored car after work, which brings her back to 

Baron at 11 pm for the night.        



Remarking on this policy, Mina said, “If there’s thunder only, then there’s no rain”, which is a Georgian 

saying too.  However, but she can’t do anything about it and the law is the law--has to obey. The 

Australian, Heather Grace Jones, shares the same problem. Her Afghan spouse works in Germany and 

when he’s on holiday for a visit in Afghanistan he can sleep at his relatives’ home, but Grace violates 

all the laws of Baron and lets her husband stay in her room, as stealthily as a dog in the night—they go 

out only to the garden to walk – and only after dark. Everyone knows that Grace is hiding her husband 

in her room but no one tells.  

Yet I’m in a better position than the others—since it is forbidden to bring family members to this 

posting, yet if it were really essential for them to be there, I would have had their travel and living 

expenses covered in Afghanistan, and would have been responsible for their lives. But I decided that if 

I wanted a highly paid job I would have to part with my family and go where I’m told.  It’s like when 

Afghan women are told before getting married to think carefully once and for all, and then say 

immediately if they are not willing to marry the man chosen, otherwise it will be too late to change. 

On one hand Grace complains about her awkward situation, while on the other she continually tells 

horror stories, for example how the Taliban kidnapped a leading employee and that since she was very 

well-known in international circles so millions of dollars were asked in ransom.     The embassy entered 

negotiations, but they also had a special operation planned to free the hostage.  

- “She seems to have been sold to the Taliban.” Vesna said.  She is a Bosnian friend with seven 

years experience working in conflict zones.    

- “Absolutely, no doubt.” – agreed Grace.  

- “Who did it?” – I asked in surprise – “The security unit?” 

- “The driver, for instance, could have informed the kidnappers he was taking a certain person 

to a certain place—and would get quite a large amount of money for this information.”  

I was going to protest, but I said no more. I preferred to listen to the whole story rather than argue.  

The end of the story was sad--after thinking it over, the Americans decided to organize a large scale 

special operation rather than pay the sum asked. They did so, and the woman was killed unintentionally 

and in uncertain circumstances. Grace was extremely upset and saddened. She knew this lady very well 

and respected her a lot.  

Yet she didn’t relate her own situation of restricted freedom to this case. Mina also didn’t seem to relate 

the story to her own “absurd” situation, but justified herself unequivocally by saying there has never 

been a case where wolf-fearing sheep were slaughtered by a wolf, and I fully agree. Yes, we are 

extremely limited and locked up.  

A couple of hours after this conversation I was sent a confidential questionnaire from the security 

service asking me to provide the telephone numbers of people close to me, with their personal data, 

names, surnames, characteristics and details that would enable them to identify a person in case they 

need him/her, concerning myself. I couldn’t figure out what information was needed or why.        



               

  -“Why do you need these details?” – I asked Nils, Head of Security.  

“It’s essential in case you get kidnapped, so we can identify you.”  

“Yes, but why do you need data on those people close to me?”   

“That’s in case you get killed. We need to call on a person who can identify you.” 

  

I have no idea what Grace and Mina are talking about with their relaxed attitudes. As for myself, I’ve 

already been “instructed” so strictly that I hardly dare leave my Room 1020, not to mention Baron. 

There is only one thing that worries me – my Mom thinks I’m in the United States!  She’s even asked 

me to bring some things home for her, so what should I do? All we can find here in the compound are 

Afghan carpets and souvenirs!      

*** 

Kabul used to be extremely green, with many deep-rooted, centuries-old deciduous trees. Like the 

whole country and its population, due to endless wars the trees had to live through large-scale 

destruction and extermination. Any that survived the bombs, mines and shells were mercilessly cut 

down, since the enemy could shelter behind them. Today was the first time I was to see something of 

other parts of the city.  I had to travel somewhere other than the airport, a place which is the hilly 

“Nakhalovka” district in Tbilisi. Here in Afghanistan this area was originally called Karti Parvani, and 

it’s similar to the settlements of Bukhara and Samarkand in Uzbekistan--houses closely linked to each 

other by a common flat earthen roof, with steep narrow stairs, sloping earthen paths and “caravans” of 

white and brown donkeys loaded with water casks and barrels moving up and down the slopes.             

Since they have neither drinking water nor sewage system here, water is delivered to the area. Donkeys 

are used because no vehicles can access the area, especially in the upper streets; the donkeys are like 

Land Rovers, but with more noble qualities. The driver said that the people living in this district are 

poverty-stricken and lack food. But it’s a beautiful place… I said, “If I lived in Kabul, I would build a 

house here”, and he chortled arrogantly.  

Our car wasn’t allowed entry at the Ministry of Internal Affairs compound, so I was thrilled to walk a 

few meters to the buildings through the lively streets of Kabul, and to breathe in the natural dust. 

There’s dust in Baron too, but there it blends with international “artificial” ingredients. Real Afghan 

dust is never felt inside Baron.  Here we stare at Afghan men sitting cross-legged in wooden palenquins 

in the Kabul streets, looking like their dusty, blue-grey prayer rugs; I try to understand why the burkas 

of the Kabul women walking busily along the streets are all the same pale dusty blue, and why all the 

red, yellow and white roses on the lawns have withered into a dull grey.             



Dust is both a killer and life-giver in Kabul. It gives the city life because the Afghans have not yet 

finished the struggle against it that they started a thousand years ago. It is perhaps considered a killer 

for the same reason. This very Afghan phenomenon has also been exacerbated by the fact that between 

wars Kabul is full of frenetic construction activity. Most streets, except the central avenue, are not 

covered with asphalt. Wind and rain are rare phenomena here, and that’s all that dust needs.  

I noticed that dust is talked about with high esteem only when related to the theatre: “When you 

realize what the taste of dust is from the stage…”, for example. I hadn’t imagined that the city’s dust 

could have such deep and substantial meaning, but does-- “This is Afghanistan”.  The country is 

different from anywhere else with its dust and dirt, greatness and deference, all locked away from 

everyone, withdrawn and dazzling, frightening and yet attractive as a magnet. There is no end to 

hunting for it both from within and from without.   

My room cleaner, Cobra, said that one day they see skyscrapers built here, while the next day they are 

blown up. They even learned how to make money from this. Well, God save us from bombs, otherwise, 

this would be happening in Tbilisi too. As it is, they pave the roads and after two weeks dig them up; 

three weeks later they lay pipes, cover them with asphalt, and then again dig them up saying that they 

made a mistake. They bring new pipes, lay fresh asphalt-- and it never ends. This is a way they launder 

money in Georgia, making some extremely rich and others gradually poorer and poorer.        

 

 

Chapter 11 

Our so-called “Babylon”, or Baron, was simply called the “Slave Camp” by my Philippine friend,  

Martina Buencamino. Although I haven’t yet grasped the sub-conscious impulse for this image I believe 

the definition, made by someone with a multi-faceted imagination and a no less-convoluted way of 

thinking, and an extremely experienced person--especially in Afghan affairs—retains a very serious 

rationale. I already had an inkling of this, and thought I might even discover clues to why it is “Baron, 

the slave camp”.  

Had she called it a “prison colony with intensive feeding” I would have agreed hands down, but calling 

it a slave camp?  That’s too much!  My God, why slaves? OK, it’s true that in the first part of the day 

everyone works like a mule without stopping until 4 pm, after which they can do anything they wish-

- work like a mule again or stare at the wall until the following morning. Nobody would even consider 

stopping you from doing what you want--finding relaxation in sport or physical exercise, in alcohol, in 

sex or in a spiritual life. Baron offers all kinds of opportunities. However, a couple of reasonable and 

sober eyes are overseeing everything and if we agree to this, then it’s up to us to get on with it.  



This all has nothing to do with the problems of Afghanistan—it’s about your personal problems and 

choices.  The famous poet Titsian Tabidze wrote, “I seem to have been born a slave, and carry the 

burden of Georgia”, which was a horrible verdict though so poetically and pathetically voiced. For 

some reason, I always protested when I had to hear these lines, spoken so proudly and powerfully from 

the stage or at a Georgian banquet (supra).  Now in this tormented land of Afghanistan, here’s a stranger 

telling me that I am carrying the burden of Baron!  Hearing this verdict is much more horrible than 

hearing the first! 

Let me also remind you what I already established…Baron is a kind of Babylon, with such a 

overabundance of people from so many origins. I couldn’t imagine so many countries and states existing 

in the world! Nor could I have ever thought I’d be learning geography so thoroughly in the dusk of my 

life, here in Afghanistan--or to be more specific--in the suburbs of Kabul and the Baron compound. I 

am not sure I explained the word “compound” well—it means structure, a mixture. In linguistics the 

word translates as “complex” such as a complex sentence, word, etc. So if we put all of these definitions 

together, we come up with what Baron is. It’s a whole organism (or to use a very humble local Georgian 

word, ajapsandali, or like a hodge-podge) and I, Manana Dumbadze am a molecule in it--Georgian by 

nationality, Orthodox Christian by confession, cosmopolitan/international by faith. So, my native land 

is the universe.  

To state that openly in Afghanistan, however, is not rewarding nor advantageous in the least or even 

advisable, so no one does, especially in Baron. But I do! No, don’t think I am being impudent, indiscreet 

or impolite. I came to this decision when both the Afghan gardener and the owner of our small mini-

market told me very seriously: “You are a friend--a gorgeous lady”. I could tell from their eyes they 

were not joking, and I wanted to embrace both of them. However, one cannot do this in Afghanistan, 

even if you consider the people your children. This is just forbidden, and that’s it! I feel good when I 

remember those words, and my whole body feels warm--as if I received a peace prize from the grateful 

Afghan people for my contributions to the public values of the country.  

Alik’s (Aleksei’s) last name is Moiseejev, and he’s a hybrid of Russian, Kazakh, Tatar and Jew. He says 

he is an Orthodox Christian. His native language is Russian, but he left for Canada ten years ago and 

still lives in Vancouver. He is the maestro of financial operations here, yet he must have been born 

with a vodka-tonic glass in his hand. Any time I came across him in the garden or the corridor, he 

always had a glass in his hand. His friend Rakhat is Kyrgiz, a lawyer whose spouse is Swedish, living 

alternatively in Sweden and Moscow. As a real offspring of the Soviet Union, his faith is “atheist”. Jivan 

is from Malaysia and lives in Texas, where he moved 30 years ago and became successful.  He is ark- 

skinned with a European face, and wears a golden cross on his chest. He is a Christian like me, but I 

don’t know which confession. During Ramadan I discovered that Sasha, who I thought was a pure 

German--which he actually is—was a convert to Islam.  He follows all the religious rules and prays five 

times a day with the other Muslims in Baron. Grahm is an American Jew, refined and educated.  He 

reminds me of Chekhov characters--very smooth and intellectual. My friend Diana is a Georgian 



Orthodox, with Russian forebears, but herself a Kakhetian from Sighnaghi in eastern Georgia--good-

looking and a maximalist. She hates the former Soviet Union but adores her relatives living beyond the 

Urals, a family she inherited from her father’s mother.  

Diana and I recently cooked delicious khinkali (Georgian dumplings) and invited the “melting pot” of 

people mentioned above. We thought khinkali would not be enough, however, and added other 

“treasures” from Georgian cuisine, which was indeed a wise decision.  The khinkali forced the 

admiration of everyone there--except Alik’s.  He found them too small and didn’t like the taste, as he 

compared them to his own Tatar dish, mante,  that are drowned in juice.  

Rude and impolite, stupid, uncouth Russian! This was Diana’s and my opinion, uttered loudly—but 

despite this, Alik still greedily ate our khinkali. In fact I lost count of how many he ate. Finally he even 

deigned to comment that “they were OK” and that they go well with vodka. After he finished, he 

announced he would invite us to eat the Tatar mante--which our khinkali were a parody of—the 

following Friday.  

I looked forward to Friday like it was Good Friday.  At seven o’clock sharp Diana and I were standing 

at Alik’s door, fully charged up and prepared to put mante through a “hell of criticism”, especially as it 

would have pumpkin stuffing.  We would criticize this ugly relative of our khinkali--with our 

traditional Georgian respectfulness and modesty of course.   We were so enthusiastic that we were the 

first guests to arrive. The special five-tiered cooking pan was still on the stove boiling, vapor rising. 

Four or five mantes like Mongol goliaths, “the great ancestor” of khinkali, were bubbling in the vapor 

in each stacked pan. Only 20-25 mantes fit into the five-storied vapor boiler. When making these 

dumplings, rather than twisting the upper side of the dough to close it, like with khinkali, each mante 

was brought up from all four corners, leaving the “tails” straight up.  Mante is minced meat wrapped 

in a medium-thick dough, with lots of onions, black and red pepper and thinly sliced yellow pumpkin. 

The pumpkin indeed gave these dumplings an exquisite smell. They are accompanied by a tomato sauce 

with lots of red pepper and more garlic. The Tatars quite accurately call the sauce “cobra”.   

During dinner, even Diana--who perceives everything non-Georgian here in Baron as radically 

inferior, especially anything made by Russians—had to admit that mante are better than khinkali, but 

only in certain cases (she did not fully surrender)... Among all those present, only Alik could manage 

to eat more than two--despite their wonderful odor and beautiful allure.  Mante are so big that no one 

dared take a third one, not to mention a fourth like Alik did!  So this was how our beloved khinkali got 

“surpassed” at the intrenational level.  But please do not say, like the famous Armenian actor, Frunzik 

Mkrtchyan, that “perhaps we do not know how to cook khinkali-- that has to be the reason!” We do 

know how to!   

Please, do not get the impression that cooking meals is all that happened in Baron, as a lot of other 

things went on. Besides being vitally necessary, food here is the primary source of socializing, getting 

to know other people and cultures, exchanging information and making friends. It enlivens the sub-



conscious impulses deeply implanted in our brains; it is the force that brings these memories to the 

surface to take sunlight and get irrigated deep in the withered roots of memory.  Sharing food blows 

new life into us and makes new shoots appear. With time, we begin to feel that on this vast planet 

everyone is somebody’s grandfather or grandchild. Now I became obsessed by a Malasian lullaby and I 

think that if I sang it to my grandson, he would definitely sleep. (By the way, I used to hum Mozart’s 

lullabies to my little child, and he would fall asleep quietly.)  

I am trying to recall an interesting moment of my trip to China, which was in 2007 when I went to 

Shanghai to attend a General Assembly of the International Federation of Translators and Interpreters 

(FIT). This was another story with the typical scenario of globalization at one small table during the 

Chinese feast, which was held in one of the most luxurious hotels of Shanghai, “The Eastern Star”. It 

took me a long time to choose the table since the Georgian delegation consisted of only one person--

myself. Besides, I had a strong desire to find myself close to the Chinese and taste real Chinese dishes 

and eat by Chinese rules. I approached a table where a dozen Chinese were already seated with three 

vacant chairs, and sat down.  I asked the person sitting next to me to pass any dish he was going to 

have, and teach me how to eat it. He was extremely happy with my curiosity and immediately started 

to explain which dish had to be eaten in which vessel. On the main table there was a small revolving 

plate, like in Chinese restaurants in Georgia. Waiters hurried to bring new dishes, and those around 

our table became quite amused with me.  They had come from a variety of Chinese provinces and each 

explained how to eat each dish based on their own traditions. By the end of the meal I was so well-

trained that I could even tell when they got mixed up!  

However, there was a moment when an elderly couple approached us and asked if they could sit with 

us in the two empty chairs. When they introduced themselves to me their surname was typically Jewish 

(though I don’t remember it now). When they learned I was Georgian, they asked me to tell them 

something about the condition and state of affairs in my country, and what my job was. They turned 

out to be extremely talkative, especially, the woman. The man seemed to be a scientist with a serious 

look, and he was dressed “academically” so when I told him I had graduated from the faculty of West 

European Languages and Literature at Tbilisi State University he whispered to his wife that “This might 

have been the Nodar’s department.”  

“Which Nodar?” I asked, unable to hide my curiosity.  

“Nodar Jinjikhashvili. He is our friend. He was lecturing in ethics near where we live in the 

US, a very smart man,” he said.  

“My most handsome lecturer, Nodar Jinjikhashvili?” I asked.   

“Was he your lecturer?”  



“Yes, he was. We—all the girl students--were crazy about him. No one missed his classes. He 

was so attractive, modern, dressed well, liked jazz . . .” 

“Yes, yes!” agreed his wife.  “He was extremely handsome. I also liked him a lot—don’t get 

upset, darling!” she added, speaking to her husband.  

“Why do you say ‘he was’, is everything OK with him?” I asked, concerned. 

“About ten years ago he moved to another university, in another state, and that was the last we 

saw of him. End of contact… We were so close to each other,” the man said, with regret.  

“When he arrived in New Jersey he was extremely young. He was the only close person at the 

university and we were always together. We helped him a lot. He had a wonderful spouse,” 

added the wife.    

“I know, I know. She was an extremely pretty woman. Her name was Manana Baazov. I have 

seen her often in Tbilisi.”  

“I miss them a lot. When I get back, I will definitely find them”, said the woman decisively and 

the man agreed.        

Then the woman and I chatted about Georgia. She told me how this former lecturer came to America, 

and how many in the Jewish society helped him get on his feet. He had a good sense of humor, and 

they used to attend parties together with their families . . . they were so happy that they turned into 

great friends. Then I told them everything I knew about Nodar Jinjikhashvili from Tbilisi . . . how he 

also showed me love and warmth. So here we were three persons who had had no idea about each 

other just a few minutes before, now sharing a very tender and compassionate conversation. We had 

travelled from the other end of the world to get to China, sit down around a small table in the center 

of Shanghai and remember one, forgotten and mutual friend. If you really think about it, life seems 

indeed wonderful and amazing.   

Thank goodness for such moments!  But the expression “slave camp” continues to irritate me. I don’t 

like to be somewhere with someone who constantly reminds me I am in a slave camp.  Finally I got to 

the root of the historical or social definitions of “compound”:  1. A fenced space (e.g. for war slaves); 2. 

A settlement of African workers on farms in Africa.  I did my best, approached it from many angles, 

tried to be philosophical and find a symbolic and meaningful explanation for the definition, but finally 

I was left with Martina’s: “Baron, the slave camp”. Well, it doesn’t sound great, but that’s what the old 

encyclopedia says . . . !  

Chapter  12 

Shisha is tobacco for smoking from a hookah (chillum), especially when mixed with flavorings such as 

mint. The Afghans call it a “kailun” too.  Shisha is an attraction and a means of entertainment and those 



who do not smoke it are considered “provincial”.  It had been over a year since I had smoked a cigarette, 

nor did I have any desire to smoke this shisha-- although I like the fragrances-- fruits, berries, mint, 

flowers, pomegranate . . . Finally I couldn’t resist, and ordered the mint and apple shisha while I was 

sitting out in the garden. I sat on the sofa like a Pasha and waited.  

I was indeed served a beautiful chillum, prepared and ready to inhale-- then Tato and I sat with others 

around the table. As a former “professional smoker”, I took a deep puff. Rather, I tried to take a puff, 

but, alas, I couldn’t. I failed to draw any smoke from the thin pipe and the mouthpiece, similar to a 

cigarette holder.  There was no way to pull the smoke or make the water bubble in the jug. My lips 

cracked from trying and I almost made my lungs burst, exposing myself to public disgrace in the middle 

of Asia - the Mecca of drugs. Those nearby were giggling furtively, and then they offered help and 

encouragement--including Tato.  However he finally lost patience after watching me:              

- “So what’s up with you?”  he asked sternly.  

- “No idea--it doesn’t work,” I said timidly.  

- “For everyone else it works… except you!”  

- “Mine is probably defective.” 

- “It can’t be!”  

- “OK, OK. I’ll manage, of course.” 

   

I calmed Tato and this time drew more gently on the mouthpiece, to no avail, and soon the others 

became bored watching my attempts. I didn’t really try hard--I played around with it for a while, 

got tired of it, and finally quit. When the barman came with the check I told him it was the first 

time and the last.  

“Why?  Everyone seems to like it--anything wrong here?” --- he asked, surprised, and 

picked up my chillum.  He then puffed away so easily that my heart almost burst.  

 “Well, I guess you set it for you and that’s it,” I said in Georgian.  He had no idea what 

 that meant, so he shrugged his shoulders, apologized and left with his chillum.    

The next day we were sitting in a circle in the garden after ping-pong. Chillums stood between 

every other chair and the fragrance of wild flowers and fruit hung in the air. After replacing each 

mouthpiece in turn, colleagues shared them with one another, and passed one to me. I said I wasn’t 

crazy about it and they seemed as surprised as the barman the previous night. Then I told them my 

story. 

- “OK, try this,” insisted Brian.  He changed the mouthpiece and passed me the chillum.  

- “Sure, but don’t even think of making fun of me,” I said.   



I took the mouthpiece and drew in forcefully—the feeling was exactly like the first time in my life 

I’d tried to smoke cigarettes.  I almost choked from coughing—I’d learned the day before that 

drawing deeply might work.  Those sitting around couldn’t help laughing—which wasn’t 

surprising.  Gradually I grasped the skill of smoking the chillum, and a blended flow of amazing 

scents smoothly entered my lungs, which had been cleansed over the last year by not smoking.  

The smoke shrouded them with a pinkish-violet mist, making me warm and calm.  

- “Would you ever have known the taste of this if you had quit trying after the shisha yesterday?”  

– Brian asked.  

- “Well, it’s good that you made me change my opinion, or I would have undeservedly offended 

this marvelous “kailun” in my diaries.”  

- “ Kailun is an amazing, mystical word. I wonder what it means,” asked Ana.  

 Brian shrugged his shoulders and looked at me.  “Now you can honestly say that you are no 

longer a peasant.”  This calmed me down.  

- “Yep,” I answered, “and I might even start smoking.” (That’s a well-known Georgian joke).  

Brian didn’t understand but smiled just in case…   

Chapter 13 

Dato Turashvili: “During the times of Gurgen Khan, Georgians settled  in Afghanistan (1202). When 

Americans bombed Afghanistan last year I told everyone here in Tbilisi that some were the Georgians 

who had become Afghan, but no one could help them unfortunately” (“Gurji Khanum”, Tbilisi, 2011. 

Palitra. p.16). 

A case was reported in Pakistan where someone came to the Embassy of Britain and introduced himself 

as a representative of the Taliban.  He was sent to convey the Taliban’s desire to start peaceful 

negotiations with the Afghan government. The British Embassy brought this man from Pakistan to 

Kabul on a NATO airplane and organized his meeting with Hamid Karzai.  The Afghan government 

paid a million dollars to this man for preparing peace talks. Hamid Karzai waited for the 

agreed/appointed negotiations in vain. The man, and his money, disappeared like the trail of an airplane 

on the vault of the sky. The international defense service of Afghanistan searched for his traces in the 

Afghan mountains and wastelands.  Finally there were more qualified secret services that found the 

swindler in Pakistan – he was an Afghan shop owner there!   

When the scandal struck, it was huge. Karzai blamed the British to have pushed this so-called Taliban 

leader on him, whereas the British reproached the Afghans: “Where did your wisdom and sharp eye 

disappear when it was needed?” NATO swore at both sides and everyone was left puzzled at where the 

$1m had disappeared to.  Meantime the Taliban killed everyone indiscriminately and the Afghan 

defense could defend neither itself nor the country.  



Imagine for a moment someone coming to “Misha” (Mikhail Saakashbili, President of Georgia) with 

dynamite stuffed in his turban, to blow himself up…Yesterday a Taliban member from Kandahar 

visited the former President of Afghanistan, Raban, with just such a bomb.  He hugged the ex-President 

showing his love—and blew himself and Raban up together. Karzai had called him every day trying to 

meet and talk,  since he was sent with a peace mission from the Taliban. Poor Raban-- he had been 

brought specially from Dubai to meet this man. Karzai himself was in Iran at the time, and couldn’t 

attend the meeting...  

No way! No one would ever be allowed to enter Misha’s room without being searched and processed-

- even his wife and children!   So here in Afghanistan a shop keeper flies between Pakistan and 

Afghanistan with English/British James Bonds in NATO airplanes, nicks $1m from under their noses, 

and no one realizes it.  Is it so dark on a moonlit night?  I think this is just throwing ash into our eyes.  

*** 

“Who can guess where they kept a pig in Kabul?” – Diana asked me teasingly. I just shrugged 

my shoulders.  

 “In the Zoo of course,” she said, and there was only one. When swine flu spread over the world, 

the Afghans exposed this poor pig from the zoo as a model punitive operation and shot it dead.” 

During the swine flu epidemic I was sent to Kakheti in east Georgia by a USAID project to assess and 

evaluate an agricultural project. We asked the local farmers how they slaughtered pigs.  They answered 

that they slaughtered the sick or diseased ones for their meat.  Our American colleague Matthias, who 

had worked in Georgia a number of times before, recalled this story…The unbeatable argument was: 

How can one slaughter a well and healthy pig?!    

The garden of the Baron is rosy on a cool September evening, and pleasant stories flow endlessly. Some 

sip cocktails while others smoke a cigarette or shisha. I have already learned enough about shisha, 

which seems quite good for clearing the lungs, the digestive system and the brain cells. In short, not 

smoking shisha seems to be a betrayal of one’s organism…     

“Kailun” has a beautiful sound, and the sounds flow out of my lungs along with the smoke saturated by 

a peach flavor, then dispersing like grey clouds in the full moonlight. I took my mouthpiece off the  

chillum and gave the twisted green tube to Martina from the Philippines.  She attached her own pipe 

to the tube, then after a couple of deep puffs, she handed it to the next person, who did the same and 

passed it to the next—thus our “pipe of friendship” circulated like a Calumet pipe between the leaders 

of the tribe, until the flavors and the stories to be told were exhausted. It appeared that the kailun was 

a really wonderful and effective means to establish peace, at least a temporary one. I wonder why the 

European settlers in America didn’t learn this from the native people, rather than how to scalp and cut 

throats…     

Chapter 14   



I had already filled one large notebook with stories about Baron and had complained about the fact 

that I am in Afghanistan yet don’t feel that I live here. I even got a serious complex about being in 

“captivity” and started seeking every possibility to sneak out of the compound into the real Afghanistan, 

to see something at least, to write about this country I’ve been living in for almost three months, with 

seven months to go.     

In the meantime, I became a megalomaniac. I considered myself a cool person…Not only I did this-- 

you should have heard the demands and complaints from the Baron inhabitants, even towards security 

services.  They chant dithyrambs about their own “great work”—you’d think they plan to turn 

Afghanistan into a Garden of Eden at the very least.  I wasn’t allowed to get in the car without one or 

two strong, muscled security service officers on each side of me.  They not only opened the doors, but 

offered to do everything for me so that I got so used to such treatment that when they didn’t open a 

door I stood by the car like a little child who didn’t know what to do.  When I ambled along the shop 

aisles, a stalwart two-meter blue-eyed Brit watched over me, not taking his eyes off me, as if warning 

others against kidnapping this lady . . . he never moved away from me and—contrary to my children 

or husband--would never slip away. Then: “That’s enough, Missus, stop this bullshit, choose what you 

want and let’s get away from here!” How could he dare talk to me so!       

At the beginning I felt really shy. Then, I was quite modest but less shy. Finally, I got used to it, and 

started feeling so comfortable with security guards it seemed like all my ancestors must have had 

bodyguards, where they lived in the region of Guria (rural area of western Georgia). In short, I got 

almost as spoiled as our President Misha--so I guess I’ll soon be declaring “If it weren’t for me, Georgia 

(Afghanistan) would be abandoned to its fate”.  (Oh, sorry, it was not Misha who said that – it was 

Sandra, his wife--but I am sure she has been prompted by Misha, no?)  

On October 5, I was entitled to my first leave and went home to Georgia for two weeks. I was given a 

ticket, got into the armored Land Cruiser escorted by a sharpshooter, and left for the airport-- which 

is barely a 15-minute walk from here.  But we were stopped at the square, asked to park the car, and 

told to walk the rest of the way. To be honest, I didn’t like that --we had to walk the long way to the 

airport, and the desert along the way wasn’t safe.    

- “What’s up, why don’t they let us go?” – I asked the driver.  

- “Karzai is flying in from India, Ma’m, so you have to walk!” 

- “I see that, but how shall I go and where-I don’t know the way and I have a huge suitcase, and 

I’m alone!” – I started whimpering.    

- “You won’t be alone, Ma’m. Security will follow you and carry your bag. I have to wait here.”       

I was indeed afraid, but what could I do?  It was like sitting in a boat in the middle of the ocean and 

whether I wanted to or not I had to jump overboard, without even knowing how to swim. There was 

no going back.  Ahead there’s Motherland if you manage to get there alive… I got out of the jeep, a 

security officer took my luggage from the boot and we both headed towards the airport. The square 



was full of people and a joyous atmosphere.  Yet I am silently swearing at all the Presidents of the world 

in Georgian-English-Russian-Persian-- as well as at myself. Because I voluntarily got trapped into this 

misunderstanding.   

My silk scarf was sliding, and slipped from my head a number of times.  I put it back, until it slipped 

off again and fell into the dust and rubbish on the road. I shook it out, but the dust didn’t budge and it 

drove me crazy.  Angrily, I wadded it up and stuffed it into my bag. I kept going, bare-headed. What 

could I do?   I couldn’t help it--let them blame Karzai!  I calmed down somewhat and trudged along 

the main road towards the airport, my head down.  There were a couple of police checkpoints on the 

way, and a woman not wearing a scarf is considered more than “bad manners” in Afghanistan.  But it 

wasn’t my fault!  How could I put on that nasty, filthy scarf?   I squeezed it back out of my bag and 

swirled around to see if something could be improved by this--and, to my surprise, no one around 

humiliated me or looked at me aggressively.  To the contrary, everyone made way for me as a woman, 

and showed me the way to the women’s checkpoint.  

We walked a bit further to a checkpoint with an endless line of people.  My bodyguard went up and 

showed my ticket to the police officer and asked him to let me pass without standing in the line and 

said otherwise I’d be late for my flight. The policeman studied the ticket, turned it over, then looked 

at me and my suitcase and called someone to come and take the suitcase. I didn’t know what was 

happening, but there was no use saying anything;  I waited silently to see how events would unfold. 

The policeman told my escort to stand aside and asked me to come closer. I didn’t move, and waited 

for my security guard to tell me what to do.    

- “Ma’m, I won’t be able to accompany you from here; I am not allowed.  This man will lead you 

to the door of the airport bus and then you will get information on everything.”   

I felt like killing myself, but I thanked him, and like a sacrificial lamb I obediently followed the Afghan 

guy who was dragging my suitcase and telling me something fleetingly in Dari or Pashtu. Probably he 

was asking me for a tip.    

The bus was so dusty and dirty I couldn’t even tell what color it was. My porter followed me onto the 

bus and pointed towards the back seats, telling me to sit there.  He stood beside the driver, holding my 

suitcase. A couple of scarf-clad women already sat on the back row. Men were getting on the bus and 

sitting in front, but when the bus got full, they were so good as to move back towards us... Finally, they 

showed their appreciation towards us to the extent that two Afghans dressed in traditional tonban--a 

baggy pair of bloomers, and a perahan--a long, flowing shirt that reaches below the knees--even sat 

beside me. I, still full of my inferiority complex and the sensation of being a lamb being led to the 

slaughter, was looking all around, unfocused, unable to comprehend what was going to happen.  

“The train is dozing like lava; it will depart in five minutes”— I became obsessed with these lines from 

the Georgian poet, Galaktion Tabidze.  I imagined I was my grandma Aniko Bakhtadze, who was 



deported quite similarly in 1937 under Stalin’s regime in the USS-- under guard, into exile to 

Kazakhstan. I quickly took out my phone and dialed Diana’s number. After a couple of rings she replied.   

“Diana-- remember this--I’m calling you from the airport bus. I’m alone and was told they 

would take us to the plane.” 

“So…why should I remember?”  

“I’m alone, and I don’t know if I’ll have another chance to call you after this.”    

Diana burst into such a fit of laughter that at first she couldn’t speak.  

“Don’t worry! You’ll be taken to the central gate of the airport in two minutes, so follow the 

women there, then you can move around without standing in line. When you are in the waiting 

room, call me again…There is nothing to worry about!”   

“Real Afghanistan” started from that point and that moment--and though it had nothing in common 

with the former Soviet Union, I still recalled our old dirty airport buses from the 70s, which I rarely 

had the occasion to use.  But if I did, the same boxes, bundles and lots of other small items were stuffed 

overhead in the same way.  

The bus gradually filled with Afghan men wearing turbans, who no longer disdained the place of 

women. One of them asked me to move so he could sit with his back towards me (so that I do not drive 

him mad and seduce him…).  He seemed not to have acquired a “manly” place, otherwise he would 

have gone where real men normally sit. What could he do now? He had to be patient for a few minutes. 

I wanted to ask whether this bus would take us to the airport, but he had his back facing me in such a 

principled manner that I didn’t dare. One woman guessed what was bothering me and told me in 

perfect English to be calm, and that they would get us where we needed to go on time. I did relax, at 

least outwardly.  

Before the bus arrived at the main terminal it stopped several times at the request of passengers, and 

let them out.  Then it made several turns, letting more passengers out, until finally when almost only 

my suitcase and I were left it brought us to our destination. At Passport Control I met others who had 

gotten off earlier from the bus--it appeared they knew they could get in the long line earlier if they 

walked from another gate. From a gender equality point of view, this was exactly where the extreme 

backwardness of Afghanistan was revealed.  Despite the feminists, here they don’t allow women to 

stand in line with men.  This also means women don’t get trapped in the crush, and go through the 

check-in slowly and peacefully.  

What began between the Passport Control to the Customs Control was what used to happen in our 

Georgian airport and those of the Soviet Union during local flights. Jumping over each other, passing 

luggage and bundles in front of others’ bags, jostling elbows, grumbling and shouting angrily.   The 

men were busy looking after their kids and wife exactly as if they were baggage. As for us foreign 



women, no one made way nor gave up their places. One man with his child, wife and luggage had 

occupied a whole row in the waiting room. At the end of the row I took a plastic bag from a chair, and 

sat down. The wife couldn’t hide her indignation, jumped up holding her child and shouted objections 

at her husband. He looked me up and down, weighed all my pros and cons, assessed the situation, and 

in an extremely convincing tone he gave her a serious piece of advice. The woman listened long and 

carefully and, finally, calmed down so much that there wasn’t a squeak from her until takeoff.     

This is how I got a seat in the waiting room of the Kabul International Airport. I sat firmly in the 

territory I’d invaded, and with the gaze of a triumphant leader I watched people sitting around.  The 

waiting room was like in any ordinary airport from the extremely familiar Soviet Union during the 

period of “stagnation”-- but with Afghan scenery. Next to the toilets there was a miserable corner 

where men sat, soaked to the waist, their wet feet in plastic sandals. I couldn’t see the women. Most 

men were dressed in national clothes, the perahan tonban with “Massoud hats”.  Afghan men love that 

hat very much, and I do too--the design is wonderful.  Like a “bagel” rolled around the forehead which 

can be rolled down so the whole face can be covered. It is great for confronting the tough Fagan dust 

storms, or used as a mask. It matches the colors of the Afghan environment like a chameleon - light 

and dark brown, light rose and,  more seldomly, black. It’s called a Massoud hat because for foreigners 

it is connected with the name of the legendary Mojahid Ahmad Shah Massoud.  For a long time it has 

been the most popular souvenir for tourists, along with Afghan ties and scarves. The hat is made from 

thick, finely twilled wool of very high quality whereas the best ones are made from felt. It costs around 

5-10 dollars, and bought one for myself, which I’ve worn quite successfully in Tbilisi.    

I didn’t see any women in burkas in the waiting room, only scarves. Foreign women were wearing 

scarves as well-- most of them standing since there were no empty chairs. A couple of flights were 

delayed, so half of the waiting area was taken by those sleeping on seats. With its colorful passengers, 

the waiting room reminded me of railway stations in India, but I must say--for the benefit of Kabul--

that compared to the railway waiting rooms of India, this seemed like the Louvre. Added to all that, 

none of the information screens were working in the waiting room that day, and getting any visual 

information about my flight was impossible. I had to wait for the announcement of the flight by 

microphone, which came in three languages: Dari, Pashtu and English. Until you could hear the 

information you needed, in the language you needed, the airplane might well have already taken off. 

Fearing this, I strained and listened to so many announcements in Dari and Pashtu that I could 

definitely get a job as an air traffic controller.  

The announcement had said my flight was delayed. Then those who had fallen asleep in the waiting 

room woke up and made such a hullabaloo that I could hardly hear anything. I picked up my carry-on 

and abandoned my beloved place with a beating heart. One of the three boarding gates opened and I 

rushed towards it. On the way I insolently stepped over Muslim men’s sandals and bundles scattered 

all around.  I was advancing and straightening my scarf as I moved towards the open gate. There, at the 

middle door, a plump, red haired, oriental lady was checking passenger tickets and passports. She 



looked through my passport and the ticket and told me this was not my flight. I rushed to the second 

exit. I was not welcomed there either. Then God sent me a youngster who said-- in English-- “M’am, 

don’t worry, I am on the same flight and it has not been announced yet.” Like a little child, I followed 

the boy wherever he went. When I had calmed down a little, I asked him why they hadn’t announced 

anything else. He told me they would call us. What? I repeated the question and he divided his reply 

into syllables: “They-will-call”!  I didn’t dare ask what kind of rule this was, decided to be satisfied with 

the reply, and sat down on the edge of a chair with my carry-on.    

Indeed, the woman who checked the tickets at the entrance a couple of minutes before, was now 

shouting loudly along the lines of passengers: “Safy!” “Safy!” - the name of the company she flew with. 

I was on a Dubai Fly plane, and wasn’t skilled enough to shout in a similar way. One part of the hall 

followed the “Safy” woman whereas I sat calmly and studied this authentic Eastern waiting area.   

Well, the oriental environment of Dubai is a very different thing. This one in Kabul lags behind it at 

least by a couple of centuries in terms of social and economic levels. As for being devoted to tradition, 

Dubai airport wouldn’t come close to Kabul--would you see so many bare-foot men in the Dubai 

waiting room, with howling and screaming children who aren’t stopped from shrieking in their loudest 

voices? Where else would you see so many goony Europeans?  On one hand, in their jobs they strut 

around knowing everything in their field, while one should really see how subdued and lapsed into 

silence they are at the Kabul airport waiting lounge! Even if the flight wasn’t announced for a year they 

wouldn’t dare utter a word. Compared to them I am Joan of Arc or Maya Tskneteli (an historical 

Georgian female hero). I-- an inhabitant of Baron, who doesn’t even go to the lavatory without being 

accompanied by a security guard—well, you should have seen how I slid like a pro between the rows, 

without my scarf, and asked questions from time to time. Presumably they didn’t object since they 

didn’t expect so much assertiveness from foreigners.  To the contrary, I got the impression that 

foreigners restrained themselves. I got rid of lots of complexes and fears, finding myself in an authentic 

Afghan context, so now I don’t really think about who might blow up what, or where.   

Finally, someone shouted “Dubai Fly!” and I pursued the flow moving towards the gate. A lot of 

European and African-Americans were already in line, all leaving for Dubai - the “neutral territory” to 

where all the roads are open. As for the Afghans, they were targeting Palestine, India, Iran and Saudi 

Arabia. Dubai is a transit point to the beginning of peace and an imperturbable future. All those who 

can’t find this in Afghanistan or who cannot hope to survive pursue this route.  My Dari teacher is 

concerned about the fact that soon Afghanistan will be drained of native Afghans, and is himself 

looking forward to a reply from the American Embassy regarding asylum. The whole famly has already 

gone through a several-stage procedure and it is likely that soon he will leave Afghanistan and join the 

grand caravan leaving the country via Dubai, with his spouse and children. 

The flight from Kabul to Dubai takes three hours. Dubai Fly does not serve food and drink to its 

passengers free of charge, since the tickets are cheap. I discovered this in the middle of the flight when 



the flight attendant passed us with the menu and the calculator and took orders for lunch. This was 

when I really valued those two tasty khachapuris (Georgian cheese bread) I had eaten with my friends 

before I left--and especially when an American woman sitting next to me paid $50 for a chicken 

sandwich, a packet of chips and a small cup of tea. So I sat without a care in the world in my comfortable 

seat noting these impressions.  

Three hours to Dubai, three more waiting at the Dubai airport, then the flight from Dubai to Tbilisi 

also takes three hours. Meantime I’ll manage to read Dato Turashvili’s “Gurji Khanun”. (The author, 

who died at 49, was known as Gürcü Hatun meaning "Georgian Lady".  As the granddaughter of Queen 

Tamar the was a Georgian princess, then became Queen Consort of the Sultanate of Rum, the favorite 

wife of Sultan Kayhusraw II.  She was also a patron to Rumi.) 

 If anything else happens to me or I think of something good from my voyage, I’ll tell you.  If not, I’ll 

try to sleep since I won’t get to Tbilisi earlier than 4 a.m.    I wrote some lines from the poet Akaki 

Tsereteli on my Skype profile:  

“O azure sky, O emerald earth, 

I hasten to you, native strand; 

I come, afflicted; ease my heart 

That bleeds inwardly, O mother-land.” 

 I received a categorical letter from a friend, Medea Gobronidze: “Get ready and leave that place 

immediately.” I didn’t know I could feel such nostalgia after only three months. Is this the famous 

“Georgian Syndrome”? When I was leaving, my Baron colleagues saw me off with joy. So, 

congratulations, have a great trip, have a good rest, benefit from it. . . no one was upset that I was 

leaving since they knew I was going home-- and no doubt everyone misses home in Baron. If you ask 

me, there is no “Georgian” or “Russian” or “English” nostalgia. Everyone who is away from home 

feels nostalgia--it doesn’t matter whether their departure was forced or voluntary, nor even for a 

spiritual or material purpose. Whether you want it or not, homesickness will take you in its tongs and 

make you complain and wail shamefully. You are still invaded by melancholy, regardless of how 

much you are paid. Usually, it is either easy, or very hard, for people to get over this dangerous 

disease, and some even die.   

Chapter 15   

Who said that Afghan security is no good – it’s magnificent—it suits me fine!  

In our project, and generally in other US projects, the current policy of the Government of the United 

States accepts the notion that there is an overall “Afganization” in progress here. The same applies to 

our security services. American and British security officers have now been replaced by trained a 

Afghan soldier, which drives Baron’s whole international corps (expats) mad. They don’t trust the 



Afghans--how do you know they won’t sell you out and hand you over to the Taliban as ransom?  Their 

own people have been blown up, so of course they won’t have mercy on us.  

Yet I can’t look so far ahead—I haven’t lived in Afghanistan very long, so I feel no distrust towards the 

Afghan military security. I just sit by myself and observe. As soon I notice anything suspicious, of 

course, I’ll tell you. Who would I share this incredible information with but you, my dear reader?    

After the tragic story of a female diplomat kidnapped by the Taliban, and who was unintentionally 

killed during a special operation, I warn everyone this might concern that if God forgets me and I get 

kidnapped, don’t even think about freeing me from terrorists--don’t dare make any effort--let me, 

myself deal with the Taliban.  When I say this, my acquaintances smile and say I shouldn’t tell 

inappropriate jokes.   “If you show them your culinary skills the Taliban might conduct a special 

operation to keep you safely with them, and . . . in  brief, in any case you are in trouble!” smiled Jivan 

(Jivan Kompos, a Malaysian American expert from the information centre of the Afghan Chamber of 

Commerce).  

Am I joking? Not at all.  

“Don’t you know that there’s only a small piece of a joke in every joke?  The rest is all truth,” 

he went on.  

“This proverb is the other way round,” Vesna said, trying to be my advocate.  “There is part of 

truth in every joke!”   

“Yes, but over time-- along with everything else-- this saying changed. Now it is the way I say!” 

he insisted. 

 Jivan is very willing to picture me as a Taliban prisoner and to act out the tragic-comic scenario of 

freeing and rescuing me on the spot. He is a master of such scenarios. I would gladly follow his 

reasoning, but I don’t like personifying the victim so I don’t let Jivan’s fantasy flourish. That’s it--

enough is enough!  

It’s the twentieth day of a TAFA project that provides training to students in Economics at Kabul 

University about the International Freight forwarding Association and transportation in general. This 

training has had a great success all over Afghanistan since—in addition to university students--TAFA 

used to deliver this course to all freight forwarding agents in almost every province in Afghanistan. So, 

the time came for my “feast and reign”--I was tasked to write a “Success Story” about this course. The 

festive closing of the three-month training was planned for October 30, to be attended by professionals 

in economy and business and the university academic elite of Afghanistan.    

All had to be condensed to only one page, which had to include the achievements, good deeds and care 

for the Motherland, as well as the aim and achievements of the training and the degree of its impact on 

the economic development of Afghanistan--for which I had to collect one or two volumes of materials. 

I decided to attend the final seminar myself to get the materials I needed, and to see how the Afghan 



students study and live, what they wear, what attitudes they have towards learning and studying, what 

they hope for and aspire to--to add some “sparkle” to my report.  

First, let me tell you what my Dari teacher says (Dari in Old Persian means “royal court”). He told me 

how he used to teach English to youngsters during the Taliban regime:   

“When the Taliban came to power, I gave up government service work and started teaching a language 

course at the university. Besides this I designed a literacy course and a beginners’ course in English, 

and opened an office on the first floor of my house. I worked tirelessly until 11 o’clock at night and did 

everything I could, until one day there was a knock on my door and in the middle of the lesson. I was 

subject to a Taliban interrogation – what are you teaching, why are you teaching, who you are teaching, 

etc. And I responded-- calmly thinking that it was just an ordinary check. My son, however, was more 

astute, quicker on the draw than I was, and came down to the office from his room to protect me. He 

wasn’t allowed to utter a word, however, and was slapped across the face. I tried to help him and was 

kicked. Astonished pupils watched the blows speechlessly, not daring to move since the men were 

armed and could let a “sentence” be carried out on the spot.  We escaped this time with only some 

blows and kicks, however I have become extremely cautious since then and stopped working until late 

at night. Instead I gave private classes to students in their homes. Girls who wanted to become literate 

or learn English found themselves in an especially difficult situation, as it was a grave violation of 

morals.  They could have been sentenced for this at the stadium, if they escaped being stoned.  

“Yet even Mullahs used to study English. Once there was a srange heavy knocking and pounding  on 

my door again, when I had a Mullah’s lesson. I asked him to stand up and read the Koran. He did so, 

and when the “punishment regiment” entered and saw the Mullah, they were speechless. What could 

they say-- he was reading the Holy Koran, wasn’t he? They left empty-handed. I was stopped once or 

twice on the street as well when I was coming back from teaching: where have you been, why were 

you there, what are you teaching, why are you teaching? I was continuously informed on by certain 

individuals, as if I were doing bad deeds. Some of the informers thought they were doing a good job 

behaving that way, protecting the moral purity of Afganistan.  

“Personally I had a completely different aim for my country. My people need to get an education and 

become literate. Everyone could understand that but didn’t admit it to themselves, as they were afraid. 

I was afraid too--extremely so--but I did not stop. I’ve continued until today, and have designed up to 

two hundred language courses for people of various groups and levels.” 

This was at the time of the Taliban. Now let me tell you what the Afghan temple of knowledge-- Kabul 

State University--looks like today.    I agreed with the Security in the morning to let my colleague 

Dakhunda--whom you know well–and his assistant take me by car to attend the final session of 

training, dedicated to the topic of “Forwarding”. Fortunately, the university is situated at the crossroads 

of the center of Kabul and I was glad I would finally get a chance to visit the center of the city and 

“Chicken Street”.  But just as I was thinking about this possibility, the car’s radio informed the driver 



there was a large-scale demonstration-- and recommended he take a bypass road.  My plans to visit the 

center were ruined, so we drove along the same familiar dusty and potholed road near the mountains, 

which I knew with eyes closed.  

Flat-roofed mud huts mushroomed out over the slopes. Between them there was a donkey trail and 

narrow, high stone steps that didn’t reach the upper houses, which could only be reached on foot or 

by donkey.      

“In normal countries, such areas are inhabited by millionaires.  Here these are the most 

poverty-stricken and destitute homes.”--said Dakhunda, who was an excellent guide. The 

whole way he told me about old and new architecture, construction and the infrastructure and 

development of Kabul – what was built and when, then when it was destroyed, etc.—there was 

neither water nor road infrastructures in these districts and, of course,  electricity worked 

according to a set timetable. “As for the sewage system, it is the Achilles’ heel of all Kabul,” 

Dakhunda said.  

“So where does all the international aid go? Can’t they even take care of the water and sewage 

system in the country?”  – I was so outraged (as if we in Georgia used to have electricity in the 

90s or live in warm flats…).  

“Don’t you know where it goes? Of, course, into someone’s pockets! Do you have a different 

situation?” – He retorted.   

“The roads in my country were first constructed and then destroyed by the Communists, after 

which the democrats pulled up what had been built and destroyed by the Communists, as if to 

fuck them off. Starting with the Rose Revolution a new boom of destroying roads and 

rebuilding them started and if you ask the government, all our international aid was spent on 

constructing those roads. Well, it’s true a new airport was built in Tbilisi —even a pretty normal 

one with a roof that usually doesn’t blow off in high winds. The old roof blew off so many times 

that Georgians lovingly called their airport ‘Cabriolet’.” 

Dakhunda smiled.  “We also have numerous fountains, at least one fountain per capita.  There 

are also false glass bridges. There was a joke on one state TV channel that so many bridges had 

been constructed that more rivers need to be added. Overall, we now live in a great revival and 

restoration era, and presently no one is being blown up. So, you’re happy with your 

government?” he asked. 

“Of course, even if the whole National Movement doesn’t please everyone.” I changed the 

subject.   “How much does a house cost in this district?”  

“Very cheap-- yet still no one buys. Those who can’t pay taxes and lack even daily bread are 

forced to live up here.”   

Well, it’s extremely beautiful and exotic and . . . I’d gladly live here. It looks like Bukhara in 

Uzbekistan. After some 20-30 years this region will become the most fashionable place to live 

in Kabul,  insh’Allah!”   I dreamed about it– a clever person would invest money here.     



Dakhunda was smiling at my far-seeing Afghan plans. I could tell he didn’t harbor any hopes that there 

would be no war in Afghanistan for 30 years to come, and he couldn’t visualize this district as ever 

flourishing and shining.  

“The slopes are very beautiful. Kabul, in general, has a stunning topography—it’s really 

upsetting that this city isn’t taken care of. I read in the Internet there was a time when it was 

called the Pearl or Rose of Asia. Photos of old Kabul with its parks show this—parks designed 

so they remind me of either Windsor or Versailles,” I said, with a tone of regret.  

“Yes, it was a large city.  I was too young and don’t remember. Now it’s a nest of dust rather 

than a city, with no bushes or trees.  It all began during the war with Russians, when all oaks 

and hornbeams were cut down, preventing snipers to shoot from behind cover. Then, what 

was saved from the Russians was burnt and devastated by the Taliban, as if it wasn’t even theirs. 

Cars and wind spread dust over the whole city. This is why everything, even the roses, becomes 

brown or grey in Kabul: houses, streets, people, plants, animals and birds. It doesn’t matter how 

well you wash, in half an hour you are covered in dust or mud.  It makes us so tired of life.”  

“Come on, don’t exaggerate—just look at the sun, the air, the beauty!”  

“In the last several years roads have been built and the main streets of the city were asphalted, 

but mainly we still walk on muddy roads. It’s like you said – there are so many slopes, hills and 

turns that it will be difficult to get things repaired without long-term peace and money.”  

“No, I really love these slopes as if I were from Kabul-- I would live there. Besides, it seems 

relatively safe--who would dare come up here and explore?”  I tried to joke...  

“Come on, what terrorists do first is to attack mountain settlements because the huts of the 

poor are easy to conquer. Secondly, the mountain and slopes are considered a strategic place 

and easy to control everything from above. So, I really don’t recommend living there.”  

 

Dakhunda smiled and winked at the driver of the Land Cruiser--thus wiping out any chance 

for me to live on this beautiful slope.  His assistant, Jamshid, was on my side, however. He 

agreed with me that the slope is extremely beautiful and would be a delightful place to live.  

“The air is always clean here and—believe it or not--even the dust up there is less dangerous 

for your health,” he said.  

“We are here! Can you kindly find out if they let us into the territory with a car,” the driver 

told Dakhunda.       

Our car was not let into the yard. The university’s main iron gate has two entries: one for girls and 

another for boys. Both girls and boys are searched upon entering...but they can leave from whichever 

exit they like.   The university has a huge campus, with study buildings dotting the thick, evergreen 

coniferous and deciduous forest-park. What are left in the park are old Soviet era broken and 

meandering asphalt roads and sidewalks. The iron tables and chairs are rusty. Study buildings are 



connected to the main road through short, relatively better asphalt roads. Even though the park is old 

and unspoiled, the dust and dirt from the city have caused it to become threadbare and brownish, with 

hardly anyone wandering among the trees. Busy students were either inside or rushing like ants from 

one building to another, towards the exit and back. It seemed that the park had been well cared-for in 

previous times and traces of its previous glory were evident. The contours of former buildings were 

visible but everything was tangled, disheveled and grown over. There was no trace of human care, yet 

it was still beautiful.  Again, to regain its former splendor would take several years of peace and 

goodwill, nothing more.                              

The way to the Faculty of Business and Economics led through a tree-lined avenue, and as we walked 

I asked Dakhunda when the university was established, but he didn’t remember-- either in 1320 or 

1330, he said.  That is  1390 in Afghanistan, which is about the age of our own university.  It differs 

from Tbilisi’s first university in that it has a real university campus with all the buildings with their 

libraries, living quarters, administration and students’ club within one territory. I liked the area so 

much that I didn’t want to enter the building, but remembered that my main reason for visiting was 

completely different--and followed Dakhunda.  I dragged myself up the stairs to the third floor of the 

Business and Economics Department where up to 80 students and businessmen were taking part in the 

seminar on freight forwarding and transportation.   

Only men were seated in the first rows of the room. Girls sat separately in rows three and four. 

Dakhunda and Jamshid administered to the written work and moved along the rows calmly and 

seriously, answering students’ questions and giving advice. I followed them blindly and took photos of 

the students. Dakhunda brought me to the girls during the break, so I recorded some short interviews. 

I noticed that the moment they were asked business questions they seemed stressed. When I asked 

them how they would assess the training, they replied politely that it had been extremely useful and 

interesting. Then they questioned me in return.  

“I am interested in how you will assess it?”  - A girl in a pink scarf with green eyes, an extremely 

pale face and defined facial features addressed me.  

“Well, I don’t know.” I said, “As I see it, you are the prettiest girls in the world. As for the rest 

– they will assess it.”  I pointed to Dakhunda.  

“Thank you very much. You are also pretty and extremely kind.” I liked their answer.  

Dakhunda explained, “This is a very important evaluation for them; they are extremely joyful 

hearing this,” noted Dakhunda and hinted to me with an eye to leave, as the limit of my 

freedom had expired.  

“I have to take a photo of the girls”, I said, trying to play for time.  

“Take them to the garden,” Jamshid told me, and I noticed he had also started to act nervous.           

I quickly took photos of the girls in front of the building, then in the garden, and was rushed to my 

“armored” vehicle that had driven up. The Afghan driver was laughing at how I struggled to get in-- 



but despite trying to give me a helping hand, he could do nothing, as he himself was also submerged in 

the tongs of restrictions. I couldn’t even imagine the miracle he’d done for my sake – taking us back to 

Baron via the rough and bumpy roads, uphill and down. The car moved slowly on the narrow gravel 

roads and in certain places it almost leaned sideways.  I had on my safety belt and grasped the handle. 

I still managed to shoot everything on video--houses, donkeys with their masters dressed in rags, filthy 

and joyful children following us and who even seemed to mock us. This had been my most impressive 

excursion out into Kabul. I examined all the nooks and corners as we went by-- everything within 

eyesight.      

I’m looking at the pictures of the Suria district and am so fascinated by the fact that civilization, with 

its elegant touch, has not yet stepped in there. These mud-built huts, dusty turn-offs and side roads, 

high crooked steps and weed-grown areas still keep Afghanistan’s unique historical information intact. 

From this height all of Kabul, with its everyday life and worries, demonstrations, celebrations, 

cataclysms and terrorist acts is laid out before the local inhabitants. From here everything is measured 

and weighed with mathematical precision. I think this is exactly where the most authentic chronicle 

is being created, one that can’t be compared to chronicles created by time-bound historians and other 

observers.                   

Chapter 16 

Let me stop complaining for a while that “I am sitting in the fortress mourning”, as they say in 

Georgia.  I don’t even know what to write or how to get you interested, as I have really bad 

moments at times. I don’t go anywhere – to be more precise I’m not permitted to go anywhere. 

I’m fed up with the local supermarkets like “Finest” and “Chiano”.  Once, however, after 

someone blew himself up in “Finest” and took dozens of innocent foreigners and Afghans with 

him, we were taken to another supermarket in the same chain.   

When I was coming out the rear door, full of groceries, I could see that a tall barren mountain 

rose in front of me with a glorious walled fort on top of it, like a crown. I stared, charmed with 

this ancient masterpiece of architecture, and couldn’t bring myself to move. So, here it was! 

The most precious pearl of Kabul - the Bala Hissar - an ancient 5th century AD fortress. Neither 

the unending Afghan wars nor the course of time could harm it. It merged so well with the 

environment that it appeared to have grown out of the mountain, like a Georgian monastery.   

“What’s that?”  I asked the Afghan driver.  

 

“What?”  

 

“That!”– I pointed to the mountain. 



 

“Yes, that’s an tourist site, the fortress.”  

 

“I can see that; what’s its name?”  

 

“What’s its name?” - The driver asked the gunman with him and they discussed it a 

moment. He then said simply, “It’s just a regular fortress.”  

 

OK, clear, I thought … 

I got into the car, but until my unidentified fortress disappeared from view, I couldn’t look 

away from it.    I never had another chance to be in that area, and never saw the fortress again.  

It was like I had been following in the footprints of the great 11th century Georgian poet, Shota 

Rustaveli, in a time machine, and God had led me to the Fortress of Demons to see for myself 

where Nestan-Darejan, the Princess of India, had been imprisoned. Bala Hissar appeared 

before me like a hallucination, but since then he hasn’t deigned to show himself again.   

Who said that the Afghans are most skilled at war? Not only that-- but that they had refined 

the art of building and construction as exquisitely as that of war. I saw that fortress with my 

own eyes- it was not just a picture. However, today life has been organized so that destruction 

is more commonly reported than construction. Constant destruction can follow the secrets of 

construction down to the ruins and let it be forgotten. There are numerous signs of this in 

Kabul already. Afghan simplicity has been replaced by Pakistani and Iranian baubles. I have 

nothing against any of them but everything is pretty in its own place: Indian in India, Pakistani 

in Pakistan and Persian in Persia. Undoubtedly its own external appearance would better suit 

Afghanistan.   

From the history of Georgia, I honestly don’t know who I could compare the tribe of Hotaks 

in Afghanistan with but here they appear to be related to the great nomadic and imperial Kuchi 

tribe. This clan used to rule all of Afghanistan and half of Iran. Today Ismail Hotaki is probably 

one of the last typical representatives of this clan: tall, well-built, wide-shouldered, with thick 

curly black hair and eyes as black as tar. He resembles Arsena Marabdeli from Georgian folk 

tales in every way.  He even had the same behaviorisms and way of walking. Maybe when I 

first saw Ismail, I unconsciously thought he was exactly like Arsena. Ismail smiles all the time 

and helps everyone. In our project he was responsible for staff transportation and travel and 

was the one who met me at the airport first.  It’s probably because of this—contrary to other 

travel writers on Afghanistan—that I took on a more upbeat and optimistic attitude towards 



the country.  From the beginning I started writing in quite a lighthearted style, and when 

pessimism overtook me I would visualize Ismail and everything looked better.  

- “I’m Pashtu. Our people used to be called “Votkhil” which means “Children of Votkha”. 

My grandfather had four wives, as did my father and my brothers. I’m the only one in 

my family who has one wife and three kids.”  

 (My friend Grace, however, told me that Ismail was a Kuchi, who are Afghan nomads similar 

to Arab Bedouins, primarily from the Ghilji tribe, and said that he had 10 kids.) As for being a 

Kuchi, he was right, since he had told me numerous times with great pride that he was one of 

the Kuchis. “And who are those Pashtuns -- if not Kuchis in the past?” he asked categorically.            

Ismail knows the history of Afghanistan thoroughly and I don’t dare argue with him. He knows 

it so well that he knew how the first Georgians in the times of Ghengis Khan became embattled 

in northern Afghanistan, and that some even remained there and became Afghan.     

“The Kuchi villagers called “Votkhil” are regarded as dangerous and they compose most 

of the Taliban squads. “Kuchi” means a “moving tribe”. Kuchi horsemen have no equal 

in Buzkashi. Even our horses are the best at this sport.” 

“Buzkashi is like polo, isn’t it?” I asked.  

“Buz-kashi means “grabbing with the horse”. The rider should grab the dead stolen calf. 

He who finally gets the calf is the winner. Buzkashi is a merciless and bloody game 

without boundaries—you have to get the calf away from your adversary at any cost... 

and the winners are not brought to justice for how they do it!” he said.        

“Buzkashi is like a war. Kite running doesn’t have rules in Afghanistan either. The 

players would sacrifice their lives to down a kite and grab it. I think you are indeed a 

very perverse and unruly people!” – I joked.  

Maybe that’s why there’s nobody these days except the Afghans who play Buzkashi, 

and why the calf got replaced by a sheep. Earlier, using a sheep was a sign of poverty.  

Proud and courageous men only played with a large calf, which was even more difficult 

and more expensive!” he said sadly, and became silent.  

He started muttering and grumbling quietly to himself, but it was heard by the whole 

world:  



“They’ll never understand here what democracy is. Islam is our culture and truth. Islam 

is the law-- democracy and everything else was created by human thoughts. Islam is 

the greatest relief and freedom . . . they say women’s rights gets violated in Afghanistan. 

What does this mean? Is it we who violate them? We, the ones who hover over our 

women, who work day and night to make sure they don’t work? We, the ones who 

don’t leave our women unattended even for one minute to the mercy of an intruder?”  

“Are you talking about Afghan women, Ismail, or am I hearing wrong?”  

“A woman is everything for me – a mother, a spouse, a friend, a lover, a child, the 

Motherland--everything in Afghanistan is related to the woman.”  Ismail drove himself 

in so deep that I thought he was going to propose a Georgian toast.  

“What?” I exclaimed. “Did I invent the burqa1? You rammed it on the heads of your 

prettiest women, you selfish Afghan men!” I was joking of course, not really talking 

seriously with a descendant of the ferocious Hotaki.  

“Who told you that the burqa is originally Afghan? It was brought by someone really 

stupid from Iran and another stupid man put it on the head of his wife, as if she was a 

lesser person than another”. 

I recalled the Georgian saying that the wolf ate both goats that kept competing with 

each other about “who does it best”… and then Ismail went and went on… 

“I have never offered a burqa to my wife, but believe it or not, some women do really 

like it and gladly hide their looks,” he said.    

“Your arguments about the burqa seem very weak,” I argued.  

So what would you say about me having to buy 6-7 meters of precious dress material 

for my wife hundreds of times a year? You only need 70 cm of cloth for your dress, 

don’t you?”  

“Two meters.”  

“You see! It costs us a whole lot more to clothe our women. And the number of sandals-

-you can’t even count them . . . In my country men can’t treat women indifferently as 

if she was alone or “naked” (i.e. without the headscarf). But if a modest woman is sitting 

                                                           
1  Also known as chadri or paranja in Central Asia; it is an enveloping outer garment worn by women in some 
Islamic traditions to cover their bodies when in public, originally adopted from Zoroastrian Persians. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Paranja


in the car of a man who is smartly dressed and taken care of, the police won’t stop them, 

since a man sitting next to such a woman is respected, honest and busy and all the roads 

are free for him. But if, for instance, a woman like you is allowed in a car (again, Ismail 

started to overstep boundaries…), no matter what kinds of valid arguments she has, 

they can’t convince anyone that she was not going to have fun and cheat or be 

unfaithful to family values.   

“Poor Ismail . . . You seem to be having a lot of trouble because of my outfit, despite 

the fact I’m wearing a very long dress as well as a shawl. Can I be stopped and arrested 

or even penalized for immoral behavior because of this? You seem so miserable in our 

women’s hands!  And I wonder, are all your children are girls?”   

- “No, I have a boy too, but I adore the girls.  My son is a ‘mama’s boy’” 

(I wondered if Ismail had been trained by Georgian men and sent to test my patience.)  

Then he continued, “Here you are wearing a bullet-proof vest and drive armoured jeeps 

because you don’t have a good caretaker. Try wearing the burqa, no one will say a word 

to you!” 

Ismail burst into a roar of laughter.   In short, I couldn’t get a serious reply to any of my 

questions—and that’s what I liked most, since I do strongly believe that for Ismail--who has 

already been serving in international projects for years--supreme freedom is the main thing, 

without any impositions by democracy or communism--freedom which is the foundation of 

his Islam, and on which he  thrives.   A Kuchi is free as the wind.  The Afghan land is like a 

flying carpet for him, embroidered by himself; the mountain wind is his steering wheel. Kuchis 

are very smart and witty and have earned lots of money in Afghanistan compared to others, 

but Ismail still likes the very simple life-- like the wind. Time flies-- you can’t hold it; we are 

afraid of this, and this is why we don’t live as we should. Ismail again waxed philosophical.   

“How do we want to live? Merciless time makes us do stupid things to make sure we 

accumulate wealth and live “well”. The “Tender” bank owner is my direct cousin. He 

got wealthy with oil and earned a lot of money, but he had to pay back by having two 

of his children killed and one kidnapped, so he had to pay millions to get the child 

back.”  

Ismail’s 90-member family all lives in one district and have nine homes in all. One house is for 

everyone--a guest house, or for events or a dining place. Every evening they gather at that 



house and drink tea together. As Ismail says, they do this because the mother should see all 

her kids together and express her love to them to realize how powerful and united her family 

is and to sleep peacefully every night.        

“This is our younger mother now living with me. My father died a couple of years ago. 

She will also die with grief if she does not see her children every day. And we fulfill 

this little whim of hers. We really do want her to live long.”    

No, my dear reader, this must be from a completely different Afghan tale. I read a lot of fiction 

and non-fiction about Afghanistan and see things with an unprejudiced eye, so I know this is 

completely different from reality. Now, I don’t want you to think even for a minute that I’m 

suspicious of what Ismail says. It may well be possible that his “Kuchi world” – with the 9-

house clan settled with Hotaks-- is indeed the ideal Afghanistan that exists only in Ismail’s 

dimension.  Kuchi carpets are similar, in fact. They don’t resemble the traditional world-

renowned Afghan hand-made carpets. They are much simpler and more attractive, “humane” 

and comfortable, like the Kuchi people, sharing their good fortune and bad. The Kuchi carpet, 

like the oak tree, depicts the chronicle of the whole human race. That’s why collectioners and 

tourists hunt so hard for them. (However, nothing can be compared with the carpet from 

Herat; the one chosen by kings and that looks down on the Kuchi carpet.)    

I read so many horrible things about the unbearable conditions of Afghan women, especially 

in remote provinces, that I thought the news published about Ukraine on “Droni.ge” that “An 

18-year-old girl was raped for three days and then burned alive” was also Afghan reality… “A 

terrible crime was committed in the Nikolayev region near Kyiv. Three young men, one by 

one, raped an 18-year-old girl in a closed flat for three days and then tried to hide any trace, 

and tied her hands, mouth and legs then tried to burn her alive on an abandoned construction 

site. The girl is in the hospital in a terrible state and doctors can’t guarantee her survival.”     

The most disgraceful element of this story, of course, after the form of the crime, is that out of 

three suspects that had been detained by police . . . two were released. Immediately, rumors 

spread that those released were the sons of high-ranking officials, which has been proven--

one is the child of Elenatski, former head of regional administration and the other of 

Nikolayev, former prosecutor of the central region. (23:53 13.03.2012). 

Can you imagine this being reported in “civilized Ukraine”, where the flashing light of 

democracy claims to shine? This is exactly what it means when we say “It’s better to break our 

head than our name”. Afghanistan is primarily thought of when it comes to explosions, cut-

throats and rape (even against young boys). It’s high time to look into our own prisons and 



provinces. Not to mention the USA--what happens there in terms of democracy and law is in 

fact completely random!     

My colleague from the Philippines, Martina Buencamino, told me more impressive stories 

from Afghan reality. One happened in a village in the Kandahar province.    

“One nice day my Afghan colleague came into the office extremely worried and frustrated. I 

asked her what could have happened to her on such a lovely sunny day-- and she told me the 

following strange story: I was waiting for a taxi in the street when a man approached me and 

asked if I knew a lawyer. I asked why he needed the lawyer and he answered that he had 

wanted to divorce his younger sister Fatima from her husband. Fatima is in the hospital in 

extreme condition because of being beaten severely by her husband Nazir. Nazir and Fatima 

were coming back home after picking fruit in the cottage garden to be sold at the market. Nazir 

urged the donkey on, whereas Fatima--with a sack on her back--was following on foot.  Going 

up the hill, the donkey could no longer carry the load and fell to its knees. Nazir unloaded the 

donkey and put the load onto Fatima. Fatima fell on the spot and the fierce Nazir almost beat 

his “idle wife” to death.  

I told her, “Let him go tell Ismail this story, he will have great lawyers.” But of course Martina 

had no idea about what Ismail had to do with all this.  

Today Vesna, three young Afghan women and I had dinner together. Vesna is from Bosnia 

and has been working in Kabul on international projects for five years already, so she knows 

life in Afghanistan well and makes contact with Afghan people very easily. Unlike her, I 

haven’t even stepped outside of Baron alone. It seems that what I read in books is not enough 

so I ask such silly questions that I’m ashamed of myself. However, in turn, the stupider the 

questions I ask, the better I understand real Afghan life and attitudes. The books I read before 

coming here and then in Baron are so full of “horrors” that being a human being with a normal 

psyche I should be disgusted by Afganistan and should feel “Thank God I’m sitting in Baron 

and my security is taken care of by the American government”. Of course, I can see that things 

aren’t that bad but “I’m still a child” and should, therefore, believe in what Khaled Hosseini 

(an Afghan-born American novelist and physician) and other Afghan writers say--that once 

this was a great nation, distinguished by Eastern culture and traditions and seeking education, 

but that it has now turned into a flock of maniacs, sadists, uneducated fanatics, intellectual 

conformists and corrupt people.  Yet what can I do--I can’t believe it all! How can I believe all 

that when--in the green eyes of my sweet Dari teacher-- I read measureless wisdom and 



kindness, or when I start laughing so hard I am gasping for breath at Ahmad Zia’s jokes and 

become hysterical at the twinkling eyes of Nabila?    

Since emigrants are refugees and suffer from having fled and being forcefully displaced, we 

should also blame those who made them flee, and those who were left behind in the 

motherland, not able to flee. For the Afghan emigrants everyone is guilty who stayed behind. 

Guilty of carrying out such tragic acts as, for example, punitive public stoning, lynching or 

killing  during football game breaks--right on the field.  Along with the executioners, those 

emigrants also blame the victims (who stayed in the country) deep in their heart, for being 

weak, without the courage to manage the country right or to prepare the ground for them to 

come back.           

This is how we Georgians at home have been blamed, even until today, by those Georgian 

emigrants who escaped from the Soviet grip. Those who stayed behind were called 

“Communists”, or at least “degenerate” Georgians.  The emigrants didn’t have enough 

willpower themselves to stay and participate in the subversion of the Soviet Union or to help 

us create the proper ground for their own return. Those who managed to be successful under 

socialism were considered KGB agents by the Georgian emigrants living in the West. 

Communists, however, used to call the emigrants “traitors”. We, simple mortals, Georgians of 

the Soviet Union, envied those who “lived and worked” in Paris, London and the USA and 

“circulated” millions of dollars. How could we even imagine that our people were not regarded 

there as the upper class or weren’t making the whole western world admire their talent and 

authority? We only heard the real, completely opposite story when the iron curtain rose and 

when people could see the truth.  

My Indian colleague Nimai says that Afghanistan is an unhappy, ill-fated country; God does 

not favor it, especially after the common border with India got lost, i.e. after Pakistan emerged 

between India and Afghanistan.  I got off the subject, though the beginning was so joyful. In 

short, Vesna, the three daughters of the “unhappy country”, and I were having an Afghan 

dinner together. That day our lunch in the dining hall included soup, fried chicken, red beans 

and fried potatoes, with two bananas as dessert. Vesna and I dove into the chicken so greedily 

and blissfully that one might have thought it was swimming in grape or blackberry juice.                

“You are eating this stiff chicken with such gusto that it made me hungry!” said Uzra 

as she started ripping off the white meat too. 

 “Yep, if she has started to eat, you must have stimulated her--generally she never eats 

anything!” Parastu smiled.   



Why? Look, I’m eating and I love it! —added Rahima.    

Vesna and I had already finished half a portion and were fighting with the second half, either 

with fingers or teeth--indeed the chicken was really stiff, because they fry it without the skin.  

In Afghanistan frozen chicken is rarely used for making dinner, even for workers. Chicken has 

to be freshly killed and bought at the market. Here in Baron I could recall the taste of the 

ckicken raised in the Georgian countryside, served with green plum sauce and grits-like 

“ghomi” that I’d forgotten for a long time. I do remember that in the past we didn’t accept 

poorly raised and prepared chicken either. But this was long ago and a lot of water has passed 

under the bridge since then…Georgia advanced and “developed”, and the demand for food has 

changed. Afghans have been lost in time, when fresh products exist.  They have never heard 

of GMOs. Can you see how far behind the “civilized” world they are?        

Again, I’ve digressed. All-in-all, in contrast to us, these girls treat each other very gently and 

talk quietly to one another. I couldn’t wait to hear Vesna start talking with them on some 

everyday issues, but waited in vain. This is indeed understandable as Vesna is fed up talking 

about Afghan life, and forgets that these days it’s the only topic I’m interested in. Suddenly, 

she felt merciful and asked the girls sitting in front of me whether they were married. She 

knew the third girl was married since she had attended the wedding. Rosia and Parastu 

answered simultaneously that they were not.       

Then you are preparing to?  

Believe it or not--no, answered pretty Rosia who displayed all her thirty-two crystal 

teeth.     

They had shot me a very high ball that I didn’t want to miss.  

Tell me the truth, is it really so difficult for men to get married in Afghanistan?   

They looked at me in astonishment at first and then realized what I meant.  Rahima, the 

married one, replied:   

Yes, it is the man who has to cover all the expenses--wedding gifts, the house, clothing 

and the “compensation” paid to the family of the bride (5000 USD). In Kabul this 

tradition has been simplified a little, but is still deeply entrenched in the villages. In 

this respect, men are indeed in a complicated situation.    



Again, I will deviate a little from this conversation and tell you the story of Abdulla, the vendor 

at our minimarket. He sells precious stones and other wares. When I say “sells”, I mean real 

selling, until spilling blood and death ensues.   He was a master expert at this and unless you 

have gone through the greatest school of diplomacy, you won’t be able to cope with him. This 

is why I look helplessly at the wonderful emeralds he brings directly from Panjshir (one of the 

34 provinces, in NE Afghanistan).  There’s never a squeak from anyone on the price he sets. 

Once he told me I can buy something for half price if I’m a real buyer.      

“How, Abdul?” I asked. 

“I’m engaged to a woman and started to collect money; I need a lot of money and need 

to collect it in one month, so I will be a kind Abdulla for one month. I can’t let this 

moment slip or I will regret it afterwards.” 

“Congratulations, Abdul! Aren’t you thrilled?”  

“Yes, and I’m having the engagement party in one month and need a lot of money.”  

“How much—approximately?” 

- “A huge amount . . . I’m selling everything at half price . . . Help me do business and 

neither you nor your friends will lose.”  

- “OK. I’ll tell everyone,” I said.      

In fact I did go tell my friends, colleagues and neighbours what Abdulla said, and a whole army 

of buyers descended on the Baron minimarket to find the precious objects. Some bought, some 

bargained (including me) and, can you imagine, Abdulla let everyone make unbelievable deals; 

so a period of laughing and endless joy began in the minimarket. Abdulla’s brother and two 

cousins who used to work with him mocked Abdulla and said he had become completely 

rotten, and if he continued to work this way he would make them go bankrupt, and no one 

would even let him see this woman from a distance.  Abdulla was laughing politely too, but 

did what he wanted—so eventually when it was harvest time he managed to collect the money 

to get married and had decorated all the women of Baron with jewelry. So, this is our Abdulla. 

“Good job!” the Expats said. As for me, I think that he was a man who—unlike some 

individuals--knows one non-Georgian proverb about general humankind: “He who laughs last, 

laughs loudest!” As for the opposite story, which we hear quite frequently, I honestly and 

stupidly told my friends that Martina’s story about Fatima and her brutal husband, Nazir, still 

rang in my ears.     



“This is not right then, let me repeat that Afghan men are very caring husbands, they 

take into consideration everything very thoroughly (now I recalled Ismail’s words 

saying that he cared a lot about his wife). The wife’s desire for the Afghan husband is 

pure and holy and he would have to definitely fulfill this role.” 

It is so difficult to understand now who is right—Ismail, the story of this girl, or the authors 

of the best-selling books on Afghanistan. Many things that do belong to Afghan ways and 

traditions are not at all reflected in the religion of Islam. This is the cultural heritage of the 

country and it often happens that what Islam does not teach us is attributed by the uneducated 

to the religious laws of Islam.     

“If all Muslims followed Islam to the end, then there would be ideal peace and freedom 

in our world,” stressed Rahima, since she sees suspicion and distrust in my eyes.   

“But doesn’t your husband have the right to marry for the second or third time?”     

“Yes, but only with equal rights!” – she stated proudly, and her two unmarried friends 

agreed with her submissively.  

Their case had already become clear to me, so I stopped arguing about it all. Rahima could see 

my skepticism and didn’t surrender.    

“Yes, but if he feels good with his wife, why should he marry another one?”  

She was asking the question that I should have been asking.  

“No idea. This is what I’m interested in too.”  

“Don’t your men have other women?” she asked. 

“Presumably they do, but the wife is of primary importance. No other woman can 

replace the wife officially unless the man divorces his wife and marries another.”  

“So, not much difference, we also have this in our country – the first wife, the second, 

older, younger, plus, if the man marries the second wife, the first woman can ask for 

divorce.”   

“As far as I know, it is only the man who has the right to divorce in Afghanistan,” I 

ventured.  



“That’s true, but only if he marries another wife, then this right is automatically given 

to him. No one will let you divorce without any reason. One thing is clear – the right 

still needs to be asked from the husband, and Afghan husbands usually refuse to let 

their wives leave. They treat them like “You are my wife, the mother of my kids; I’m 

responsible for you and, therefore, will not leave you unaccompanied in the street.”      

 

“So you have made me feel almost ready to divorce my Ukrainean democratic husband 

and seek my fate among the ideal men of Afghanistan! But, my fate is that they will 

make me pay for my Afghan husband” I said, smiling.    

 

“What do you think, this is exactly the way it happens in Pakistan and India!  The girl’s 

parents collect the dowry their whole lives and even pay a family ransom to the future 

husband’ s family, depending on what the future husband  is like.” 

All three of them broke into hysterical laughter. It reminded me of the famous Georgian 

comedy called “The Ordeal of Darispan” about a poor father seeking a husband for his 

daughter, and I also burst into laughter. The girls enjoyed it immensely.      

“Now, please, tell me what the situation is like in Afghanistan in terms of healthcare 

for women? I’ve heard that no male doctors can treat women patients and that that is 

why women in emergencies, like those giving birth, are often condemned to die. I also 

heard some women go to India to be treated.” 

 Rahim said, “Yes, that’s right too. It’s the nurses who help women give birth in villages and 

provinces. Many women in Kabul are gynecologists. There are men as well, but few. This is 

not an acute problem in Kabul compared with the provinces, but there are not enough 

maternity clinics. This problem is also because of culture and tradition. Otherwise there’s 

nothing similar mentioned in Islam.” Again, she started to preach Islam.     

She was indeed right,  her friends assured me. There are birth houses in Mazar, Herat and such 

big cities and they even have women gynecologists. Cases of death at birth mainly occur in 

villages where in critical cases nurses cannot do anything to save them.      

“Do you walk alone in the streets, without a man?” I asked.  

“Of course, I go anywhere I wish by taxi, Rosia said.” 



“Not by taxi, I mean on foot--in the street.” I was getting in deeper.  

“Well, no—I wouldn’t walk alone, I’m not protected. I would walk at Sharenao (center 

of Kabul) with great pleasure, but not beyond it or in the suburbs.  There I wouldn’t 

even think about it if I’m not accompanied by a very close person like a husband, 

brother, father or uncle . . . No--no way would I walk alone in the street. Two women 

at the market or on “Chicken Street” are OK-- but alone, far from the centre – no way!”    

Vesna got bored with my never-ending interrogations and started to tidy up the plates. Soon 

lunchtime ended and I became silent. The girls reassured me—“Don’t worry, we are here and 

will tell you everything you want, when you want!” I bid them goodbye until the next day, 

and we all returned to our offices.     

I got a new letter from Kandahar late at night from my Martina. One more story about Afghan 

women from the horror series.  A 15-year-old girl was brought to one of the NGO shelters for 

women. She had been standing facing the wall the whole night and beating the wall with her 

head. No one spoke to her. After several weeks of treatment and psychological intervention 

she finally said that her uncle, brothers and cousins had been raping her for three years.  This 

has no explanation. When the language cannot express anything, and action can’t achieve 

results you are so helpless and powerless that you bury your head in the sand and shout to all 

the world – “No comment!” “No comment!”  

Chapter  17 

Galina Alzhanova is from Kazakhstan, and Rakhat is from Kyrgistan; both are my close friends and we 

spend lots of time together, at work and in the evenings. We discuss the fate of our countries, i.e. former 

Soviet, Caucasus and Central Asian republics like Kyrgizstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and 

Uzbekistan—the ones that the world sees as the “stans” because of their names. One of the key topics 

in the politics of these countries today is freeing themselves from the domination of the Russian 

language. The official languages of the countries are even richer than Russian, but in reality Russian is 

used in official communications.  

According to Rakhat the reason for this continuing “russification” is completely horrific. “Big Brother” 

managed to create the fate of these countries by turning the countries into Soviet Republics… and the 

local cultures were seen as national minorities.  This was followed by a universal “blending” or 

“russification”.  A mass influx of Russians to large cities took place. Galina and Rakhat were both from 

the provinces, small “auls” (small mountain settlements) and, even there, only Russian was taught at 

the kindergarten and school.  The families spoke Russian at home too, and the only person who cared 



about the language issue in the family was a great-grandmother --who could not understand her 

grandchildren’s language and couldn’t get them to understand hers.  Galina said,           

“Poor grandma, she was always telling us to learn Kazakh, but no one listened to her. There 

was only one Kazakh school in the village and almost no one went there. We have gradually 

started to speak Kazakh in state establishments and now it’s considered good if you can make a 

presentation in our language, however now very few people can speak it. My brother has 

improved his Kazakh language skills a lot, and now I’m working hard on it.”         

“Oh, my God… we are so ignorant!  I know nothing about you, even though we were together 

for 70 years, weren’t we!” I exclaimed.  

“I used to read your father’s2 books,” said Galina.  

“Well, if so, I also used to read Chingiz Aitmatov (Soviet and Kyrgyz author who wrote in both 

Russian and Kyrgyz. He is the best known figure in Kyrgyzstan's literature), but he wrote in 

Russian.”  

“Didn’t your father write in Russian too?” 

 My heart almost stopped when I heard that question. “Are you kidding? Of course not--he 

wrote in Georgian! How could he write “Me, Grandma, Iliko and Illarion” in Russian? By the 

way, it’s been translated into both Kazakh and Kyrgyz languages.”  

She said, “I read it in Russian and liked it very much.”  

“I was the only one in my class who was Kyrgyz —all the others were Russian,” Rakhat said.  

“Why?” I asked, “Did you go to the Russian school?”  

“Of course! There were only two Kyrgyz schools in Bishkek then, and they were no good.”       

Georgia then was so different from their experiences!  I recalled with pride how we studied at the 

Georgian school, the university, or worked at the Institute of Georgian Literature and how the whole 

nation immediately rose up against the “great Soviet Union” when our mother tongue was threatened. 

However, I do remember very well that under the Soviet regime my Doctoral dissertation had to be 

translated into Russian, sent to Moscow and approved there. It was as if I had not written the 

dissertation at all, wasn’t it? Because I could make little use of it in my country.  

My Dad used to tell a real story, as if it were a joke: At a session of the USSR Supreme Committee a 

Minister from one Central Asian republic asked him what the language of instruction was, that we used 

in Georgia, and when my Dad replied it was Georgian, the Minister replied mockingly in Russian: “Kak 

                                                           
2 Nodar Dumbadze, well-known Georgian author, 1928-1984. 



vi otstali, u nas uze vse na Russkom!” (You are so far behind! We already do everything in Russian!). I 

told Rakhat and Galina this story they burst out laughing.  

 “The Minister wasn’t wrong--he told your father the truth!” said Galina.     

Well, I didn’t know what to say, as I personally never felt much pressure to make Georgia Russian, 

unlike in Central Asia where Russians managed to make everything Russian-speaking.  But I did see 

some swaggering Georgians at the time aspire to become “very Russian”, so when they gave a speech 

they would apologize that their Georgian wasn’t really fluent and immediately switched to Russian. 

However, it seems that Russians failed to prepare the ground for this on a large scale in Georgia; they 

simply did not dare.  

I remember feeling awkward when our close Abkhazian friend’s Uyghur wife spoke perfect Russian 

with a pure Moscow accent.  Iveta, my Armenian colleague, used to write in her applications: “Place 

of birth – Tbilisi; Nationality – Armenian; Mother tongue – Russian.” Well, this was merely the truth. 

This is how her life developed in the great Soviet Union—“Abnormally!” Everything was different with 

her and she has never thought about why. When I asked her why she spoke neither Armenian nor 

Georgian, she replied that she didn’t ever need them since her mother tongue was Russian…I know of 

many such cases.      

The history of my family evolved so that we have at least one person from almost every nearby 

“nationality” of the former Soviet Union among our relatives--Abkhazian, Russian, Ukrainian, Polish, 

Armenian--but the thing is that they all speak good and pure Georgian, Rustaveli’s language. One of 

my distant aunts who is half Armenian, half Romanian, and a good teacher of Georgian language and 

literature, is a Doctor of Philology and a famous professor.          

“It’s unbelievable, even Russians speak Georgian in your country?! – Galina exclaimed with 

admiration, when she saw how Larissa Romanenko and I used to converse together here in 

Afghanistan.” 

   “I don’t consider Larisa to be Russian. First of all, she has a Ukrainian last name. Secondly, 

she was born and grew up in Georgia, and her mom is Georgian.” 

I said this spontaneously and immediately realized how lucky I was.  This wasn’t an unusual case – 

proof of what was stated with so much admiration a minute ago by the Kazakh, Galina Alzhajeva, that 

we have retained our own language and culture so well.  

“This is absolutely true about Russian in Kazakhstan! God, haven’t I been trying to prove this 

since we started this conversation?!” – she exclaimed.       

In the meantime, strange events unfolded in the Baron. To start with, the contract of Frances Ardine, 

Communications Director of our partner project, was terminated in view of reducing the project 



budget. Of course, they couldn’t have thought of anything else since Frances is a woman with almost 

20 years experience working with CNN and eight years with Reagan’s press service, with top assessment 

scores and recommendations. Since she was outraged by the fact that her contract had been broken, I 

advised Frances to file a suit against her contractors (counting on the immaculate name of the American 

courts of justice), and she immediately cut me short saying that no one complains to the American 

Government. She said goodbye to us with pomp and feasts, then quietly donned her hat-- and in 

December, just before I went away for my 2011 Christmas holidays, she left Afghanistan.  Just a week 

later my friend Martina from the Philippines also bid farewell. Gradually they let us know that none 

of us were safe from similar decisions. Now Baron is even more like a real prison, where no one knows 

in advance when the door will open and we will be “released”.        

  Chapter 18 

Kathmandu  

I’m having a 22-day holiday for the New Year. Vesna is planning to go to Nepal with her friend, and 

since I’ve always had a enormous desire to travel to that dream country, I decided to steal ten days from 

my holidays and follow Vesna. When she heard about it she was really happy, and so to be sure I 

wouldn’t change my mind, she took charge of all the organization and settled everything herself, like 

clockwork--in one week!  In fact if you work as an “expat” in this type of job in Afganistan,  you can 

go anywhere in the world you want! 

You really have to be amazingly smart to find a $23 room in Kathmandu for $200! (My Georgian friend 

Beso Khvedelidze told me he used to live in a $5 room there, with three meals a day.). But this is what 

Vesna managed to do, and told me about it so proudly I thought she was kidding… When I started 

laughing, she explained to me that it was much better to pay a lot more to ensure security in such 

“cheap” areas.  She said the $200 would be divided by three (including her Bosnian friend Leila), so the 

price then appeared more acceptable.  She had said it so convincingly that I obeyed wordlessly--

although deep in my heart I still didn’t want to throw away so much money even for 5 stars.   

We left Baron on December 23 at 8 am via  Kabul – New Dehli – Kathmandu. By afternoon we had 

already reached New Delhi’s sparkling clean, fashionable and modern airport. One could wonder why 

I was so fascinated by the airport and was so right to be, although it wasn’t really distinguishable from 

other modern airports-- but please, don’t forget that recently I had been traveling out from the Kabul 

airport, and even the slightest difference forced my admiration (my fascination for the Qatar airport 

was still ahead!).              

So, in two hours we flew to the capital of Nepal – Kathmandu-- from Delhi’s “clean and neat” airport. 

I have both read and heard so much about Kathmandu, and maybe you have too.  This is why, I am 

sure, you will understand me pretty well if I tell you that I was ready for anything and, despite this, as 

soon as I stepped on Nepalese soil, my heart almost leaped from my chest; my blood boiled in my veins 



and with my eyes closed, I jumped into the depths of adventure. Four days ago I posted on Facebook 

and in Skype a “sort of address”:  “Jomolungma here I come!”  (Jomolungma is the Tibetan name for Mt 

Everest). 

You all know as well as I do what a mountain climber I am-- but when it is so near, so tempting, so 

fascinating-- doesn’t that also mean that I have to conquer it, even a common mortal like me? Yes, it 

does, and if you are still wondering why, go and see for yourself!  Nepal is a very hospitable country, 

like Georgia-- visas are issued at the airport for just $25. The passport service issues visas easily and 

joyfully, and gives God’s blessing from their hallowed land. Differently from New Delhi, the Nepal 

airport is extremely humble. We left there at 11 pm, and outside taxi drivers and weight carriers 

attacked us like a horde of locusts. Finally, we managed to choose a driver, and this was when 

something I had expected --yet did not expect at all-- started in Nepal. What I mean is that I was not 

really ready for it! What’s better than that…I have never had so much fun in any other country.          

No idea what kind of vehicle the taxi was and I’m sure the owner didn’t know either.  I’ve seen such 

cars like villagers in Georgia use to carry fruits and vegetables from villages—they are similarly old, 

banged-up vehicles. Maybe you remember rusty vans or cars on the Georgian highways, full of 

potatoes, cabbages or apples—their open trunks stuffed with cabbages? A bit differently, our Nepali 

taxi was a little smaller—our baggage couldn’t fit into the back so one suitcase was crammed in with 

me, into the so-called “salon”.  An old, dusty, ragged plaid blanket covered the “armchairs”, and the 

ceiling of the minibus was so roughly ripped here and there that it created an interesting collage of 

rusty metal and cloth that hung in tiny shreds.      

“This is Nepal!”  the dispatcher told me joyfully when he saw my wide eyes and noticed I was 

dithering about, wondering whether to get in or not! 

“Yeah, I see!” I said, and burst into hysterical laughter.  

Finally, I squeezed in, and as you may guess, couldn’t close the door behind me, especially since 

the car had no handles or windows. The driver banged the door thoroughly from outside.  Then 

Vesna, too, had a hard time getting comfortably into the “arm chair”; she was pushed in by the 

driver and another man so she would fit in the shaky tin can; then they again slammed the door 

firmly from outside.  Like me, Vesna had begun laughing hysterically.  Now the driver was 

laughing; the taxi dispatcher was laughing; the huge stars in the sky were laughing--so we were all 

in a perfect mood!   

Our Russian friend Aleksei had questioned us when we were leaving for Nepal, “Why are you going 

to Kathmandu? Isn’t it too dirty?”  With these words he had sunk the reputation of all Russia. When 

a person thinks of only dirt and discomfort when bringing up Nepal, he’s not worth mentioning, I 

thought. It reminded me of my old colleague at the Institute of Georgian Literature in Tbilisi. She 

and her cousin inherited their emigrant aunt’s small house in France, and to be entitled to the 



inheritance, these ladies headed to France.  A month later, back in Tbilisi in the library of the 

Institute when she shared her trip with us, her co-workers, her first impressions about Paris were 

“How dirty Paris is! The sidewalks are full of dog poop!”  She was also angry at the deceased 

aunt…“If she was going to leave the flat to both of us, it would have been better if she’d divided it 

in half so we wouldn’t have to worry about it!”              

Finally, we managed to get settled into that “cute” toy bus and head towards our $200-dollar hotel. 

Kathmandu was exactly as filthy as Tbilisi was in the 90s, and the streets were as completely broken 

and destroyed, as rough and bumpy as a path running between fences in the Gurian villages of west 

Georgia. Our joyful driver sped off into the dark streets with us, shaking us about, telling about the 

sights that were flashing by, while all at the same time telling their history in his broken English.   The 

streets were empty. Some of the houses were completely dark, and from the small windows of others 

there were pale flickering lights. This was so similar to our towns in Georgia only two decades ago, 

when we had to light our flats with kerosene lamps … 

- In Kathmandu, when it gets dark, everything dies, -- said the driver. Two days will be 

completely enough for looking around Kathmandu, then you should visit other places-- Nepal 

is amazingly beautiful. If you like I can offer the services of my tourist agency! The highest 

level! Excellent prices! Not with this car--I will use a car reserved for bosses!   

Of course, we “believed” what he said and started laughing so hysterically again, and were unable to 

stop; so we hardly heard a word of what the driver said until we reached the door of our hotel.  

We entered a dark (don’t forget it was December 23 and Christmas was two days away) and frozen 

fortress, full of aesthetically dark “dragon” monuments and big, red, flickering Nepalese lanterns. The 

doorman, dressed in the national costume, greeted us and took us to the Registration desk. The 

employee at the desk, almost blue from the cold but equipped with a professional smile, entrusted our 

luggage to the doorman, registered our passports and handed us a heavy, antique-looking key to Room 

508. We went up to the fifth floor by elevator and our room was at the end of a long, moist and smelly 

corridor. I didn’t utter a word, but when heading towards the room, those $200-a-night five stars were 

flickering in front of my eyes.   

The doorman opened the room, “turned on the heat” and carried out a farewell ritual with Nepalese 

gestures. We waited in vain to feel the heating. The bathroom was not just cold—it was freezing. We 

only had hot water, so we decided to use it to get warm. When I got ready to get into the bathtub, the 

lights went off. Vesna rushed back in with her mobile phone’s flashlight to help me get out. Both of us 

slipped into the freezing bed with our armor on. I taught her how to do this, since I had learned how 

back in Georgia. We were no longer cold; the windows steamed over and we breathed vapor too, 

especially as we were laughing like crazy.  No– it wasn’t just laughter--it was guffaws, screaming. My 

head hurt…  



“Let’s make sure we somehow survive this night, and from tomorrow there won’t be the 

slightest sign I was ever at this hotel!”  Vesna had hardly uttered these words when the lights 

came on.  

 “No way! Nothing will help this!”  I shouted at the light bulb, and--can you imagine--it heard 

 my words and immediately went out again!           

This is how we -- the two offspring of wretched Bosnia and Georgia, working in wretched Afghanistan-

- spent the first night in the land of equally wretched Nepal. Isn’t it hilarious? Of course it was. We 

were laughing--and we knew very well why! 

At 6 am we both got up because of the cold. Vesna put on another sweater and went back to sleep. I 

got up and looked out the window. I sighed with relief-- there was a wonderful park below us with a 

frozen swimming pool, swan lake and “fountain of love”. I had a lot of time to think, to contemplate. I 

plunged into dreams and fantasized about the fact that 50 years ago, during the monarchy, this hotel 

was one of the first Nepalese masterpieces of modern architecture--the pride and beauty of Kathmandu. 

What’s left of it now is just the name, the old name, “Yak and Yeti”. As for the price, I guess, it got 

carried over through inertia.  

I was looking for adventures, and the morning indeed started with them. Didn’t I say our window 

overlooked a magnificent garden? Well, I decided to take a photo. The high double windows opened 

outwards, so I opened one side and had a photo session. Soon the morning’s revitalizing, biting cold 

descended from the Himalayas and forced its way into the room. I took a couple of deep breaths to let 

the pure air enter my lungs. So that our already frozen room wouldn’t become a deep freezer, I quickly 

closed the window, but not completely, since it was old, shaky and didn’t surrender easily to being 

closed. I used my other hand to push on the second window sill and make sure I had fastened the first. 

All of a sudden, the second one flew wide open too. I have never figured out how I was suddenly 

hanging outside, with half of my body clinging to the window sill.  The bottom of the high, old-style 

window was at the level of my knees, so I could push back to kneel on the sill behind me, yet my body 

predominated and outweighed my efforts... Do you remember which floor I was on?  Let me remind 

you– the fifth! Oh, my God, I think I screamed just once, then managed to get my toes back onto the 

floor, then—with a superhuman effort-- leaned backwards into the room and, miraculously, fell 

sprawling to the floorboards. 

I heard what sounded like howling coming from the bed where Vesna was.  She was screaming and 

weeping in Bosnian, and when I finally got up to look, saw her face twisted into such a grimace that I 

couldn’t tell whether she was laughing or crying.  This was followed by such loud sobbing that it took 

me some time to calm her down. I kept kissing her on the head and chanting a spell in the Gurian 

dialect: “My heart, please, stay in your nest! My heart don’t you worry! My heart, please, stay in your 

nest! My heart don’t you worry”!   



“No! we have to escape immediately from this sarcophagus!” – Vesna was crying and had  

hysterically started to pack her suitcase.  

We got written off from both “Yak” and “Yeti” immediately that morning. However, in order not to 

completely lose on the deal, we still went to breakfast at the hotel restaurant. I have to be honest and 

tell you we found ourselves in such a wonderful atmosphere and rich/gorgeous dining room that at one 

point we could have almost… but no, nothing could have kept us from moving out.  

We rolled our luggage out of the room. When we told the registration attendant that neither lights nor 

heating were on in the rooms, he tried to make us very, very ashamed – saying that there was an energy 

crisis in the country, and that all of Nepal was in a similar condition, and that of course the hotels are 

no exception. Yet we replied and objected, asking whether they wanted to overcome the crisis at our 

expense charging us $200 a night? He shrugged his shoulders, gave back our passports and put our 

suitcases on guard in the luggage room--for a high fee.                     

We decided to hire a new taxi and started to look for another hotel. Vesna had a reserve list of expensive 

hotels and for some reason I had searched for cheap hotels on the internet. I asked Vesna to consider 

that we would be staying quite a while, and that we should first look for cheaper ones in the centre 

that might be acceptable for her. She reluctantly agreed; what else could she do? It was taboo to make 

me nervous when just a few hours ago I had almost flown out of the fifth-storey window in front of 

her eyes. She nodded silently; we hired the taxi and started looking. One or two short turns and we 

found ourselves in the centre of Kathmandu. We headed towards the hotel “Ganesh & Himala”.  

I wondered what the hippies of the 1960s had liked in this city--probably dirt and chaos.  Indeed, I 

hadn’t seen so much dirt since the 90s in the Tbilisi Metekhi neighborhood when I had to identify the 

poorest families and distribute aid through a humanitarian project. As for the chaos, Kathmandu is 

second to none—I hadn’t even seen anything like it in Calcutta-- car, motor bike, goat, cow, a man and 

a checkered rickshaw-- all together, everywhere. Everything was so kneaded into everything else it 

seemed to be one huge ball of dirt.  

My colleague Trish Conrad had warned me that Kathmandu was a “wonderful misunderstanding”--

something not found anywhere else, but that we would need a mask because of the pollution. “Yeah, 

Trish, you seem not to have seen real pollution and therefore have no idea about my lungs being tin 

plated”,  I had told her. But now I am looking at Kathmandu where people wear facemasks and realize 

that I had really not known what pollution is!  This pollution frustrated me, dried my throat and made 

it ache, but I still wouldn’t dare to “offend” the land of the Himalayas by wearing a face mask all the 

time.  

I thought of Kathmandu as surrounded by lofty mountains, with “veteran” hippies migrating here from 

all around the world to the fantastic fairy-tale place settled with tired, sway-backed yaks carrying 



goods,  sun-burnt  sherpas3, but-- look what I found there? A population that once inhabited shanty 

houses near vast rice fields, a city unsystematically structured, carelessly made, with shaky curtain-less 

windows--a city like a beehive speaking a thousand languages, people looking like Eskimos from a 

thousand tribes.   

It is obvious that they are not crazy about India. To the contrary, they are fascinated by Chinese 

democracy and human rights… Indian religion and culture must have left a serious heel mark on the 

lives of these people, and now the Nepalese Maoist “clan” is erasing and completely transforming Nepal 

(these are called “reforms”).   

Finally, after trying for an hour we ran into a traffic jam, then came to “Ganesh & Hymala” located 

only two steps away from where we started out – a small, four-storied terrace-type hotel with inside 

and outside gardens. As soon as I entered the hotel I was sure that the most famous hippies must have 

nested here. A couple of greasy bags had been dropped before the registration desk, opposite narrow 

wooden sofas covered with pillows. Going up and down the slim, winding staircase, long-haired, 

tanned young and middle-aged hippies, tastefully ill-dressed with the Bohemian look, seemed to merge 

into the local colors.  They had enriched their casual clothes with such Nepalese-Himalayan details as 

scarves, hair clips, cashmere shawls, etc. The more devoted ones wore sweaters with Nepalese 

ornaments woven with yak thread over their torn jeans and were more tanned than the others. I 

thought maybe these were the ones that climb the serious peaks.               

The morning was sunny and the hotel guests were sitting in the garden drinking coffee and reading 

the newspaper Hymallays. I took a copy of the newspaper, but it only contained Himalayan news and 

Bollywood stars’ poignant stories. That’s right—I realized the readers of these newspapers are little 

interested in current processes in the world or political cataclysms, especially, when they come to Nepal 

– “to conquer the Himalayas”!    

We were told at the registration desk that the hotel was full and that rooms would be available only 

the next day. Aren’t you interested in the price? A wonderful two-bed room for only $29! Yes, not per 

person--the whole room. We wanted to look through the hotel and were assigned to a plump Nepalese 

guy – toothless but smiley and very positive minded, dressed like a sherpa. He led us directly to the 

roof. While going up the stairs we constantly asked him about heating and he kept replying “No 

problem, no problem”. He reassured us that they had a generator and heaters and when the electricity 

went out they used these. We also looked into a couple of rooms and our hearts brightened up – it was 

all so light, dry and “joyful”! We also walked through the glass terrace loggias,  admired the flower bed 

and the city views. There was a magnificent panorama of Kathmandu and its suburbs from the roof, so 

I actually thought I was already on the peak of Jomolungma! I told Vesna I was going to stay there 

forever—that I like “Genesh & Hymala” --and that’s it! Our guide could see my admiration and smiled 

                                                           
3 Tibetan: "eastern people", from shar "east" + pa "people". Ethnic group from the most mountainous region of 

Nepal, high in the Himalayas 



broadly.  However at the Registration desk the employees informed us, with concerned expressions 

that there were no vacancies and that we should come the following day.    

Vesna said we should look at the Hyatt, and if we liked it could spend one night there. What could I 

do--I agreed like an accompanying passenger should, and headed to the Hyatt with the same taxi. (Why 

did I begin to think that Vesna had kept this surprise since morning and had only looked at Genesh 

just in case?) The taxi waited for us everywhere, and the driver couldn’t hide his joy and happiness that 

he had found two “Rockefeller” ladies for his humble--can’t say what breed-- car. Before the Hyatt our 

list included a couple of other hotels but we were satisfied enough with just a look from the outside. I 

could feel Vesna had already decided to settle in to the Hyatt and had been looking at other hotels only 

for my sake. Finally, reached our destination; they opened a huge iron main gate and our miserable 

taxi, like a dung beetle, heaved into a parking place near the great cement building at the end of a very 

impressive road. Two large beautifully carved wooden doors, and wide glass-enclosed loggias made this 

massive construction seem lighter.      

Four doormen rushed over to our car but--no way--one door didn’t open. They took out our dirty 

suitcases from the boot and rolled them to the entrance, pleading with a head movement to go in 

quickly. We proudly followed them, and-- just in case-- told the driver to wait for us. We walked over 

marble floors towards the Registration desk, passing by mini models of Nepalese sites and resting 

corners with large cushions. We found out that the room would cost a little more in the Hyatt than at 

the notorious “Yak and Yeti” but that it had 24-hour heating and the price also included morning 

breakfast. Vesna finally disclosed the truth: her friend Leila, who would join us that night, had said she 

didn’t want to stay in an ordinary hotel. So until they continued on to Bhutan we had to stay here. I 

could move to the Ganesh that I loved so much afterwards, I thought.   Anyway, I realized there was 

no point arguing and that I was in the minority.  Any remarks would seem like I was not being part of 

the group, which is very unpleasant when people travel together, not to mention how it can kill group 

spirit… I decided to live the life of a “white-skinned” person with my Bosnian friends for two days in  

the Hyatt and then go stay with the “natives” in the Ganesh.         

While they settled the official room details and got our luggage taken up, I went out on the large,  

marvelous terrace to drink coffee. From there the spectacular view included the pride of Kathmandu, 

the Boudhanath-stupa--the largest stupa, or “House of Buddha”, in Nepal and the holiest Tibetan 

Buddhist temple outside of Tibet. It was within walking distance from the hotel, so we decided to spend 

the day there before Leila arrived.       

Boudhanath is a domed Buddhist structure - huge, multi-stepped and as dazzling white as a swan, in 

the centre of a square. There are millions of small souvenir shops around it, and numerous restaurants, 

bars and cafes. On the stupa and lined around the whole ring there are praying wheels, and at the 

entrance there is a large “mother wheel”. These wheels turn non-stop, since the line of people walking 

around the circle never stops touching and turning them. Turning these wheels is as eternal as the 



universe. At the main entrance the mother wheel is turning as everyone enters this place with special 

awe and respect. One feels like an ant in proportion to it all.         

The stupa statue itself was white as snow, with almond-shaped eyes and a third one in the middle--the 

eye of wisdom in the shape of a question mark. It does not matter from which side you look, it stares 

into your the eyes from any direction, and enters your soul. I couldn’t look it in the eyes. Monuments 

of elephants stand guard at the entrance and thick ropes hang from the column of the dome to smaller 

stupas, adorned with colorful prayer-flags. In the terraced praying places and corridors, worshippers 

from all over the world carried out very different and diverse rituals to worship Buddha.        

We encountered people of very many different nationalities that day, most dressed in a wide variety of 

national costumes, from diverse countries, tribal areas and metropolises of the world.  It was impossible 

to know where everyone was from and what their connection to Buddha was. Europeans dressed in 

blue (both men and women) are novices. Their incredibly beautiful garment is called “the dress of 

submission”. Lamas are still the main caste and they walk up and down in Boudhanath with humble 

self-confidence and calm, swimming in the admiring gazes of ordinary mortals. Everyone wants to take 

photos with them and they refuse no one. Of course I also carried out this ritual and had a couple of 

photos taken with them.     

You have possibly realized from my descriptions to what extent I know anything about Buddhism, and 

am much less a professional researcher on it. Accordingly, you may then not be surprised why-- thanks 

to my infinite education-- I found myself in extremely awkward situations in this Mecca of Buddhism. 

And, to hell with it, let me tell about that as well:    

It was already the third time around, but Vesna and I couldn’t find the entrance to the stupa itself. We 

were almost dead from walking, when we finally asked an old person praying, using broken English 

and gestures, how to enter the stupa. She smiled pleasantly and told us, “It’s impossible”. Vesna and I 

were stunned.  

“Why?” – we naively insisted, like naughty children.   

We thought that maybe entering a stupa was only the priority of Buddhists and that there was no place 

for non-believers like us. The woman was still smiling at us, but couldn’t help. Suddenly, a soft voice 

beside me lilted into my ear.  A young lama dressed in a velvet garment stood near us with the same 

sweet smile as the elderly woman.       

“Because Buddah is inside!”   

I was suddenly ashamed of my ignorance, but the lama was smiling so sweetly I realized he had to reply 

to this “tourist” question at least a hundred times a day, and that there was nothing shameful in it. Thus 

finally our purposeless circular movement came to an end and we sighed with relief. We could have 

coffee at last!  



As I mentioned there were numerous souvenir shops, cafes and restaurants, and one next to the other 

all around the stupa.  The one that we took an immediately liking to was a tavern by the name of “The 

Heavenly View”. We climbed to the roof of the tavern by high, narrow, spiral stairs from where the 

heavenly eye of Boudhanath watched us from the stupa. We sat at a table near the railing and began 

sunbathing and ordered tea--Vesna ordered Masala  Chai and I ordered Darjeeling. I felt envious when 

I saw a European woman sitting behind us, intensively taking notes. A young couple was taking photos 

of Boudhanath from the table next to us, and in the corner, four short, sunburned Nepalese men were 

eating toast and drinking green tea, not looking at the Buddha at all.   

Soon a group of German tourists rumbled loudly into the attic café and sat at one long table in the 

middle.  They started talking to a man who, I guessed, was the guide. We remembered needing a guide, 

so when we were finally satisfied with the “heavenly view”, we left and started visiting tourist agencies. 

In the stupa’s secular area, i.e. along its walking circle, there were many of these. Our attention was 

attracted by the script “Sabina’s Holidays” over a Pashmina scarf shop (Pashmina is the finest type of 

cashmere wool). The arrow pointed towards the inner yard/patio where two small boys were playing 

football. I asked them where Sabina Holidays was, and one immediately screamed up to a window 

without a second thought: “Frem, Frem!” 

Someone looked out the window on the second floor and the kids told him we were asking for him. 

That “someone” took so long to come down that we were getting annoyed and almost ready to leave, 

then I suddenly saw, under the arch at the bottom of the stairs, a young, disabled man coming towards 

us.          

“Come back, Vesna!” I shouted to her from the courtyard, as she’d already gone out.   

She came right back.  This is how we became acquainted with Frem Lama – our guide, descendant of 

the tribe of lamas, a great professional in his work and an unforgettable figure among my Nepalese 

impressions. Frem is in love with his job, and his handicap doesn’t prevent him from working. He 

jumps up and down the stairs and cliffs so skillfully one would think his leg was specially designed for 

it. I’m sure Frem was sent as a gift to us by Boudhanath. He was a real guru, omniscient, joyful and 

lovely. He stayed with us for three days from morning till dusk, not leaving us even for a minute, and 

even accompanied us to the airport.  

Without Frem we couldn’t have taken the least step in Kathmandu.  We visited all the sights with him, 

including the Temple of Monkeys and the Buddah park – Siambu; the city of Pahtapur with Hindu 

temples and wood-carved masterpieces from the Kama Sutra. We attended the sunset in Nagarkot.  No, 

don’t think that things are as simple as that – a sunset isn’t a simple fact--the sun going down behind 

the flaming peaks of the Himalyas painted the sky with flames.  This miracle continued until the red 

light of the disc coloured the thick clouds, slowly turning the slopes of the Himalayas pink; then the 

pink color disappeared too, and a dark grey curtain came down from the peaks of the mountains. The 

performance ends, and at 5 o’clock in the morning when the sun rises again, it begins again. Farewell 



to you, wonderful Nagarkot! I’ll never forget your Dorje Lakpa, Latana and Saipal alight with the sun’s 

rays. I long to come back to you-- goodbye Jomolungma, I am thankful that you gave me the honor of 

beholding you!        

I decided to go to the city of stonemasons today – one more world of Hindu temple wonders named 

Patan and Pashupati. My heart leaped several times--where are you my dear husband and son, why 

aren’t you next to me so you get to know these unequaled wonders of the universe?!  

Once, in India, on the seaside coast of the city of Puri (the Bengal Bay) my host Amarendra Chakravorti 

pointed to a square cement platform out in the ocean and told me to watch it closely. The whole 

platform was covered with yellow saffron crowns. Several tall constructions stood on it, and the whole 

platform was covered with mist and smoke.        

“The dead people of Puri and its surroundings—are all cremated here,” Amarendra said.   

I was watching from a distance and the only thing I felt was the incredible colorfulness, a piece of 

canvas, like everything else in India. The process of cremation itself did not enter my mind with 

emotion since it was so far away and covered in mist-- mystical and mysterious--completely different 

from the feelings I will share with you now.     

In Nepal I was walking through the district of the Pashupati Hinduist temples with Frem, and from 

time to time looked at the souvenirs placed on the ground. At the square of low stupas the Himalayan 

swamis had gathered (A swami is an ascetic or yogi who has been initiated into the religious monastic 

order founded by a religious teacher.). One was sleeping at the foot of the stupa, and another was 

combing his greasy hair with a big comb and weaving it, while others were busy doing manual chores. 

I had read a lot of good books about them and knew that financial life and the universe do not interest 

them at all. Their appearance was exactly the one I had imagined: colored with powder, their bodies 

and faces dyed with colors of the rainbow; they were thin--no, to be more specific, almost skeletal—

with a grand smile and sweet look.  They looked at each other with such love and smiling it was like 

they were always telling and re-telling joyful stories about themselves and their apprentices. I was 

about to take photos of them and one of them made a sign that I shouldn’t. I decided they must be 

strictly against taking photos, so I immediately put down the camera. Frem went to them, talked a 

moment and came back.  

“Go ahead, shoot--I paid 500 rupies and they agreed.” These words struck me like lightening, 

coming from the lips of Frem!  

“No! come on, they aren’t real swamis!” I said angrily.  

“They are, but they take money for taking a photo,” smiled Frem at me.  



“Then they can’t be swamis!  They are swindlers! If I tell my guru I paid money for taking a 

photo with swamis, he will kill me—and himself too!”    

“So, in short, you don’t want a photo of these cunning swamis?”  

“OK, of course, I do…”  

I took a couple of photos. They posed wonderfully, and when I was about to leave, one of the most 

noticeable ones called me,  

“Madam, come take a photo with us.”   

I sat awkwardly between swamis and took two photos. Believe me; until I went home, I kept thinking 

these photos would erase themselves from the camera.     

“Frem, that terrible smell coming from this river, I choked, let’s get out of here soon!” I pleaded.  

“You should be a little patient and wait, the pass is ahead, and until we get out of this area there 

will be even more terrible smells. The river has no runoff here,” he replied as he held his napkin 

in front of his nose.  This is the smell of cremation, it’s the day of cremation today.” 

 At least eight dead people could be seen near the bridge ahead.  We approached the bridge and 

on the opposite side and along both sides of the bridge could see pyres, and fires; some blazing 

and others were extinguished. One had just been built and covered with saffron, which meant 

that soon the deceased person would be put on the pyre and cremated.     

Mourners attend the process of cremation until the end, when the corpse is fully consumed. Those who 

assist at the cremations are naked from their waist up and work in a very organized and energetic way. 

They reminded me of our grave-diggers who quickly throw soil on the casket. How could I imagine 

that I, an Orthodox Christian, Manana Dumbadze, would ever attend the cremation of not just one, 

but at least eight people at the epicenter of Buddhism and Hinduism? This was so unbelievable for me 

that I couldn’t comprehend it as I watched; it was like a performance, and I couldn’t feel any sorrow, 

especially as the smell of cremation made me be sick.        

The river where this takes place is the Bakhmat, a holy river that flows into the Ganges. Here the 

Bakhmat looks like a pool full of burnt remains, with tanned and scorched saffron crowns. God forgive 

me, but it is so filthy that one can hardly call it a river; it is even filthier than the Vera River in Georgia. 

Two boys in black shirts were having fun splashing in it, which made my heart freeze with fear.     

“Don’t worry, nothing will happen to them; no one has been poisoned by this water yet,” Frem 

reassured me when he saw my tormented face.  



As we crossed the bridge I could see better; there was a simple wooden crematorium. There was no 

sight of anyone on the pyre or maybe there was and I couldn’t see, fortunately. The mourners were 

sitting in chairs and waiting in silence.  We left the area on tiptoe, silently, and were hardly out when 

the environment abruptly changed. There was suddenly a burst of incredible joy and a clamor 

everywhere, as we found ourselves in a noisy market, full of life. Despite the extreme poverty and 

unbearable hardship around, everyone had joyful and smiling faces. Only a few children were crying 

and misbehaving; their parents were managing the problems with a smile and enviable composure, or 

else they paid no attention to their weeping children. It made me think of Tbilisi, with its sad and 

frowning inhabitants. Even when we Georgians feel good, we are miserable anyway…      

That evening Frem reserved a table in the restaurant Nepalese Traditions and Culture. The great thing 

was that all those we had encountered throughout these daily field trips turned out to be near our table 

in the restaurant! Soon a wonderful multi-national ambience surrounded us. The cuisine of the 

restaurant was varied too—with dishes from all five regions of Nepal—some good, some not so good. 

We drank local vodka –strong as a bullet--from small clay vessels, and I got so drunk that I danced the 

dance of sherpas on the stage! Don’t think it was only me who went crazy; a dance instructor called us 

to come up--a couple of men went up, and me too. The instructors first showed us the movements, and 

then let us dance in a group. I loved it; we dancers corrected each others’ mistakes in a language no one 

understood, using gestures and trying to keep our movements coordinated with each other. I have no 

idea how much this introduced us to Nepalese culture but we certainly established international 

understanding and solidarity!           

Let me now tell you about the old capital before Kathmandu--Patan. Patan and Bhaktapur used to be 

small settlements like Kathmandu was, but now they belong to Kathmandu’s suburbs with their Hindu 

monastery complexes and sights – Bhaktapur darkar and Patan darkar (in Nepalese “darkar” means the 

“ kingdom”). These kingdoms are recognized as UNESCO International Cultural Heritage Sites but, 

differently from Kathmandu, they are exceptionally protected and well-cared for. It costs $10 to enter 

Patan and $12 for Bhaktapur.          

“Tourists no longer come to Kathmandu darkari since it has been eaten up by traffic--cars, 

motor bikes and dirt; the air is so polluted that half of the city is wearing gas masks. Otherwise, 

there’s no lack of temples or praying places here, and they are not behind the temples of Patan 

and Bhaktapur here in terms of uniqueness,” -- Frem said with regret.  

Yes, as I can see,  if we don’t count the Boudhanath Stupa and Monkey Temple, tourists are mainly 

taken out of Kathmandu. There’s more air there, and besides blessing the soul and imagination, they 

give pleasure to the flesh. I noted all this, and sat down at a table near the first tea room – Aren’t we 

tired? Why don’t we have a glass of tea? I asked Vesna. Everyone was exhausted, and we enjoyed 

tanning in the Nepalese sun, ordered Nepalese tea and dedicated ourselves to pleasure.        



After resting I started to look at the engraved shapes on the foundations of the Buddhist temple, and 

couldn’t stop…  Under every goddess and deity there were erotic pictures engraved – very realistically 

by skilled artisans.  The theme was about sex between men and women and vice versa:   between man 

with man, woman with woman, in groups, upside down, horizontal, vertical, circular, etc etc. In short, 

I was exposed to the whole Kama Sutra glorified on a tree. I realized this fully when I zoomed in with 

my camera--all the images became visible, in all their glory! When I saw them I almost dropped the 

camera. Then I heard hysterical laughter behind me. Vesna and Frem were watching me with both of 

them trying to cover their mouth so I wouldn’t hear them.     

I had seen a documentary on the Travel Channel before I came.  At the beginning of the 20th century 

English travelers found an old palace buried in the jungles of Nepal, and when they started felling trees 

they discovered such “pornography” on the walls of the temple that at first they were stricken with 

shock, and then decided to defend the world from this “vileness”—they threw the trees back into the 

palace and forgot the place “forever” as well as the miracle they had seen there. Just a couple of decades 

ago, however, a certain expedition of “immorals” discovered the palace again, and because of its vileness 

brought it to life. The Travel Channel displayed close-ups of the images of the masterpieces cut into 

the trees—the sexual art of humanity-- and berated those poor Puritan English who had so deliberately 

hidden such treasures from the world. I could imagine their surprised faces when-- tired of cutting 

trees and sitting down--they first came face to face with what they least expected there. Indeed, I do 

understand those Englishmen…     

Don’t think I didn’t see anything else in Patan to surprise me. However, it feels quite different when 

you see it yourself and make it yours, like that flaming crematorium. It felt as if I looked into the eyes 

of death for a second. No, not from the viewpoint and the death of others – I was face- to- face with 

my own death, for a brief moment standing right there at the crossroads of life and death.     

I mention that experience again to point out that accepting and recognizing the “truth” has to be a 

direct encounter-- that sexual games engraved on the Hindu temple walls are real life and a high level 

of art--whereas sex shown in glossy magazines and brought to life in films are pornography. That’s my 

humble opinion!      

Frem introduced me to one more “attraction”. This was the American “Archivarius” Stephen Truax 

Eckerd, chronicler of Asian art and a great patron, Professor of Public Programs at the Education 

Department of the Smithsonian Museum. We met him wearing a felt hat, blue jeans and a beige leather 

jacket at the central square of Patan. With his thin moustache and a neat beard he looked like a 

character from an American 30s film, like a swindler type of guy who played cards.  Yet his voice was 

too sweet and smooth to be such a character.    

Steven proudly said, “When the wonderful artefacts of Vani (town in the Imereti region of 

western Georgia),were brought to America, I wrote a popular guide for kids about them and 

gave this book to the Director of your museum afterwards.”  



He told me a lot about the monuments of Georgia, and not only that--he also mentioned those in 

Afghanistan that are now razed to the ground, with other historical monuments as well.      

“I first came to Nepal in the 60s, and since then this world has become my haven.”        

“Then you are the person who can talk to me about the first hippies coming to Nepal! I’ve been 

asking everyone in Kathmandu and they pretend like they haven’t even heard what a hippie 

is-- why?” 

I chatted to Steven, trying not to let him get away from the subject or to let the thin thread of 

conversation unravel, hoping it would eventually lead me to the world of hippies settled in Nepal. 

Indeed he was a gold mine of information.   

“I used to know a lot of “famous” hippies in person. Among them were poets, artists or simple 

Europeans following hashish. I was very young then and worked at the Salvation Army.    At 

that time The Doors, Morrison and others came here for the first time.” 

Steven launched into his memories and drew such a detailed picture of the “Silk Road of the hippies”: 

London-Iran-Afganistan-Pakistan-India-Nepal, that I felt I was sitting in one of the vans they brought 

to Nepal to swap with the locals for hashish and other mood-enhancers...      

“Only 250,000 people lived in Nepal then. Kathmandu was a small city with one- or two-storied 

wooden and brick houses. What is now considered “the city” was covered with rice paddies, 

surrounded by the eternal snows of the Himalayas and lofty glaciers.  It was the nest of sun and 

love, endless freedom, thrills and staying high with Nirvana emerging from the centre of it all. 

Hippies sold their buses here, and until their money ran out they didn’t come out of “Nirvana”’-

- then returned home by plane. For years this is how the van-type buses entered Nepal from 

Europe…then, like everywhere else in the world, Nepal also got muddled and ended up with 

what you see today…yet still, it is amazing and miraculous! One can live by doing nothing 

here-- 30 million people reside in Nepal today, with 15 million of them in Kathmandu.”  

Steven sounded worried, however.   He had been renting a small flat on Patan square for 25 years, 

an area that had been intended only for pedestrians. He worried that now he’d have to leave the 

flat since in the house opposite his, a wealthy Italian paid the landlord $500 USD a month…Steven 

had been paying $500 USD a year for his flat. The arrival of this Italian guy on the scene had agitated 

the whole district, and everyone raised the rents to try to get the same as what the Italian paid.     

“I only need this flat twice a year—and since it’s cheap I rent it for a year at a time. Now, I’ll 

need to look for a new apartment every time I come here--finding a good place in these 

circumstances is extremely hard.”  



“Well, this is why we in Georgia – the Communists—didn’t like those so-called rotten 

capitalists. They’d break up our well-run system and our organized life without even looking 

back.  Selfish provincials, pampered with money, let them become extinct! Hippies fled from 

Nepal because of this.” 

  I uttered these depressing statements with such boldness that Steven was flabbergasted and 

looked at me so directly and insistently, as if wondering whether I indeed thought this, or was 

I joking? Then he smiled, and called the Italian guy a “provincial macaroni eater”.  There was 

nothing better than listening to Steven, who had seen so much and accumulated so much 

experience--He was like Scheherazade-- let him sit down and tell the Thousand and One Nights 

of Nepal !   

However, soon I would be flying to Dubai and then back to my Tbilisi. I needed to spend the New Year 

with my gang there, and perhaps I’d never come back to Nepal. However, “never say never”!  Isn’t the 

Earth round, like a ball?  Isn’t that so?   

Chapter 19 

Back to “Baron”!  

Hey people . . . where are you, why I can’t see you, why can’t we meet, why I am alone and stuck in 

Georgia of the 90s--20 years ago!  What a dreadful dream… Why can’t I take a step forward?! It’s as if 

I’m moving forward but treading in place. I used to dream this when I was a little girl--I was trying to 

run away and couldn’t take even one step forward.  Has a time machine reversed and thrown only me 

back to that ruined and criminal Georgia where there was neither light nor dark, frozen in place?  For 

some reason is it now what the local population calls Afghanistan?   As a person coming out of the 

second decade of the 20th century with knowledge and experience accumulated during the former 

Soviet period, I seem to know exactly what will happen here in today’s Afghanistan. I’ve already gone 

through the deeds of the Hero, President Karzai, and can say with my eyes closed how his close contacts 

with the Taliban serve to keep peace in Afghanistan--or how his active fight against drug trafficking is 

making things worse—especially when opium is the only “viable” strategic export product of the 

country. Oh, if I only could do anything with these walls and the barbed wire on top of them I would 

announce myself as the heroine known as the “Vanga of Afghanistan” and put the present and the 

future of this country in order step by step, issue by issue!                

Since I’ve been back, I haven’t even stepped outside the walls of Baron compound. I plunged back in 

head over heels into this Tower of Babylon. The winter outside is cold, at least everyone says it is. But 

I, someone who survived the 90s in Georgia, then confined to a semi-heated flat, consider it a luxury 

to put on heating in my two-room apartment 24 hours a day. I’m so hot I even enjoy the snow and cold 

outside. The blue sky and the shining sun hang over my head the whole day, followed by chilly 



evenings with clean air.  To me, they are gifts of Nature. Every night the snow falls so heavily and so 

beautifully that I feel like a character in a tale from Hans Christian Andersen.        

The Swedish diplomat and writer, Diana Janse, who is now Plenipotentiary Ambassador of Sweden to 

Georgia, became well-known through her Afghan Diaries.  She felt the same, but didn’t agree with 

anything and couldn’t figure out why or how the Afghan psyche changed.  Despite their strong spiritual 

resistance, she doesn’t know why she fell in love with this despoiled country. Now she looks like Kai, 

the character in Hans Christian Andersen’s story, in whose heart a little piece of ice gradually melts. 

She felt that, but couldn’t figure out what made it melt. At the end, when she finishes wandering the 

earth, she will definitely realize why, but it will be too late. Like other foreigners she also insisted on 

helping Afghanistan by any means possible, yet saw that-- twixt the cup and the lip--those days, 

months and years spent in the country disappeared, along with the help she gave.  She became 

exhausted and couldn’t do the slightest thing for Afghanistan. All that is natural. It was her book that 

got me involved, and I know exactly where she was right and where she was wrong.  I have a lot to 

argue with her about, and that’s what I liked about the book—they don’t remind me of a diplomat’s 

report, despite all the descriptions.  

The Afghans are telling me that many people will not be able to live through such a winter in Kabul. 

Like us (I mean those of us who lived during the 90s in Georgia), they also have no light, no heating or 

means to get through the frosty winter--not counting opium and cannabis. Yesterday evening Vesna 

told me the story of her Afghan intern, Veda, who is an exemplary student at the Faculty of Economics 

and won a two-year scholarship to Oxford University.  She has an Afghan husband who didn’t let her 

go. Vesna was outraged and surprised that I didn’t sympathize with her or her intern Veda, who is 

ready for emancipation. Vesna is also not happy that I didn’t say bad things about Veda’s husband Obid 

for his “chauvinism” and “sexism”.  How can I judge Veda or Obid, when I also refused to continue my 

post-graduate studies at the Moscow Institute of American Studies when I got married? Yes, that was 

the only reason: I got married.  Yet no one treated Jemal Topuridze, my husband, as Anathema because 

of that. I think he didn’t even know about my post-graduate studies, as we didn’t consider it necessary 

to dwell on it. Well, if he were alive, I would definitely not do him a favor by telling him that I said 

“no” to a great career because of him.          

Depression? 

I’m not afraid of the Taliban at all. On the contrary, I feel sorry for them having to wander about in 

such glacial cold in the mountains like wolves, fighting against Americanism and globalization. I’m 

convinced they may have one or two “progressive” politicians who—besides wanting to take power--

are also concerned about the future of their wretched Motherland.   I am more afraid of those wolves 

of unclear cast now nesting in Baron with no sex or formulated morale, in short - no conscience. Those 

who are talking to you here about being honest are the most immoral unclear species of human being, 

and of unclear breed. Every day, hour, minute and second moves you to isolation and solitude, pushes 



you towards an escape--not only from here--but to flee the universe. Who knows, it might be much 

warmer in some snowy mountain cave, due to an ardent heartbeat . . .  

All my life I’ve been interested in how human beings were “retrained” into becoming like a “mankurt” 

(a kind of unthinking slave in Turkic mythology) in modern circumstances.  I guess I could see that in 

this superior field school in Baron--this international mincing machine--we go through exactly the 

same process that novelist Chinghiz Aitmatov described so mightily in Mankurt (1990).  According to 

Aitmatov there is a Kyrgyz legend where prisoners of war were turned into slaves by having their heads 

wrapped in camel skin. Under a hot sun the skins dried tight, like a steel band, and enslaved them 

forever and they became mankurts.  The writer likened this to having a ring of rockets around the 

earth to keep out a higher civilization. A mankurt didn’t recognize his name, family or tribe, and even 

“did not recognize himself as a human being”.  

It so happened that I had to test this on myself--the bitterness of the “hat” of a mankurt and the animal-

like passion of such a transformed human being. Eh, if I were a real writer, I would describe this part 

of the diary as needed, but alas, I myself have been heading into that funnel, and unless a miracle 

happens, I’ll also become molded into an ordinary mankurt, one who is wearing the mankurt’s 

camelskin hat...  

As I think of this, I realize I never wrote anything about what was happening in Tbilisi, at home, when 

I went back from Baron on holiday. I know now that to understand my current condition and mood, I 

need to recall what Tbilisi was like—our home--indeed completely differently, as if I were a visitor in 

my own house, as if my place is neither here nor…anywhere… I don’t even know where… Oh, my 

God, could it be that this is a testing incubator named Baron, and it is my home? No, I would have to 

commit suicide if that were true. I definitely need to clarify what is happening with me, where my 

place is-- I need to write, write and get to it. I see no other way.                 

Soso Chakhvashvili called me today. Soso is the Ambassador Plenipotentiary to Central Asia from 

Georgia. The Embassy is in the capital of Turkmenistan and he comes to Kabul for diplomatic matters 

from time to time. He’s planning to come on February 9 and told me he had some free time and wanted 

us to have breakfast together at the Sierra Hotel. Soso and I used to study together at Tbilisi State 

University and we’ve been friends since then. Now he’s coming to prepare the meeting of the 

Presidents of Georgia and Afghanistan as well as the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Georgia, and will 

visit Georgian soldiers here too.  

I’m looking forward to Soso’s call impatiently, and really want to meet our soldiers too. I already talked 

with Colonel Tornike Asatiani by phone and now I hope to hug them all – such an incredible sense of 

expectation . . . I notified our security service three days ahead about the meeting with Soso. The Sierra 

Hotel has been excluded from the list of places authorized to go since last year’s wide-scale Taliban 

attack. This is the hotel where the highest ranking diplomats, investors and presidents stay and, 

respectively, serves as a direct target for the Taliban. The Head of our security service told us he would 



allow this exception provided that security would accompany me. Of course I agreed, as wanted so 

much to meet Georgians—I missed them so much! Soso gave the Sierra Hotel administration the 

number of my armored jeep and authorized a transportation pass. 

The process of entering the yard was very similar to the “Tsiskara” story, a Georgian fairy tale about an 

orphan and a the hero called Tsiskara, when he tried to break the impenetrable place under nine locks. 

I almost lost count of how many barriers we “broke through”, but eventually we got into the endless-

starred Hotel Sierra. I entered and found myself in a completely different world. I don’t know whether 

it was good or bad, but I’m 100% sure there wasn’t even the slightest trace of Afghanistan to be found. 

It’s an extremely gorgeous hotel and very international--ideal, for example, for UN headquarters or 

NATO, or the European Council.  In short, it didn’t evoke my great admiration though it let me feel 

extremely honored...  

Soso was waiting for me in the courtyard; he spoke pure Persian with my personal security who calmly 

handed my persona over to the Georgian diplomat. Colonel Asatiani called and said he couldn’t meet 

us, however. What this meant was that I wouldn’t be able to see them the next day, and wouldn’t have 

any other possibility to meet them either.  Georgian soldiers were getting ready to meet the President 

of Georgia. I spent more than four hours at the Sierra but it wasn’t enough time to spend with my 

friend with the warmth and memories we shared.  The one who managed my time limit gave me the 

sign, then Soso and I parted at the Sierra courtyard gate (the last iron door for Tsiskara to break down 

-- like two captives exchanged at the Israel-Palestine border.  

On the second day, wind and heavy snow descended on Kabul. In the morning I talked with Soso on 

the phone, and he said that due to the weather, the Georgian President was not able to come, and that 

instead he might fly to Ashkhabad the following day. In the evening I was surprised to see President 

Mikheil Saakashvili on local TV wearing an armored vest and “hugging” our soldiers. He had managed 

to fly in via another route; then I saw on Facebook that the same day one of our soldiers died tragically 

during training.                               

God, I wish all political processes, conflicts and clashes and cataclisms end by the time I leave! I wish I 

could make a proper political forecast at least once… I would be then able to say, look, I was telling 

you this and you didn’t listen.     

From here in Afghanistan, Georgia seems like it was for Paata Saakadze, son of a great Georgian 

politician and military commander in the early 17th c, a leader in the Shah’s army from 1621 to 1623. 

Giorgi Saakadze’s military exploits led Abbas to appoint him chief of staff of Qarachaqay Khan who led 

a 35,000-strong army to crush a rebellion in Georgia. Saakadze, however, conspired with the Georgian 

rebel leaders – his brother-in-law Zurab of Aragvi and king Teimuraz I of Kakheti – and ambushed the 

Iranian army at Martqopi on March 25, 1625.  They inflicted a decisive defeat on the Shah’s army and 

Saakadze went on to annihilate the Turkic nomads who had been transplanted by the Iranian 

government to replace the exiled Georgian population.  He then evicted the Shah's Governor Paykar 
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Khan from Kakheti and raided Iranian garrisons as far as Ganja and Karabakh. Yet his son, Paata, had 

been left as a hostage to the universe. As an act of revenge, Shah Abbas executed Saakadze’s young son 

and sent his severed head to the Georgians.  

I always pray that this served something—that those in my country know this, and keep their passion, 

to keep Georgia from fading from existence. Like in the film An Extraordinary Exhibition, when 

everyone in the city of Tbilisi considered Aguli Eristavi (the painter) to be dead, and in fact he had a 

great family without any “Aurora Borealis”.  

When I listen to Al Jazeera I’m always worried they will say something about Georgia. Ask an ordinary 

Afghan person how happy they are about their country being the center of attention in the world, with 

a thousand meddlesome journalists washing their dirty laundry worldwide, every day! Yet it still 

doesn’t get washed! It gets dirtier and smellier! It smells because of so much digging in the dirt, and 

everyone wrinkles their noses, feeling they are stuck in the Middle Ages. They did this to  Nepal, and 

now they are doing it to the Middle East.      

We don’t need exhibitions; let them think we are all lost in an utterly senseless war! The deeper you 

dive, the clearer the water, ideas and the horizon. Until they shape each other, we’ll have to save our 

face and dignity as much as possible. When Georgian empires were destroyed, the country plunged to 

the depths for several centuries, then when the whales swallowed each other and wiped empires from 

the face of the Earth, tiny Georgia swam to shore with its ark of five million. Let those large fishes 

swim in the ocean until the second coming, and leave us to splash about in the Black Sea… 

What stupid things I can write, but didn’t I say I was looking for the key to my vague condition and 

mood? Like in the game looking for something hidden --“cold-warm-hot” – Is it cold? Is it warm? Is it 

getting hot? Are we getting closer?  If it’s very cold, and that’s good, because if it’s hot, it’s time for 

Georgians to start making an ark!  

A real alarm!  

This morning I got up depression-free and boldly rushed to my work table, where at least three “success 

stories” needed to be finished about how TAFA was striving to improve the business climate in 

Afghanistan. I was still wrestling with some “nine unknown qualities” equation when the deafening 

sound of an alarm went off.  I looked around, and not seeing anything suspicious I thought it was just 

an exercise and went back to my equation. When the alarm didn’t stop I asked the designer sitting in 

front of me what was going on.        

“I don’t know!”  -- Kazim cut off his sentence, grabbed his bag and immediately shot out. Others 

followed him.  

“Nothing serious, don’t be afraid!”  With these words Ahmad Zia, pale, hurriedly entered the 

room—“But until it finishes, we have to get up to the second floor and stay in the security rooms!”  
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“This is a real alarm!” Trish shouted as she made a run for the corridor.  

I realized there was no longer time to think, grabbed my bag and headed towards the door, then turned 

back; I recalled I’d left my mink coat on the armchair-- grabbed it and ran at breakneck speed towards 

the corridor from where a torrent of coworkers was heading up to the second floor to find shelter in 

security points. Wow, how many there are! What bunker could hold so many people? I was thinking.  

“No panic, please! Don’t all go into one room! Keep calm—there’s nothing to worry about! 

Hurry, go fast and carefully!” 

 The intercom announcer walked us through the escape as I followed the unclear stream of total 

evacuation. I met no familiar face on my way and was borne along by a flow of completely unfamiliar 

people. I was seized by a terrible uncertainty—had I been left alone?  Yes—alone! Where are you, 

Diana…Gracie…Rahat…Ismail…Where are you? Who are these people?—where did they go? Where 

am I?  “Chi mi kuni, Rosia?” (Where are you going, Rosia?)   

“I finally found you!!!” said a very familiar voice behind me. I looked back, knowing already it 

was Vesna, my Bosnian friend!  She who had lived through a thousand alarms and wars!    

It took a minute to regain my senses and for everything to fall into place.  I gradually started recognizing 

familiar faces in this featureless river, and also realized that-- rather than being sad and confused-- 

these faces were smiling and joyful. People were talking to each other about everyday things, asking 

about each others’ families, like they hadn’t seen each other in a long time; some even managed to tell 

a political joke between intercom announcements. The intercom kept telling us how to behave and 

details of the current situation, but no one knew yet what exactly had happened or why the alarm had 

sounded. Everyone had a different version. According to the most reliable source, the story was:      

Not more than half an hour ago, up to 50 villages from the neighboring settlement had congregated 

with their leaders, flags and banners at the gates of Baron. They shouted, “Sim, Sim--Open!”, and the 

secret, impenetrable door opened before them like magic. Until the mesmerized security could realize 

it, the demonstrators had reached the registry of the complex and asked to meet with the Head of 

Security Service…We were lucky that at this point the demonstrators chose to protest peacefully. And 

then Security got to work quickly, set off the alarm, mobilized armed forces and called for the Afghan 

police. The demonstrators were blockaded, searched and when they saw that none of them had guns, 

started negotiations with them. Meanwhile we were confined to the bunkers.        

The demonstrators were protesting that surveillance cameras fixed at the entrance of Baron looked into 

their homes and yards, violating their privacy rights. They demanded categorically that this equipment 

be dismantled, and that the local population have jobs at the construction site.   I concluded that 

negotiations lasted for about 45 minutes since that’s exactly how long we spent in the bunker. We were 

let out of the bunker but all field work was blocked for several days. Automobiles were left on the 



territory just in case, and all night soldiers with automatic machine guns and snipers patrolled on the 

roofs.  

Because of the ineptitude of the Security, the Afghan employees raised their voices and asked 

management to explain it. The latter tried to justify themselves by saying that if they had started 

shooting at a peaceful demonstration they would be engulfed in an international scandal. They used a 

couple of other similar wretched reasons—in fact they finally admitted that it shouldn’t have happened. 

The fact was that this incident had been preceded by extremely serious changes implemented in the 

defense service.  Just a couple of days earlier, the personnel department had terminated their contract 

with a British security company called “Global” and replaced it with an American one, “DynCorp”.  In 

a context of increased tensions this represented a higher degree of trust for American security services. 

This did not really succeed, and in fact got messed up right away.              

It was the first time that I had been seriously afraid. As an “expert” of rallies and demonstrations, I 

knew well that whenever it starts, it’s never the first or the last. I knew that this rally was only the 

beginning of something serious. The Afghans were trying to test the forces they had to deal with, to 

see what their capabilities were. What made me think so was the fact that the rally was well organized, 

had a leader and formulated demands. And didn’t they get in? I don’t exclude that the demonstration 

was monitored, and that the demonstrators had support within the security service too. However, if I 

say that, my colleagues tell me that I’m too full of theories.             

If I’m wrong, then how can we explain the fact that the surveillance equipment installed at the entrance 

to Baron didn’t get on anyone’s nerves the whole year and suddenly irritated a whole village?  They 

wanted to dismantle the equipment and still wanted to start working for Baron. If you ask me, they 

had a program, strategy and tactics. They won’t limit themselves only to this action--more will 

definitely follow. I had six more months to work and so I was seriously concerned about it.          

When I recall that story now, I have a hearty laugh at myself. The first thing that I grabbed while 

running to the shelter was the mink coat. Working papers, laptop and significant documents – I didn’t 

even give them a thought, anymore than that “grab-bag” ready nearby. Would I carry it to the office? 

Of course not. In short, if there was a need to run away, I realized you leave everything behind that 

you planned and prepared in advance.       

The 20-kilo armoured vest and the helmet were another matter for discussion. I personally couldn’t 

even pick the vest up, and when we had practice emergencies I ran into the bunker without the vest, 

just wearing the helmet. The coordinator had advised me to ask a colleague for help if I couldn’t get it 

on by myself. My friend was even more miserable than me… I demanded a lighter and smaller vest but 

they replied that Christian Dior wore that kind when taking the podium, so I advised them to give me 

Christian Dior’s armored vest if they didn’t want to hear me screaming at them.      



You might be surprised-- indeed, one pleasant day I was brought a new type of vest and, what’s more, 

it was even my size-- the color of the desert-- thin, and extremely elegant, with matching helmet! 

When I put it on, I liked it so much that I almost rushed to the podium! That’s it – she who seeks 

definitely finds!    

I mentioned that I haven’t written anything about Georgia since being in Afghanistan, even though in 

October I was home for two weeks. It seemed as if I hadn’t even gone anywhere, my home-coming 

was so ordinary. This was probably because here in Baron living conditions are so great and the service 

is ideal. Baron is both a hotel and a cute and cozy flat. I have my own kitchen and putt about there 

when I miss it. What I most like is that for once in my life I had the opportunity not to think about 

economizing money, and spent as much as I could, sent it to whoever I wanted, and overall – wasted 

it. It was a great feeling. “Why does Trulaila want money-- Trulaila is money himself!” This refers to a 

popular Georgian town song about Trulaila, who loved drinking, offering good times at restaurants and 

spending money carelessly. God, I am being so stupid—it takes so little for me to feel like “Trulaila”!  

It’s been over half a year that I have been here and not even a fly flew over my head.  I had begun to 

think it would be this way forever—until today, when we had our first serious alarm. I realized where 

I was and on what kind of landmine I was sitting. Diana told me that Ana was crying hysterically and 

that she couldn’t calm her down.   

“Why is Anna crying when she’s been trained so well?” – I asked, surprised 

“She’s young, just 19 --and she’s afraid!  What is training, just imagine if it were your child 

there!”   

She, Diana, has a 19-year-old daughter in Tbilisi and she could imagine her child in the place of Anna.  

“No, I can’t imagine! My child is a man, and I don’t think the alarm would scare him. I do 

understand you very well. However, I also know that your 19-year-old Mari wouldn’t ever be 

here, and if she were, she would have walked over Diana’s dead body!”      

“Wait! Why did you say that?” 

“I know exactly why I say it! Your Mariam doesn’t have a father, but has a thousand caretakers 

acting like a wall to protect her from Afghanistan and similar stupid ideas. As for Anna, she 

does have a father and a mother, a young grandma and a grandpa, sisters, brothers…but no one 

here to protect her.  She is completely “untended” and if she doesn’t look after herself now--in 

this particular case especially, if she doesn’t start developing her career in Afghanistan or other 

hot spots--then the “American Dream” may pass by in a twinkle of an eye. Her parents and 

relatives have been telling her this since childhood.  She has to make a choice. This makes Anna 

different from your Mariam—it’s simple and obvious.”   



“Well whatever the reason, she is young and afraid…there’s no time for your theories now!”   

Diana and I both knew very well that she was right and I… I was telling this bullshit because I was 

afraid. I did remember during the war between the Soviet Union and Afghanistan, when Zviad 

Gamsakhurdia (Georgia’s first President) was  in prison, and his son Koko was called up for military 

service in Afghanistan. He was just about to be sent to Afghanistan by the Soviets to make Zviad 

angry.  Tatia Khaindrava (Zviad’s cousin and a well-known Georgian movie actress) brought Koko 

to us, holding his hand, so my father would plead to save him. My dad called the Commander and 

asked for help, but he refused, saying that he had to go like any other Georgian. Then, my father 

threatened to make an international scandal and, finally they turned Koko over to him. I was always 

surprised that Zviad Gamsakhurdia didn’t remember this when he used to berate and swear at 

Nodar Dumbadze from his high pedestal, even anointing him as “Founder of the criminal 

intelligentsia”. You never know what leaders are thinking about; politics for them is higher even 

than their own child. And what would “gentle” Koko do in Afghanistan? Anna’s cries and hysterics 

would be nothing compared to his anxiety.    

So don’t you see that to free himself from this notorious Afghanistan of ill repute, Koko also had a 

caretaker when his father was in jail? These 17-19-year-old kinless boys and girls go to hot spots to 

build their careers and make money, as if other roads to a “bright future” are closed to them. For 

example, my neighbor in Baron, Denise, spends her money only on objects she needs and is proud that 

she can manage to save.  She’s been in Afghanistan eight years and sees her husband only infrequently.   

On the other hand, they have built several houses in South Africa, and purchased other land and real 

estate to secure their sweet old age - “Hopefully the Taliban won’t manage to kidnap Denise before 

senility”, her husband used to worry…             

The stress caused because of the alarm was increased by the fact that Diana’s neighbor Elbie, an Indian 

economist, combined his work with being a palm reader. When Vesna heard that, she immediately 

organized a festive breakfast in his honor and invited all the females in Baron. It was a breakfast, since 

Elbie happened to see the lines of fortune on her palm that morning.  To make a long story short, Elbie 

told me that I wouldn’t have a long life, predicting that I would die at age 60. What should I do now--

whether I want to or not, I have to get ready for it. I turned 60 on June 24th  last year, and only have 

three months until the end of the year, 91 days, 2184 hours, 131 040 minutes and 7, 862, 400 seconds 

left, to be exact.   

To be honest, I am too lazy to prepare to cross that river, and it’s not easy for me; I asked God to 

postpone this for a while. In fact there’s no ‘time’ for this, nor does anyone need to have one, and of 

course our heavenly Father could care less about me.   I really wonder how stupid a human being can 

be to start fortune-telling on people’s hands in the middle of Afghanstan! And this Elbie turned out to 

be a unique fortune-teller—it was the first time I’d seen a fortune teller telling a person directly that 

they would soon die! How could he now dare to look me in the eye?  He actually gave me a death 



verdict!  That’s easy for him, as Indians believe in reincarnation, and of course don’t care about when 

you die…Let him ask me whether I’m ready or not. He could at least have given me more time!  

Shocked by my reading, my “admiration” of Kabul and Afghanistan had been so dashed that I began to 

see everything in much darker colors. I didn’t manage to find the “golden middle ground”.  Either I 

exaggerated in praise of this place or undeservedly reproached it. In short, you can see in these pages 

that it’s because I’m an ill-mannered, a “desperate patient”, and-- given my temper--at least five pages 

would be needed to describe this condition. So, if I get out alive, it will be all merriment and peals of 

laughter.    

Chapter 20 

I partially agree with the fact that Facebook is no good and dumbs us down, but here in Baron, Skype 

and Facebook serve as anti-depressants and psychotherapy, or even sometimes as a miracle worker. For 

example, this morning Ana Margvelashvili shared a funny photo on my page: Georgian students (girls) 

in the 1930s sitting in a huge plaited basket – all with very happy smiles. Comments are as follows:     

Khatuna Maglakelidze:  It’s the unbearably sultry year of 1938 and the girls are smiling . . . which one is 

your grandma?  

Levan Kalandarishvili: Ana, aren’t they medical students?  

Ana-anase Margvelashvili:  Yes. Medical students, Levan. 

Levan Kalandarishvili: You’d be surprised but I can tell you the names of the three immediately: on the 

right is Ksenia Kokaia, next to her in the second row is Keto Areshidze-she is alive!!! In the middle of 

the basket is my aunt, Lili Kalandarishvili!!! I’m about to go crazy :))) 

Ana-anase Margvelashvili:  Levan, what are you saying? You also have this photo? I have the whole 

series of these girls – them being naughty.  

Levan Kalandarishvili: All the photos were eliminated in 1942 when my grandpa was arrested in Baku-

-if you provide me with anything I’ll give you my greatest thanks. On January 27, this “gang” used to 

permanently gather at 43 Juarez Street to celebrate my aunt’s birthday.    

Ana-anase Margvelashvili:  wow! I wonder if my granny was there too – Nino Nozadze? Levan, I will scan 

it and then give it back to you by all means. The photos are amazing :)  

Lela Gaprindashvili:  Wow, the photo is great?!  

Levan Kalandarishvili: When I come over to my aunt’s house (yours used to be a doctor in Ukraine, as 

far as I remember, and mine in Sagarejo) I ‘ll bring some Saperavi wine made by my own hands in her 

yard :)  



Tiko Suladze:  The photo is great and the stories about them are just incredible ))))))) 

Levan Kalandarishvili: These two ladies used to wash my cousin’s and my feet then let us press the 

grapes! Well!  

Tiko Suladze:  Tears come to my eyes.  

Levan Kalandarishvili: Thanks Ana!!! 

Ana-anase Margvelashvili: To the contrary, Levan. This photo already has its history. So far I had not 

been able to recognize anyone. So I will scan them in the near future  

Levan Kalandarishvili: Taliko Dgebuadze, Babo Pagava and Rusiko Buachidze also studied with them. 

I just can’t identify them on the photo  

Manana Dumbadze: This is a wonderful story. I also came across such a case: At the old apartment of 

my husband Jemal Topuridze’s grandmother, Mrs Valentina Mikaberidze (spouse of the artist and film 

director Sandro Mikaberidze) I noticed a photo of youngsters sitting in a field having a picnic.  It was 

among a number of old paintings and photos on the wall. It turned out that I had discovered the photo 

of my grandpa who had been executed in 1937! Mrs Valentina (this is how we called Valia grandma) 

pointed to the young guy with his shirt open in the photo, and told me that he was my grandpa 

Vladimir--Lado Dumbadze. We had not had this photo at home since 1937 since frightened relatives 

used to destroy all photos of their executed or exiled family members. My grandma somehow managed 

to take one small passport photo of my grandpa with her into exile, and that was the one and only, last 

photo of grandpa left in our family album. Later I even wrote a story about it, “Lost Ancestors from Old 

Yellow Pictures”. Unfortunately, I didn’t manage to make a copy of that photo, then Valentina died 

soon afterwards and the family couldn’t find the photo.  

Let’s get back to Kabul—Didn’t I tell you what my mood was like!? Diana is going to Tbilisi for an 

operation and feels even much worse than I do; Jivan’s contract expires on February 12 and that’s it; 

Vesna’s relations with her idiot boss are so strained and tense that he may even be forced to end her 

contract ahead of term, and she might leave the project in March. Grace has already left and I miss her 

so much that I can’t even write letters to her. Andrei is drinking; no idea about when Rahat arrives, 

nor do I know about Galina’s arrival. But, instead, Timur --a young Uzbek lawyer--arrived recently for 

Diana’s project. He had learned from Diana that I was Nodar Dumbadze’s daughter and came to me the 

day after he arrived with a bouquet of flowers and a whole range of quotations from my father’s novels. 

I was burning with shame, as I couldn’t remember which phrases belonged to which character. He 

burst out laughing, saying that I hadn’t read my father’s works! Of course I had--but he asked such 

detailed questions that I’m sure even my dad couldn’t have answered.        

My sister Ketino couldn’t recite the chapter, “Avtandil’s Will”, from The Knight in the Panther’s Skin 

and was given a low mark of 4 in the Georgian language entrance exams, so her grades were too low, 



and she couldn’t enter university that year. My mom called for a family council about this, with Dad’s 

participation. No one had asked me for my opinion but to hide my own sins, I was so shamelessly 

“agitated” by the fact that she had gotten that poor grade!      

“You don’t know “Avtandil’s Will” by heart?”  

“Yes!  and do you?” –Kate attacked me back 

“Of course I do, almost everyone knew it by heart in my class!”  

 

I strongly defended the dignity of my class, though what I was basing this defense on, I had no idea. 

My mom said that she was powerless now to do anything more with these kids-- and passed the reins 

of punishment to my dad.  My dad obviously didn’t want to start getting into it and immediately burnt 

all our bridges leading to general education. He said, 

He said, “Even Rustaveli himself didn’t know the “Will of Avtandil” by heart! If he did, he 

wouldn’t have put it down on paper!” and winked jokingly at Kate.        

 “It’s you who has spoiled these children, and you’ll have to look after them now!” My mom, 

 hopelessly shaking her head, abruptly left the family meeting.” 

 

 After that, Dad never got involved with our educational issues.   

 

I liked Temur so much that I almost adopted him as a child. Whether he wanted to or not, I made him 

eat hot dinners, like a child. To thank us for this, he took Diana and me to the Green Village on Fridays 

for the notorious “UN Brunch” (with breakfast and a “Swedish” table) in the circle of foreigners.   

 

It had snowed heavily for two days non-stop, and the Baron had been turned into a Andersen fairy-

tale. I didn’t want to go back inside that night, as the views outside were beautiful. Even miserable, 

moonlit and dirty Kabul looked like the prettiest Snow Queen in her white coat had passed by. At 

night, Afghan security guys would build huge snowmen, snow horses, tigers, women’s bodies and other 

pretty shapes in the parks of Baron, which was a real art exhibition.       

I couldn’t think about what was going on beyond Baron and the armored window of the Land-cruiser. 

I only realized it when the third day after the alarm we were finally allowed to leave Baron. In the 

meantime, the snow had started to melt; the roads had not been cleared and, therefore, we got stuck in 

the traffic every other minute. As soon as the car would stop, a woman in a muddy burka with a child 

in her arms would rush to the car. I could hear the miserable moaning and groaning and see with my 

own eyes how the children were trembling with cold.  They couldn’t even cry.  I had neither the right 

nor any possibility to open the window. They would look into my eyes, tears rolling down their faces, 

but I could do nothing. I am an even worse custodian and a more miserable one than this beggar is. 



Another woman was knocking on my window, whimpering non-stop. The same was repeated every 

50 meters.          

I went to supermarket Finest, as I had to buy food and other items for a week. We again got stuck in 

the traffic jam coming back with the vehicle full of food; I heard the moaning of women in burkas, saw 

them with their noses pressed against the glass. I have never felt so disgusted about anyone as my own 

self. Is it really so likely that I’d be kidnapped or blown up? Do I have to live through this? Is this a 

lesser torture and punishment? For the last couple of days electricity had been provided to people 

according to a strict schedule.   Newspapers were saying that Afghanistan was not ready for winter that 

year either--families with many kids froze and died in their mud huts. Mina is collecting blankets, 

clothes  and money for those in need. I’m about to give her almost everything I own, since I feel so 

guilty in that white armored Land Cruiser. God, was that the case in Georgia back in 90s too? I had 

almost forgotten, and in 1937? There are now only a few who remember that. God bless human nature. 

If we remembered everything in the dark colors of reality, life would have no more purpose.  

Afghan people say they have no hope whatsoever and have given up on the future. Yet still, I’ve heard 

them say many times, “Hey, we’re still alive!”. I have seen that spark of light many times in their blue-

green eyes, and listened often to their joyful singing and hearty laughter. This is their nature--and that 

of other humans too--if it weren’t so, there would be no reason to live.    

The highway to the airport was OK, cleared; but on the sidewalks there was so much melted snow that 

no one could ever imagine it had been covered with white snow two days before. Children, dirty from 

the puddles, ran in plastic sandals or even barefooted and half-dressed.  They have such energy that it 

seems they can’t even feel cold—I tried to reassure myself with such thoughts.  But when I see the 

elderly, seated on dirty cushions nearby, covered in rags hanging in threads and wearing wet dirty 

turbans, I can’t believe that despite all that, each has such a philosophical expression and speaks calmly.  

Some smoke chillum and sip tea. Younger people took grills outside to fry meat in front of their shop.  

The special waving broom they rake the coals with is so dirty we felt repulsed by the barbeque. They 

all wore the same type of muddy shalvar-caszim (trousers) and follow our armored car looking very 

happy…  Women walked in the frozen puddles with thin-soled shoes.          

I am trying to remember those notorious years of the 90s and can remember the bonfires in the yards 

made of car tires, booths spouting flames in front of our houses, muddy roads with holes in the asphalt, 

making them bumpy.   Our beautiful women were dressed in second-hand clothes; famous actors and 

actresses and public figures became toothless.  Our writers and teachers had fallen jaws because of the 

famine…beggar women and children, especially the more aggressive elderly Georgian beggars, kids 

with chapped cheeks, all crying “Help me, Help me!”  I remember our freezing apartments, and 

relatives dead ahead of their time. Those who don’t remember this probably number only about 50, 

people from a “happy” Georgia, a Georgian “elite”, proud of their achievements and successes…    



There is a great difference. This happened in Georgia 20 years ago, and has neither a beginning nor an 

end.  People seemed to adjust to that way of life. I’m not surprised at all when they express so much 

hatred towards foreigners who turned the country into an experimental laboratory and spent billions 

for its final destruction and ruin. I have no idea what will happen to such attitudes and neither does 

anyone else.  It is only God who does  - Allah who gave up on Afghanistan and my God who gave up 

on Dioskuria and eventually let it sink into the Sea.  

“Dioscuria is a city at the bottom of the Sea. Once, there was no Sea and it was full of life. Then the 

Sea came and turned it into an island. As the Sea rose, its waves broke down the white stone houses, 

then calmed for awhile, only to resume. At first the people rebuilt their homes. But the process kept 

repeating itself. Once the Sea left Dioscuria entirely for a time and seemed to have ended its rampage, 

but then the people began fighting – killing, exterminating, violating, annihilating. People destroyed 

their own families, defiling them physically and morally, consciously and irrationally, voluntarily yet 

uncontrollably. They were killing their families on purpose, voluntarily and uncontrollably. It was 

horrible in Dioscuria. The Great Sea was angered, returned and swallowed the place completely. No 

one knows why the Sea rose up in the first place, why it destroyed everything, why it left or why it 

returned to swallow the city. The Sea created Dioscuria and gave life and goodness to its people. Then 

it wanted to test their goodness. It was a long test, for the Sea knows that a true test of goodness takes 

a long time. After leaving, it found that the people had fallen into sin. It returned and swallowed the 

white city. The Sea is all-powerful.” (Extract from Jemal Topuridze’s story “Dioskuria is a City at the 

Bottom of the Sea”)    

The “TAFA” project indeed lived up to the meaning of its acronym (“tapha” in Georgian means a frying-

pan).  Sometimes it is cold, sometimes hot and sometimes even scorching-- this “TAFA” was shaken to 

pieces. I don’t even know what to write about it!  Since my arrival, my status and working context have 

changed several times, like the on-going political crisis and “perverse wishes” (mildly said) of my wise 

Director, the Chief of Party (COP). For a while I did what I knew best, and exactly what I know.  Then 

I was tasked with what they themselves didn’t even know anything about and, of course, about which 

I didn’t have even the roughest idea.  For example, writing two chapters for a guide book – “How to do 

Business in Afghanistan”. When I was first told I would have to write about this topic, I almost hung 

myself.  

But what could I do--of course I wouldn’t jump off the boat in mid-stream, so I sat calmly like a sheep 

being led to the slaughter and wordlessly began a piece of work called “E-commerce”.  I had never even 

read anything in my life about this, much less written about it.  Still, can you imagine, my scientific 

research talents and experience became useful for the first time in my life. After digging around in the 

internet, I found unique materials, read a lot, started exchanging e-mails with international experts on 

the topic, studied the context of developing countries and merged it with Afghan reality-- and baked 

an excellent piece of work.       



To my misfortune, the work received the merits from the Director and now I was asked to write an 

even more absurd and “unclear-for-me” chapter: perspectives of Afghan trade with Russia and 

countries of Central Asia.  Following the principle of “show me the hurdle and I will show you how to 

run away”, I finally managed to finish the chapter. At the same time, I fulfilled my direct duties-- and 

in my dreams, when I remembered them, I was either selling pomegranates at the Turkmenistan border 

or Herat carpets in Pakistan, or even concluding secret agreements with opium dealers. In short, I 

found myself helplessly confronting too great a hurdle.  Eventually it turned out that the “TAFA” 

Director had been so “wise” that he had spent all the project money in an unplanned way, which meant 

two strategic, and one less-strategic, departments were shut down early. I was just being considered for 

that less-strategic one; thus in mid-April I had to leave the project --and Afghanistan. Quite 

unexpectedly I joined the precious army of people who were gradually withdrawing from Afghanistan, 

and whose parting had caused me so much pain.    

When my friends and I learned about it we organized a great karaoke party in Brian’s room. Andrei 

and I were belting out Soviet marches and Red Army field songs. Brian and his brothers sang American 

folk songs, rock, soul and heavy metal.  None of you have probably heard such a mixture before. This 

way or the other way round, we were spectator, listener and doer—and we all had great fun. In fact, 

we had so much fun and made such noise that security was about to announce an unexpected alarm. 

Haven’t I inferred, here and there, that I couldn’t do anything on a small scale? That’s why I found 

myself in Afghanistan in the first place-- I haven’t met anyone in Georgia who doesn’t ask me what 

the hell I was doing in Afghanistan!     

Chapter  21  

It’s terribly cold, even freezing. For some reason, 10 degrees Celsius here in Kabul feels like 40 degrees 

in Russia. I can’t manage to heat the room however I try, though I have both of my heaters on to 30 

degrees C.  Getting up in the morning is like death.  My Afghan co-workers don’t even have heating at 

home since they don’t have electricity or gas—this goes for both the rich and the poor without 

distinction.  They heat with kerosene, diesel or similar means, and their homes smell accordingly. In 

short, recall the 90s in Georgia and you will understand the issues.    

Today on the front page of the newspaper there is a photo of a refugee family from south Kandahar --

three curly-headed boys, looking very much like princes from the Arab royal portraits, their blackberry 

colored eyes flash from under a dirty blanket. Their refugee father is sitting on the rug wrapped in a 

camel hair robe and his proud look makes us think he has been cordially invited to stay at the Shah’s 

residence.  In reality he has set up a tent in the Chahar rahi Qanbar district of Kabul for his family, and 

plans to spend the winter there.    It’s so cold tonight that I couldn’t even walk outside in the yard. 

(Perhaps I already mentioned that I had resolved to walk around the circle every day to try and keep 

in mental and physical shape.) The additional heaters I brought into the room have more or less 

overcome the frost, but what bothers my brain now is thinking of how many Afghans will die of cold 



today--the flashing eyes of those boys with curly hair don’t leave my mind. I so hope the frost will not 

harm them, but they are very small…their sparkling eyes can’t protect them against the grip of nature.  

Yet--they could steal one or two tires, burn them and get warm, like our guys used to warm themselves 

in the yards of Georgia, back in the 90s.    

Afghan people do like to joke about the situation--that now the city has been cleaned up but cars can’t 

run, so there’s no pollution. Their resistance has no limits; nor does their patience.  Their sorrow has 

no end, nor does their mourning and their pride. Their pride is immeasurable. I will probably not live 

long enough to see Afghanistan revived and developed, just as the enemy will never see it kneeling and 

raped. The newspaper shows the following titles in capital letters: “Cold – the new Afghan killer of 

hundreds of refugees!”       

I spent the whole evening on Skype speaking with Nino Jakhua. Her husband is one of the leading 

diplomats of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Georgia and was planning to come with a diplomatic 

mission to Afghanistan along with other officials from the Ministry. Nino wondered how her husband 

should dress– very warmly or not.  Should they bring armored vests or not; do they have a photocopier 

at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Afghanistan, and is there Internet, etc. She was so nervous, as if 

her husband was being sent to the front lines (in fact, that’s not far from reality)… but if she knew that 

I had made a lampshade out of my helmet and a folding screen out of a life vest, she would have been 

more nervous.  She called me a hero. If only she knew I’m like a field mouse hidden away in the Baron 

compound, and sent to the bunker after every “click”. But I just can’t resist seeing this delegation arrive 

here—I will be able to see my own people that I miss so much, at least in places we are allowed to, and 

to speak with them.         

Vesna is leaving. I don’t even want to think about it. Finally here in Afghanistan I gained such a real 

friend as her -- and now they will pluck her from my heart! One may ask – why plucking?  There are 

so many technical possibilities to visit like Skype, e-mail, Facebook and similar rubbish. But all this has 

nothing to do with Vesna.     

 “I hated this job right from the very beginning,” she once said, “and now because of you I 

 don’t even want to leave. I even fell in love with it as it granted Manana to me.”  

When she said that, tears had rolled down her face, her chin trembled and she tried to smile but her 

lips were contorted. She had been working in Afghanistan for eight years in various UN projects.  She’ll 

probably come back again, but it will have to be without me.        

Jivan, my Malasian friend, is leaving in a couple of days too. The Filipino Martina and the Australian 

Gracey have already left. My little island is gradually shrinking; my international planet is at the hottest 

point of Star Wars. Soon, only Diana and I will be left on this planet, alone like the Petit Prince--our 

flowers blown away by the same wind that brought them.        



Vesna will leave and the yoga classes I attended like a soldier every Monday and Wednesday will come 

to an end.  Truthfully, I couldn’t do Vesna’s exercises at all. I have my own system, but training with a 

group motivated me and I never missed them. So that’s it! Just like that, yoga is over!  I’m not a person 

to do this on my own, but let’s see, everything here happens differently than we expect.  Maybe solitude 

and a sneaking depression will make me do yoga alone, at home. I’m the only one who calls my room 

a “home” here in Baron. All the others call it their “room”. The thing is every place I live in, whatever 

the territory or the country, is “home”. This is what makes me different from the others – the universe 

is my motherland and the place where I live – my cozy flat—home sweet home!     

Vesna filled in her travel form and asked her crazy boss to sign it. That’s the rule. He carefully and 

thoroughly read the itinerary/route: Sarajevo, Bosnia-Herzegovina . . . then asked her:  

 “How is it that you are traveling to all three places?”  

Vesna, who already didn’t care what further surprises her idiot boss would prepare for her, launched 

with Olympic calm into a short geo-political overview of the Balkan region. She probably also hoped 

she could humiliate him for his ignorance a little but, no--he was more surprised about Bosnia- 

Herzegovina being one country than the fact he that should have at least heard about it from CNN. At 

first I thought, what if he was joking?  Then remembered one of his quarterly reports he included in 

the departmental reports that I sent regularly to the Head Office, where he had written “Afghanistan-

Russia border…”. I thought it was a mechanical error and I corrected it myself but when I came across 

a similar mistake in another report, I felt no more mercy and very mildly wrote, “Why does he have to 

explain so much?” He then clarified endlessly with employees about Afghanistan’s borders, when he 

learned it was Uzbekistan. He tried to justify himself by saying he thought Uzbekistan was still Russia. 

No wonder--Fred is American and for Americans the earth starts and ends with the USA.   The rest of 

the world is its dull placenta-like satellite. This is why they fight for every inch of land, no matter 

whether it belongs to them or not. They are the Directors of whole Earth and like a multi-child father 

they sometimes forget the names of the kids…   

Uzra’s brother fought in the Afghan war and was rescued, then somehow, after many sorrows, he 

managed to go to Australia--he died there from a heart attack at the Melbourne library… Uzra and the 

girls here used to say that it’s not the Afghan Taliban that kill the Afghans.       

“Then who is killing them?”  

“Enemies!”  

“But who is killing peaceful Afghans?”  

“The enemy, the third forces.” Uzra stated categorically.  



Oh my God, indeed this universe is one large family. Otherwise, it wouldn’t happen that everything 

takes place in a similar way everywhere. Don’t you remember, during the war in Abkhazia and 

Samachablo (South Ossetia) we, the Georgians, blamed a “third party” for everything?     

Chapter 22 

What started in TAFA was a  “Пятилетка пишных похорон” or what used to be called a “Five-Year 

Luxurious Funeral Plan” in the early 80s.  Right before collapsing, the Soviet Union’s Secretary Generals 

died, one after the other, almost every second year. Here too--first Eddie the Project Director was 

released, with a lot of feasting and joy; then Carmel followed along with her fourth team (out of which 

only I was left) and, finally, Freddie, Vesna’s boss. He was not even given three days to get ready for 

departure. Only the components “liberalizing trade policy”, “customs” and “administration” were left. 

Soon I too will get caught in this whirlpool, but my contract expires soon anyway, so it doesn’t make 

me feel bad. Besides, I have days of leave to spend – this is the Saint of all Saints!        

My adoptive Uzbek child, Temur Nuratdidov, meets me every day in the corridor with quotations from 

“Iliko and Ilarion” (my father’s novel) and bursts into laughter when I can’t recognize any quotation. I 

decided to organize a special Georgian feast for him with the red wine and champagne left by Vesna. 

Temur called each Georgian dish at the table by its real name and, to show off, remarked that the only 

thing the table lacked was cornbread. Then, without a second thought, he started toast-making! Indeed 

he turned out to be a real “Tamada” and led a genuine traditional Georgian banquet with its toasts and 

verses!     

Didn’t I say that this Baron was the Tower of Babel? Those sitting around the table laid by the Georgian 

housewife (me) were Bosnian, Albanian, American, German, Russian, Kakhetian (my Diana from 

Signagi, west Georgia), Lebanese, the Uzbek “tamada” or toastmaster, and a Russian guy  singing 

“Mravalzamier” a Georgian toasting song wishing long life. Temur was saving wine since we only had 

two bottles - women were drinking champagne and Russians downed the vodka. Temur was strictly 

following the succession of toasts and distributed wine accordingly.       

I wondered where he had learned this? It turned out that he had dated a Georgian girl for four years 

but when it came to marrying her, his Uzbek parents were extremely set against it, saying they didn’t 

need this alien stranger in the family--and you can very well imagine what it would have been like 

here in Georgia!   Temur had offered to have a baby, so his parents would not object—but then the 

Georgian girl--hearing this—was highly insulted, and got even angrier than his parents, and 

disappeared immediately. The girl’s name was Manana, like me. Temur, fascinated by my culinary 

talent, kept on saying that he should not have let that Georgian girl slip out of his hands. Now he has 

an Uzbek wife, with two sons—and to support them he works in hot spots in Asia and Africa. He’s only 

been to Afghanistan four times.          



It is Wednesday, and TAFA is bidding farewell to its Director, Abdelkadir Ed Elrahal. I didn’t find 

myself plunged into such uncertainty, even when I first came to Baron and its “extremes” on all sides. 

However, am I the only one finding herself in such a situation? The whole project is flailing about like 

a giddy chicken. It’s like the old joke in the Union of Composers of Georgia “no one knows whose bow 

is in whose piano”... Everyone is afraid of their project unexpectedly ending, and tells the fortune of 

those who have to get ready to leave. While Afghans have no idea how to escape their country, the 

foreigners are looking for every possible opportunity to prolong their stay here. Life is following its 

route--somewhere in much protected banks go the fruits of our hard labor…one dollar is followed by 

another earned in messy Afghanistan.  While here in the cement walled, barbed wired “compounds” 

with snipers - one day follows another, one month by another, and the century is followed by another.        

Eddie is calming down and makes us believe he’s found a better job in the United States, close to his 

family--but in his sad eyes we can read how many kilos his over-sized ass lost these last days and realize 

he really does not have fun or feasts.  I say having a feast, because for three days in a row his foreign 

coworkers had farewell ceremonies for him with high level security and the Ministry, followed by local 

staff, and finishing with a narrow intimate circle of “friends”. They sang his praises and retold how 

significant his contribution was for the “success” of Afghan reforms. I did ask in a humble manner that 

if he was so important and great why he was being sent away-- but I did so in my heart so, obviously, 

got no reply.          

Similar to Georgia, they also like exaggerated, “representative” meetings and farewell parties here in 

Baron, with stretched out, grandiloquent speeches and toasts. They would see off a Destroyer in such 

a way that an inexperienced person would think he was a Builder.   Indeed, Afganistan is very much 

similar to Georgia in this respect, with very oriental nuances, but it is obviously a fact that it lags behind 

our “developing” democracy by at least half a century. The thing is, that they did not get the whole 

“ultimate pleasure” from the “Russian Boot” like we Georgians did!  Otherwise, they would definitely 

be “ahead” like Uzbekistan!    What should I do—laugh or cry?– no idea. But it’s a fact that I don’t 

regret that… and won’t even think of it.  

But, for some reason, I still feel merciful, and until his departure I want to give the “big boss” some 

kind of pleasure – giving a dinner at least. I haven’t had the least desire to do it until now, due to my 

stupid Georgian character. I met him in the yard this morning and took so many photos that even 

Michael Jackson would have appreciated it. Then I deleted all of them except one, just in case we’d 

need it for the Baron chronicles/history.      

“Green Village” is the UN settlement in Kabul. It is just a few kilometers away from Baron and is 

regularly the target of Taliban rockets every three or four months. During the most recent attack 26 

employees died, including women and kids.  Despite this, the Green Village is one of the most popular 

settlements of the international “compounds”. Very popular is their “brunch”, i.e. combining 

“breakfast” and “lunch” as an American buffet in late morning.       



I had already heard of a Green Village in Tbilisi, and this is almost the same type of settlement as the 

“American village” in Digomi (suburb of Tbilisi). Here it’s called Green Village because in this barren 

Kabul it is a relatively green area. It does look like a village, with one-storey houses and barracks, small 

shops, cafes, clubs and beautiful gardens. The surroundings are ok, but their “containers” (garage-type 

small barrack-wagons) remind me of the menagerie in a circus, where there’s not even room for turning 

around. My Baron two-room flat is a Kempinski Hotel de luxe apartment compared to this. Faustino, 

who was sent away from the project in December and who found refuge in a UN project, invited us old 

friends to the Green Village brunch.  Since he had managed to stay in Afghanistan, his mind got blurry 

with happiness and he told us at least four times about sight-seeing in the Green Village. Namely, he’s 

completely fascinated by the fact that there is a Coca-Cola center here, and an ice-cream parlor...   

Chapter 23 

On the way to the Customs I’m watching the landscape from the armored Land Cruiser, covered by a 

white blanket--cold shacks and sidewalks completely in ruins, all in utter chaos. The high snowy hills 

on both sides arrogantly overlook us and pierce into the clear sky with their tips flaming in the sun.    

Barefoot children wrapped in very thin rags throw snow-balls like bombs/shells at the few cars moving 

on the streets. Their cheeks are ruddy and rosy and eyes gleaming with happiness. The elderly who 

had made a fire in the tin barrels in front of their shacks sit around it drinking tea and smoking shisha. 

Nearby, stacks of sun-colored oranges and green apples emerge from the whiteness. One elderly person 

moved a cart from which something bright red protruded from the snow. I asked the driver to approach 

and we saw clearly that it was a strawberry, a bright red strawberry among the snow. I exclaimed,  

“Strawberries! In Afghanistan, in mid-winter?”  

“Yes, strawberries.  They are for sale, do you want some?”  the driver asked. 

“Are they real? From here? From a greenhouse?” 

“Fresh!” the driver replied –as if a little surprised.   

“I can see they are fresh, but what I am asking is whether they are from the greenhouse or from 

the garden?” 

“They’re fresh from the garden!” 

The driver repeated his answers patiently. I thought to myself – he’s either making a fool of me or he 

doesn’t know himself.  

“Tell Aziza and she will get them to you,” he said. 

“Incredible! How beautiful they are in the snow!”  



“They are very delicious--our strawberries ripen early and they are wonderful!”  

I don’t like greenhouse strawberries but the ones thrown onto this dirty trolley in a kind of grayish 

sack really attracted me. I decided to ask Aziza to bring them. The trolley was left behind and 

disappeared from view.  We drove slowly onto the frozen highway...it’s far to the Customs.      

“Winter is the season of kite competitions. However, this winter will make even kites hibernate 

like bears,” my assistant Mustafa said. 

 “As soon as the weather gets a little drier, the kite competitions start in Kabul and then you 

should see how checked the sky becomes! We Afghans have four favorite competitions.  One 

is kite running, the second is Buzkashi, the third is homing pigeons, and the fourth is playing 

marble pebbles.”       

“I also know that game!  With five pebbles, I used to play it often as a child, but we don’t  

consider it to be a serious game.  Also there isn’t much marble in Georgia…”  I’m just chatting 

with Mustafa.    

“Here it is mainly the kids who have fun playing marbles. As for Buzkashi, that’s a different 

thing, that’s an ancient and beloved competition, really Afghan.” 

“We have something similar in Abkhazia and Samegrelo; what we call horseball.  But Buzkashi 

is a different thing. I guess that since I am leaving here I won’t be able to see it. It’s much easier 

for me to see a corrida than a Buskashi. To be honest, I am more interested in bullfighting, 

though I am sorry to say.”  

“As for me, I’m crazy about pigeons. I have some unique ones. See? I bought these recently,” 

he said.  “I’ve poured an awful amount of money into this!”      

Mustafa showed me his pigeon house on his mobile phone, and four white-breasted, brown-winged 

pigeons walking with craned necks in pigeon-houses built on the flat earthen roof of his house. 

One was pecking at a net in the corner that looked like a butterfly net, but bigger. Pigeon-owners 

lure other people’s pigeons into their own pigeon houses using bird-seed and by whistling. The 

pigeons, hungry and tired from long flights, are easy to lure and get caught in the net when they 

start to peck at the bird-seed bait prepared for them.  The more pigeons you manage to catch this 

way, the higher the score you get.  The owner of lost pigeons starts looking for them, and if he 

finds out where they have been captured, he goes to visit the “thief” and offers a ransom. The breed, 

color and physical appearance of the pigeons determine the ransom price. They say lots of money 

is made in this business and, accordingly, sometimes serious crimes are committed.    

 “You see, the camera is following this one pigeon, a really precious bird. It belongs to an highly 

respected Afghan man. To be able to see his pigeon breeding area professional pigeon breeders 



bring him gifts to confirm their respect to the owner.  A special permit is issued to be able to 

even videotape this pigeon.”       

  “Yes, I do see the difference; all the other pigeons are black and white but this one has a white 

breast and brown wings!  Compared to the others it looks muscular and strong.  Does this mean 

it’s a special breed?” 

“It means that this pigeon is God’s disciple. Actually it is so expensive that it is priceless.”   

“If this pigeon gets stolen, how much would the owner pay to get it back?”   

“My uncle was severely wounded in four places in his legs exactly for such a pigeon. Then, 

when he left the hospital, he killed four men with a Kalashnikov and went to jail.”  

 “Are you saying he killed four people because of a pigeon, and only went to prison?” 

 Oh, it’s a along story. To make it short, this is how it all happened: My aunt’s brother had one 

such pigeon. It was stolen, and she was told that it was at a certain place. My brother sent his 

child there to find out the amount for a ransom.  The thief was insulted that a child was sent 

and hit him, then sent him back with no reply whatsoever. My uncle got very angry and headed 

to the thief’s house himself, alone. As could be expected, the dispute turned into a fight and my 

uncle was wounded so severely that he had to be taken to the hospital. When he got out he 

shouldered his Kalashnikov, went back to the pigeon thief’s place, but this time he didn’t wait 

for their reaction--when they opened the door, he forced his way in and shot four men there. 

After that, he was imprisoned for some time.      

“For some time?! Are you saying that he’s out now? How come?  Did those four men survive, 

or what?”  

“This happened a long time ago. When the Taliban came they opened the door of the prison 

and set the prisoners free-- including my uncle.  This story has a continuation but we are 

already at the Customs.  If I feel like it I’ll tell you that some other time. But, if this gets read 

by someone in Afghanistan, I will not have a good time, for sure.”      

“They won’t read that; my “masterpieces” are written in Georgian and I don’t think they’ll 

become best-sellers and translated into world languages. I’ll try not to violate the rules of 

confidentially.” 

I sincerely promised Mustafa this, which means his name has been changed and he never worked as 

my assistant.     

Indeed, time flew so quickly we hadn’t realized that we had arrived at Customs, where I had to listen 

to very different stories. Two employees of the National Control Service were waiting to tell me how 



good it was to have installed surveillance cameras in all Customs offices and how afraid of these cameras 

the Afghan citizens are, namely, traders and exporter-importers, as they can’t offer bribes to Afghan 

Customs officers directly anymore, since everyone can see.      

“These video cameras are recording everything.  We hand over suspicious images to the 

controllers. As a rule, once a month the Head of the Department requests these records to check 

what violations took place over the month.  We provide a full picture,” the Head of the Service, 

Hasib Hossein explained.     

“How many violations did you register, for example, during this month and was anyone held 

accountable for them?” 

 I was asking this as if I had fallen from the moon and as if I didn’t know the connection between 

“Customs” and “Bribes” …  

“It hasn’t been long since we installed this equipment, and the Head of Customs Service hasn’t 

asked for materials, so no one has been punished yet. One thing is clear-- no one can leave the 

office freely whenever they like— nor are sellers allowed into the room whenever they want. 

They still find ways, though-- but there’s no comparison to the way it was before.  Everyone is 

afraid of “Babau”.”  Hasib smiled.    

“Who is Babau?”  

“I suppose you’ve heard about how kids are frightened before going to sleep by parents telling 

them, “Go to sleep or the “Babau” (bogeyman) will come!”  We do this too with Customs 

personnel; those cameras tell them to behave well or otherwise the “bogeyman” will come!” 

Hasib smiled and showed me live on the large screen what was happening at the moment at the Kabul 

Customs desks. Nothing special, it was just the Customs as usual--men with files dressed in suits were 

wandering to and fro, followed by Afghans with or without turbans-- and Hasib knows exactly who is 

taking and who is giving bribes...      

Hasib graduated from the university in Moscow and spoke to me in Russian--but only after 

disconnecting the microphone--about problems related to Customs. For some reason he visualized me 

as a kindred spirit and like-minded person. He was very well- trained during Soviet times, and knows 

very well that too much yakking caught on a microphone equals—at a minimum--the loss of his job.      

Chapter 24 

Some Afghans call me on my mobile phone—but when they hear the voice of a woman, they sometimes 

hang up. So far, I have found two ways of avoiding such callers.  Both of them work; the first always 

works, and the the second is a little tougher because you have to have someone nearby who speaks 



Pashtu.  In the first case, I put the telephone aside and let the person talk until he runs out of afghans 

(Afghan money currency). After he realizes what has happened, he doesn’t dare call again. The second 

method I tried yesterday when I was visiting my “adoptive child”, Temur. His Bolivian friend Anders 

and his American-Afghan, Americanized Sam (Sapir) were there. Actually, Sam looks more Bolivian. 

Anders had business in Afghanistan and tried his best to acquire the local flavor.  He had a beard, wore 

Afghan ties and spoke pashtu. Sam spoke pure American “downtown slang”.          

“Where are you working?” I asked Sam. 

“Nowhere, I just drink and smoke.”  

“I thought you were Ander’s partner.” 

“Yeah, that’s true; I’m helping him a little.”   

“Help in what?” 

 I didn’t hear the reply, as my phone rang.  

“Oh no! It’s starting again!”  I shouted. 

 I thrust the phone towards Temur hoping that if the caller heard a man’s voice, he’d hang up. 

Temur swore at the caller in English/Persian for some time, then they hung up. Soon it rang again 

and the relentless masturbator was on the phone.  

“Give me that phone, please.”  Sam took the mobile from me. In a second I became the spectator 

of a one-man show. He held the phone like a microphone close to his mouth and spoke in a 

long monologue, in a low voice, similar to how Tbilisi druggies “chat” to each other.  The sound 

was so pleasant and delightful to listen to, that I was mesmerized.  

“What language is he speaking?” I asked Temur.  

“Pashtu,” --he whispered to me and put his finger to his lips, showing I shouldn’t interfere.  

“It’s beautiful; what is he saying?”  It appeared that my question was extremely inappropriate 

or unanswerable…            

“He’ll tell you himself.” 

“I don’t understand Pashtu though!” 

Temur evaded the reply --Anders was laughing. Sam turned to us. 

“OK, now he hung up—and if he is smart enough he’ll never touch a mobile again in his life!” 



Sam handed me the phone.  

“What did you tell him?” I asked.  

“ I just quoted a national heroic epic story to him.”  

“Did you? I really liked it!  It sounded beautiful. If heroic poetry sounds so beautiful in pashtu 

too, even when swearing, I would hire a private teacher starting tomorrow.” 

“This was epic poetry all right…” 

“Tell me…”  

Temur started to laugh. “Well, you can only track the punctuation marks in this epic 

poetry…in fact that guy may be so frightened he won’t even call his dad…”  

“Do you really think so? Ok, we’ll see.”   

As for me, I won’t ever forget that performance… it was just like the tough guys talking in the shady 

districts of Tbilisi.     

Today the international tourist-travel TV program “Fox Travel” is dedicated to Kabul. A young 

Australian travel journalist is walking around Kabul districts, trying to get acquainted with some 

Afghan groups. Well, I’d like to do that as well, but you can’t exactly trot around Kabul--you can see 

that in the program--Afghan journalists, their friends and security employees, even all Afghanistan is 

helping him. As for me, they don’t even let me budge. Everything I had wanted to find out was found 

and photographed by this guy. Remember when I was telling you about the pigeons?  That journalist 

visited pigeon breeders himself, interviewed them and even videotaped the pigeon thieves with their 

“superstitious” beliefs. This was followed by a kite competition. He studied kite running with the 

famous Kabul kite-runner Nurad, bought his best kite from him and then “shamefully” lost against a 

14-year-old boy! The commentator got so upset and outraged –how dare this journalist lose with 

Nurad’s kite! After the kite tournament the Australian journalist entered an Afghan salon, got dressed 

up like a city person, plastered his hair with “hair shine” and sang with the Kabul star Shakir Hazdas 

on the Afghan TV program, “The Talented”.   

Andrei called me in the evening to see if I wanted to play table tennis doubles. I headed to the sports 

hall very happily.  This was the first time I saw an Afghan driver come to play with the “expats”, i.e. 

with us. Andrei could hardly breathe--the barefoot Afghan jumped about at the other end of the table 

smashing such returns that I thought of my Tato Urjumelashvili. I could only stare—for half a hour I’d 

been playing doubles with different partners.  After Tato left, I mainly played with Andrei, and we 

were considered a great team. I had never seen an Afghan player.   

“What’s going on?” I asked Andrei.  



“What’s going on is that this Tofik is not Steve; you can’t beat him so easily.  I’m tired of 

running, and we’ll really have concentrate to beat them!” He spoke the last sentence in Russian.  

“Good evening, Mam, very nice to meet you. My name is Tofik; I’m a driver.  Andrei invited 

me to play.”  He was a dark-skinned, blue-eyed Afghan about 25-28. 

“Hi, nice to meet you too. Welcome to our team!”     

Our friend Gary had been standing to the side smiling, carefully observing Andrei and Tofik playing.  

He was hoping that now he would definitely get to play against me and Andrei. Andrei was winning 

the game by just a couple of points.  But winning was costing him a lot--he was doing his best and 

panting hard.  “No, this is not Steve!” Steve had been Gary’s former partner, two meters tall and a 

surprisingly stubborn American, a former military expert.        

“If you Russians had fought with the same motivation as Afghans at the time, you might still 

be here,”  I reminded Andrei.  

“Now Tofik is fighting against Russia and America both, and that’s the reason he’s so fierce. I 

will protect the dignity of the empire and take revenge for Russia here!”  Andrei said, sipping 

his eternal vodka-coke. His tone showed he liked Tofik, his dignified rival.  

“No one has ever made me run like that since Tato left,” he said.  

“Are you serious?” I asked. “Then you partner with Gary and I’ll play with Tofik. Let’s see 

who’ll win and how!”     

Andrei won the game by one point. I stood next to Tofik and immediately noticed how strange it 

seemed for an Afghan man to play in a partnership with an emancipated woman. However, I can’t say 

that he didn’t like it.  After a short warm-up exercise, I realized that the duel between the Georgia-

Afghanistan team against the Russia-America coalition must be doomed for us. However, only Allah 

knew what this Afghan could do, and the ping-pong ball is round too-- it happened exactly that way. 

Neither Andrei nor Gary could manage to return any of my or Tofik’s serves. As for us, although we 

were almost demolished by some of their serves, we miraculously won the game by 21:19! Andrei was 

laughing. 

“What did you drink to make you so crazy?”  I asked. “Let me have some too!” 

As for Tofik, he stood quietly with his friends and wiped his forehead. Afterwards, his mobile rang. He 

apologized, said he was called for business, and left with all the other drivers.  Andrei wanted to 

continue playing, as did Gary, but I was dizzy with our miraculous triumph and didn’t want to lose.  

“You and Gary play singles; I really need to sleep!”   



I was like a dead person; I put the racket on the table; those playing with “international standards” 

touched each other’s palms; and I staggered out of the game hall.  Because of this or for something else, 

due to luck or not, that “Russian return match” never happened.  That was it!   

We did play the next day, but Tofik never came again for some reason…He was dismissed. When? 

Where?  

“He went home yesterday.”  

“That’s odd, did his contract expire? He just got here, no?”  

“No, he had two more months left.  He was told his project downsized and he was made 

redundant.”  

“Are you kidding? Isn’t that a violation of his contract?  It shouldn’t be like that—this isn’t a 

sales office, no?  It’s an American project.”  

It reminded me of what happened to Steve. “What could he say; he left today with the evening 

flight,” we had been told.    

“Didn’t he protest?”  

“No, no one protests anything with the American government, especially in Afghanistan.”  

“Why, was he a spy?”  

“I don’t know-- their contracts are written so they can’t argue. What’s worse is that they have 

smart lawyers, so there’s no use complaining.  He left and that’s it.”  

“Was his department shut down?”  

“Steve himself was a department. So no one got hurt because of shutting Steve down.”        

“That’s good. Look at Fred and Karmel’s department – 15 Afghans were sacrificed to their 

department. They were promised jobs in other departments but they don’t hope for it now, in 

fact they say in three months two more departments will be shut down.”     

Steve’s story was indeed one I didn’t like. It’s not only Steve who had the problem; this was the third 

case I saw while here. It’s not simple—you turn a blind eye to many things in your contract and 

conditions, take this big step to leave home and come to the epicenter of terrorism, and then you are 

confronted with this kind of surprise prepared by your employer! You are sitting on several mines at 

the same time: life and death, and in the best case scenario, fear of losing your job ahead of time. That’s 

why everyone is depressed or mentally ill in this “prison” decorated with feathers and nightingales.   



I remember that I did indeed mourn for Steve. Then I thought a while and recalled that he was not a 

very clear person. I had never quite understood which project he worked for. Once I heard him 

speaking broken dari on the phone. I asked where he had learned it and he told me that he had spent 

his childhood in Iran and even remembered some Persian. I think this Steve might have been a 

descendant of the dynasty of “spies”, and that’s why he appears and disappears here and there. Once 

Mark McNamara told me that Baron was full of spies-- more specifically from the CIA.      

McNamara also told me a very interesting story about his Scottish great grandfather who had killed 

two honest Scotsmen in his Motherland, and fled on the first ship going to America. When the ship 

reached the shore and Mark’s grandfather slipped out of his hiding place, he, like Columbus, thought 

he was somewhere else—instead of India (like with Colombus) he thought he was in the USA. When 

he disembarked he realized it was Australia rather the USA!  He had neither money nor documents. 

Besides, in those days ships used to sail from Australia to civilization only once a century. What could 

he do?  He stayed there, where fate took him, and started in to break the barren and uncultivated 

Australia.   

I would normally let the descendants of Mark McNamara tell his family saga, but can’t hide the fact 

that when I was his house and yard in Australia, in the green cottage built by the sea on the prettiest 

lagoon, with small white bridges, rye grass waving all around in the wind, palms and green-red-violet 

bindweed, I couldn’t help but remember our famous legend about when God distributed the lands, and 

gave Georgians the plot he’d saved for himself. I think McNamara’s grandfather got the second plot.  

Demonstrations never end in Kabul. Andres said that five more days of demonstrations were left and 

everyone would go home, but that was a week ago, and Andres’ forecast was wrong. According to 

official information, seven protesters had already been killed, and yesterday they announced that in 

the “Iron Palace” of Kabul--the most protected building on the face of the earth (Ministry of Internal 

Affairs)--two American experts (here all foreigners are either called British or American--earlier they 

may have been called Russian) had been found dead, both shot with a gun.        

Then we had to carry out a “war role-play” about this in Baron. We were given defense training and 

the simulation alarm went off twice. I prefer real war to that sound--it freezes my brain and shears the 

scalp off my head. I still had the bullet proof vest that was two sizes too large, which I couldn’t even 

lift. That’s why it just stayed behind the armchair and I didn’t touch it. As for the “helmet”, as I was 

telling you earlier, I made a lampshade that I had to dismantle for the exercises.  Finally, at last, I went 

into our shelter-- which is also Mark MacNamara’s room-- without a vest but with the “helmet” on. 

There was such smell and smoke in the halls that after the alarm ended everyone wanted to stay in 

their room, but after the exercise everyone dragged themselves out again.  McNamara was the most 

famous cook in all of Baron but since our host didn’t seem keen to demonstrate his hospitality, we all 

grudgingly left. I do understand him--how can he have risotto enough for 25 persons when even “Bella 

Italia” doesn’t have it!     



Another battlefield was the relationship of my husband and I via Skype. Vadik writes e-letters to me, 

saying I never answer his Skype calls. I reply that it is I who always calls and he is always out! In short, 

instead of healing each other’s wounds of separation, we do the opposite.  We put salt in our wounds. 

I do really manage to talk with Ketino, my sister; Nodariko, my son; and my friends – my other sisters 

and brothers on the other side of the ocean.  Yet I couldn’t manage a truce agreement with Vadik. 

Finally I suggested that we just make e-mail contact; otherwise we would switch to artillery attacks. 

Believe it or not, it worked.  As the Russians say, “the calm before the storm” had begun.  

Ketino hysterically called me from Tbilisi asking why I am not being evacuated. Things were being 

reported there about Afghanistan and they thought I was in the middle of a war ad on the front lines. 

They have much more information about the situation here than I do, watching and depending on just 

Al-Jazeera and BBC. Baron is a huge vacuum where we are left like guinea pigs, eating well drinking 

well, entertained and with little information about reality. It is much better for our security and health, 

but this lack of awareness numbs the brain. “The dog barks and the caravan continues on its way!” – 

That’s how we live here in Baron, but the other way round. The world is collapsing while we are 

making a strategic plan that’s being precisely implemented.             

The fact that one department was not necessary at all had been already clarified, and along with the 

million dollars thrown away it was shut down in one blow. I also belonged to that department, though 

not entirely.  That’s why I miraculously got retained, but that’s not forever, either.  I don’t even know 

myself what happened.  It isn’t written in that famous strategy that was given out to us like a “guarantee 

of everything” and which--we were warned—is our Bible, i.e. internal regulations. Some followers of 

that Bible have already found themselves out of the running, whereas others are waiting, including 

me--with the difference that I have almost exhausted my Afghan resources and am now locked up in 

iron grills.  I don’t even care if I hear the fatidic “Dumbadze – take all your belongings-- and out!”  

So I am sitting in a fortress where the intrigues of the French Kingdom aren’t even introductory classes. 

Who reports on who, who digs the dirt on who, is clarified here only after the cart is overturned. And 

outside, Afghanistan is bleeding-- and not only Afghan blood…   

As Karmel said, “Who cares?” The main thing is for this bloodshed to continue for a long time and for 

the “leaders” to gain capital. When the project is closed right in front of us, they say “No problem, the 

whole planet is full of hot countries”. Especially, now when the fire is raging in Libya and Syria and a 

flood of projects started to flow from developed countries to “put it out” with new working places for 

“expats”.  You may ask, then what I am doing there? I reply that I’m doing the same. However, I feel 

this is the first and the last time…yet I wouldn’t have missed it. This is how my life is structured: I 

either have to be in the epicenter of cataclysms or in a swamp. Now I am finalizing the process of the 

first one. Very soon you will hear from me--from the swamp.   

A Swedish ambassador/writer of “Afghan Letters” said that she wants to change her life—it’s just a lie. 

Do you really think she will be able to change or save anything? Afghanistan, Iraq, Syria and similar 



countries are shelters and cozy harbors. Everyone is equally happy and differently unhappy (I stole this 

from Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina, but it accurately reflects life here). Happiness is disclosed and revealed 

whereas unhappiness is secret and taboo. The women of this “caste” do not want to get back home and 

are trying to find a blood relative to fill up life’s pitholes. Some even managed to get married here. The 

good breed, security “guys”, enjoys a special popularity – some are also abandoned, lonely and 

wandering around the hotspots of the world. Afghan boys are hunting for foreign passports and Green 

cards; they lag behind the others a little, but are those who “missionary” women’s values appeal to.            

I have a family, a loving husband and kids. I am of an age which is quite enough for a Georgian woman 

to find rest and peace; at the same time I have a retired husband and live in an instable motherland.  

After being involved actively in scientific and pedagogical activities for 40 years, we still don’t have 

incomes or employment, thanks to the political and ideological unsustainability that lets us become 

beggars, destined to wander around the globe. This is why I am now sheltered in Afghanistan, which 

treats its own citizens – not us – exactly like that.         

Here I look like a burka-covered woman with an extremely vague idea of her spouse’s physical and 

spiritual potential, not to mention their property.  She is still trying to plunge to the end of this 

bottomless ocean and extract something valuable. I started writing this book about Afghanistan. Let’s 

see to what extent my patience will last and what kind of “gems and pearls” will float to the surface. It 

doesn’t matter how simple my gains will be--I know they will be as different and fascinating as Afghan 

stones.          

Today, as they say, I took a second breath at the Dari lesson. I was so effective and results-oriented that 

I had to admire myself. In general, I find Dari language very difficult to learn; it’s illogical. This is why, 

if you ask me, studying it as an adult is heroic. Well, it’s like math – you solve the problem and 

incredible self-satisfaction grips you—you’re a great guy! I feel exactly the same satisfaction, and that’s 

why I studied harder than usual. Well, I am a gifted Georgian, but lazy! 

There is no boundary to the stupidity of Karmel; now she is asking me to send her, for the fourth time, 

a text that I sent her three times already. I don’t remember exactly but it has been one month I’ve been 

sending it all the time. I wonder what she does with it. I can understand her confusion though. She is 

indeed the kind of woman that has no family at the age of 50, has no close friends and fully depends 

on the existence of “hot spots” in the world. A couple of days ago her department was closed, as I 

mentioned. Now she is doing the compulsory “wrap-up” of the office or “get out of here”. Doing this 

and losing her job are equally difficult, which you know if you have experienced it.   

Karmel closed the office and got ready to leave. I couldn’t attend her farewell party as I was at the 

Media Conference of the World Association of Newspapers (WAN) in Dubai. A couple weeks after I 

get back, thanks to her wisdom and acumen and that of the former Director of the TAFA project and 

some leading specialists, I too will bid farewell to TAFA and Baron, but never to Afghanistan!        



Chapter 25 

I arrived in Dubai at midday on March 28, 2012 for a two-day conference of the World Association of 

Newspapers (WAN), organized to address the problems of media in the Middle East. When I got to the 

hotel the event had already started so I headed directly to the conference hall, registered, picked up 

my “conference packet” and settled into a back-row seat. The program was moving very sluggishly, and 

I couldn’t become interested, so  I began thinking about how the world had changed and WAN along 

with it. Where was the fire and brimstone that used to spout from the WAN speakers? I had attended 

at least six congresses and witnessed the former excitement… The newspaper had “passed away” and 

nothing could get the process back on track, some said—which seemed all right with them. The 

“diversity”, “dynamism” and “multiplicity” of this Dubai conference made me realize the downturn, 

but before I could plunge into deep pessimism, dinner time came and I suddenly found myself in the 

piano hall of the “Grand Marriott”.             

The dinner was a grandiose example of eastern luxury—abundant, varied and delicious, reflecting 

Dubai well as a Mecca of cultural diversity and cosmopolitism. The sweets were dazzling—so much so 

that I couldn’t hold back and shamelessly threw out a four-month sugar-free diet…then got so angry 

at what I’d done that I vented wind and fire on Arab women journalists.  

I also began speaking to myself aloud --since it was the first time there was no one I knew at a WAN 

conference, and no one to answer me back.            

“They seem to be wearing veils, or wrapped in head covers, but in reality they put on such long, 

clinging black dresses to their ankles, over their tall, thin, reed-like bodies, that they would 

look better than any emancipated journalist with their breasts and thighs showing! They wear 

wide golden belts around their waists, so shiny that common mortals would lower their heads 

in shame.” 

 “The Next Generation” was the name of the session I really wanted to hear until the end. It was clear 

from the printed overview of the session that the WAN eastern regional leaders had considered that 

revolution and evolution should start in the Middle East; that existing printing and publishing houses 

should be wiped from the face of the Earth; and that new, innovative staff should emerge from that 

barren, virgin land, from the seed of an alien.  They seemed to be planning to breed a new 

species…They definitely seemed to know what they wanted-- yet no one would have ever guessed it 

at this ordinary conference!  

I thought:  “Your turn has come too--that’s it—you’ll get the same as what the whole school of 

journalism and the print media went through as a result of reforms over the last 20 years in Georgia --

then it will be too late to bite your fingernails. – This was my monologue in silence since there was no 

one around to reply.  Let me refer again to my experience and say that in most cases the results of an 

experiment exceed expectations. They take a different direction and usually the outcomes exceed our 

hopes, in other words instead of the expected baby, we deliver a certain “mutant”, whose further 



actions are far outside of a set plan, even outside any prediction. Recruitment and staffing at publishing 

houses is done through a completely new set of job descriptions. That of the executive is changing more 

rapidly than that of the executor, since in the present-day world of the newspaper business, the form 

of the newspaper and the content are changing drastically.  What’s most important is that their 

conception and philosophy are changing too. What we are exposed to today are multimedia operations 

that are inversely proportionate to the printed newspaper. They are hunting for managers of a new 

type today, and this species still needs to be bred in the Middle East and Georgia. Such managers should 

make fundamental changes to the strategic functions of the newspaper. Staff changes are the first step 

towards this goal, and should be implemented as fast as possible to make sure the new generation of 

media leaders can take a new road towards independence, justice, impartiality and a brighter future.      

Sixty thousand books have been published on leadership. The Princess of Jordan, who was the honorary 

guest of the WAN Middle East conference, stated that the issue is not “leadership”, but “service” and 

that a newspaper can still play a significant role in society. The most convincing, of course, was the 

formulation of “service”--from the Princess of Jordan…      

Embrace the Future – create your own future!  The preacher of this truth was an Englishman, David 

Battler, who exhorted the public saying, “Well, then, those of you who are leaders, stand up!” About 

ten men and women got up right away, the first being a curly, ginger-haired woman. Then, the whole 

room got up and the preacher laughed, saying that the whole hall was full of leaders. What followed 

was an illuminated word LEADERSHIP, written vertically from top to bottom on a large billboard--he 

had matched words he considered to be leadership criteria and tools to every letter of the word: L – 

Listen, Learn; E – Envision); A – Authentic; D – Decide, R – Risk; S – Sustainable; H – Humble, Human;  

I – Improvise;  P – Passion.  

Finally, I was able see and listen to the world-renown “dancing fountain”. Arabs are the most astute 

people, and Dubai is a trap for everything, especially money…and it’s the capital of unexpected 

expenses.  They set a trap to catch birds, which let themselves get caught pleasantly and voluntarily in 

this “global market” or whatever you want to call it. This wonderful fountain is between the vast and 

mighty Trade Center and the new skyscraper; it springs from a crooked basin, then dances—but only 

for 10 minutes at a time.   

So I guess our Georgian President Saakashvili doesn’t always lie, especially when he compares our 

fountains to those of other countries. He said that the Batumi fountain is the best in the world-- that is 

true. It’s bigger and dances longer and more energetically than this one. The Dubai one switches on 

every half hour and dances to all the melodies of the world. The first show was tuned to Chinese music. 

I got my camera ready and by the time I was enjoying the photo session, everything finished. The other 

tourists felt as gypped as I did, and openly showed their frustration at being offered such short-term 

pleasure.  To kill time I headed to the Gold Bazaar, and the Dubai Trade Center twinkled in front of 



the fountain as openly as I did. As the Russian tourists (who are abundantly present all over Dubai) 

would say, “Don’t worry--be happy with only a little bit of good things!”   

This is the key to the cunning Arab character. The fountain that is switched on every half an hour 

makes you spend that half hour--and more--in the Trade Center, where you are ripped off so badly you 

don’t even realize it. You’re thinking about not being late for the second fountain show, and compared 

to the first one, of course you will hear beautiful, familiar, world music. Naturally, no one asks you for 

money to watch the fountain after they’ve made a huge deal—the “only place you’ll get one like that 

in Dubai”, of course—so the fountain is undoubtedly both a relief and a consolation for us, the shoppers.     

The second show was indeed pleasant. The Dubai Fountain is much more joyful when it dances to 

Arabian music—it expands and carries us with it—but it’s still too short. I wonder how the Arabs 

managed to cut and paste their stretched out, endless oriental monophonic melodies – it’s really unclear 

for me how they do it. But why am I surprised?  Everyone here is a magician, and they create wonders, 

right?        

The conference evolved into heated discussions.  Those from the Middle East showed us nothing. In 

return, Americans revealed everything, as did the Europeans and those from the Far East. I had no clue 

what to think – do they really have nothing to show here, or are they hiding it --or do they just not 

care?  In fact, their newspapers radiate with their high quality. If they don’t have anything to show, 

then where is it coming from? If they don’t know, how do they manage? They listen quietly to what 

they are taught by their leadership in the media sphere, and absorb the latest news reporting 

methodologies, reporting technologies for making money, doing business, etc. Those at the conference 

listened submissively…perhaps “stung with remorse” that their shining newspapers smell of oil.     

Dubai is a city where I needed one answer: Does anyone live in this city? Do they have houses, flats, 

and families, or is the whole city just hotels, restaurants, recreation complexes and trade centres?  

Service personnel in these complexes are mostly Chinese, Vietnamese, Cambodian, Pakistani or 

Russian. And the whole world is the consumer. So my question is: Where does the Arab population 

sleep? Should I believe all of them are cuddled somewhere in their villas? Or playing with a huge abacus 

to count their income?  I really did, did, did want the answer to this stupid question that I had the 

moment I got here! But I couldn’t get a reply until finally I asked a Portugese taxi driver, and he 

answered that the Arabs don’t work, “We work for them!”   

No way, baby! I can’t believe that in this 26-century-old country, inhabited so long by this race of 

people, that only their money can create this jungle, that only their oil bubbling up does it, and only 

“guest workers” do all the real work! I even argued with the driver, but in vain, he was very sure--

though he was patient and polite enough not to tell me to buzz off with my silly and ignorant questions.   

I can’t help but write this too: During the conference some Queen of the North entered the room--a 

white-white woman--snow white--with a huge butt and fat thighs. She wore a short, taffeta black-



and-white-checked dress. To call it short is very mild indeed. In Kutaisi (my home town) this is called 

“what else should I hide from you?” She could hardly squeeze into the front row and decided to settle 

into a seat right next to an Arab publisher dressed in traditional white perahan-e-tonban. Still 

standing, she bent over and put her things on the floor next to her chair, then smoothed down the edge 

of her skirt--which hardly hid the cervix of her womb, and then finally sat down. I say “finally” because 

the Arab publisher sitting beside her suddenly seemed to be seized by such a congested cough, and then 

blood must have surged to his head, so that he had to close his eyes with the pain. I realized I wouldn’t 

be able to stand to see the woman get up again and the misery of the Arab colleague, so before I burst 

out laughing I quickly moved back to the last row again.       

Here in Dubai, I recalled one famous expression used by Georgian women at home when they ridicule 

overdressing: “What do I need it for? Who should I dress up for? I am not going to get married, so…!” 

Because, when I walk to shops here in Dubai and look at women in their face veils, how they walk out 

of Pierre Cardin, Cartier,  Valentino and other high-end shops full of preciously packaged boxes and 

bags, this is the only question that came to my mind. Why do these black-clad women want so many 

precious gifts?  Who will they show them to, and where are they going to wear them?  Is this all meant 

to put one man’s eyes out and some of his wives? In fact, these men never even leave their fully 

“packaged” wives for a minute. When a woman enters the shop to buy something, the husband will 

wait for her patiently forever! I frequently saw children sleeping in a baby carriage next to a man 

waiting for hours. In short, as I could tell, these Arab men are not that terrible, tyrannical and violent 

as we are told. In other words, “the devil is not as scary as it’s drawn on paper”.   

This sober veil and black clothes are the tradition and a rule to submit to. This is the lifestyle on their 

planet. Their kings did a lot, they boasted and swaggered, and some even managed to make their 

country European for a while, but have you heard the Georgian proverb: “A quail was once permitted 

to perch in a tree, and the branch broke under it?”  Did any of them profit from it? None! Out of those 

who dared take the risk, some had their asses kicked out of their own countries, others were executed 

and the rest are still enjoying the USA or European political asylum. Those who remained “voluntarily” 

got back to their perahan-e-tonbans and put a turban on their heads. That’s it … “The East is a very 

delicate thing”… (quoting a character from a very popular Russian film—the “White Sun of the 

Desert”). 

Let me tell you about one more sightseeing experience in Dubai. There was an event, a phenomenon 

called “Russians in Dubai”. Living in the Grand Marriott was dull between the academic meetings and 

high-flown, bombastic sessions.  The hotel service personnel went about caring for us all in subdued 

tones; the activity of participating journalists and publishers was moderately dynamic; the 

presentations by the Asians were reserved and self-controlled. Americans were trying to light the fire 

under everyone, but they didn’t manage as much as they wanted since, as I said, oil and kerosene 

remain in the hands of the Arabs--Eastern placidity and gravity confronted American-European 



lightheartedness. The conference also ended with a calm and placid lunch, and I was immediately 

moved into the cheaper and relatively “proletarian” City-Max Hotel.       

As soon as I entered I thought I was in Sochi or Agudzera (a sea resort in Abkhazia). Yes, it was more 

like Agudzera since, first of all, I know the place better.  Also it was more proletarian, served pure 

Russian working classes and, therefore was somewhere with a genuine Russian worker-peasant 

atmosphere. The same Russian men and women were here, holding each other’s arms and following 

their noses up the boulevard. Men held their wives’ purses or string shopping bags, both with tons of 

sunscreen on their faces, already burnt by the sun and turned red as beetroot.         

The hotel personnel here spoke perfect Russian since the imperialistic workforce of Russia speaks no 

English. In short, when we “kicked out” the Russians from the seaside resorts of Georgia, a lot of them 

moved here to the United Arab Emirates. They pay a minimum of $100 a night and miss no 

entertainment events or excursions. You know better than I do how well-organized they are with their 

recreation.        

They took us to the beach in a bus crowded with Russians. Of course no one got out of line while 

getting on the bus. I didn’t talk to them, was just listening. I felt a time machine had turned us back 30 

or 40 years to Georgia: the same dialogues, the same relations, attitudes and emotions. These were the 

kind of “holiday-maker” Russians who openly tell about their families, relatives and jobs that had all 

fallen apart after the collapse of the Soviet Union.      

“We can’t even find work (in Russia), and here everyone is employed,” an orange-haired elderly 

woman complained. 

“This is why our girls run away from Russia and marry them.  My niece married an Arab and 

became his fourth wife.  A friend persuaded her to do it, but now she left him but can’t get her 

child back,” underscored the next Russian speaking woman, very thin and more intelligent.      

“Why?” 

“According to their law, the wife still remains Russian, but the child is Arab and belongs to the 

father. In short, if a woman gets divorced, she can’t take her property or her child with her.”    

“Didn’t she think about that before getting married?”  

“That’s something she couldn’t think about.  Our girls are crazy about Arabs.”   

Remember how Georgian men lost their minds for beautiful the Russian women in Abkhazia? Yes, 

how simple this life is! Even Stalin was replaced—so what is it to replace Georgian boys with Arabs, 

Turks, Greeks, Ethiopians, etc?  



The beach was covered with middle-class Russians. In Kvariati and Kobuleti (Georgian Black Sea 

resorts) women vendors in cotton dresses and straw hats sell hot corn on the cob, cold fruits and drinks; 

here, however, middle-aged Russian women in tights walk between the umbrellas and armchairs and 

offer the holiday-makers fur coats and leather goods. Beside Russians, I could see one or two people 

from the Asian area of the ex-Soviet Union here and there on the beach. The Russians called them “our 

folks”. They all stared at me and I couldn’t figure out whether I belonged to the latter category or 

another. They didn’t dare ask yet they seemed to doubt I could understand what they were talking 

about. I looked at them and said nothing. I preferred it like that. I could understand much more about 

their lives which, as I could see, weren’t as bad as they say back home. I listened to their holiday 

schedule in detail, the tourist routes, etc, and compared it to mine (a very expensive one).  It appeared 

that theirs was much more varied and expensive. Immediately, I was obsessed with a desire for healthy 

competition, and added a couple of new points to my route and schedule. Well, if you can’t do better 

than a Russian, you’re not a real Georgian, right?!                 

This is how, like Madame X, I investigated everything happening around me and I loved being looked 

at with interest and envy, like I was a professional spy.  

I am standing like a white raven in the last bus line to get back to the hotel. Trips start from the City-

Max at half past three and this bus waiting line is four times longer than the one I took to get here. I 

left the beach early so that’s why I’m the second in line. I definitely deserve a seat on the bus. The line 

is increasing unnaturally, and it’s already as long as the one in front of Lenin’s Mausoleum. Despite 

this, every newcomer politely asks who the last in line is.        

The bus hasn’t arrived, and is late.  Respectively, the line is getting longer. Suddenly, one man moved 

into the front from behind and said that the day before he was the first and those who were last had a 

seat in the bus. This was followed by a general public outrage.  People joined forces against him with 

those waiting in the front of the line. The man had supporters in the front who proved that the day 

before they also were standing in front and those in the back had passed in front of them.  

The line that had been tidy and straight snapped here and there and became twisted. At the same time 

the sun started to beat down so hard that some even fainted. They were taken away by taxi by those 

responsible for the tour. Others copied their behavior. I didn’t, as I really wanted to know what would 

happen when the bus came.  I jammed a hat down on my head and listened.  A woman standing in 

front of me, the plumpest in the group, whispered to her friends, “When the bus comes, I’ll squeeze in 

first and grab seats for you.”  

I realized I should stand close to that woman.  In short, my waning—yet dormant--Soviet instinct 

awoke!   I prepared for a life-and-death struggle. If I couldn’t get on the bus I would be late for the Abu 

Dhabi excursion. For some reason, the bus-- almost half-full--was approaching us very slowly.  The 

line suddenly became confused; people mixed and became noisy, screaming and pushing each other. I 

focused on that woman.  As promised, she jumped in first, so now I stuck with her friends, then used 



all my skills--gained through former demonstrations and pogroms-- really well. I pushed the tight mob 

apart and got into such a position that the mob itself pushed me into the “dream bus”!  “Yes, we are 

alive!” i.e. “Welcome to the great Soviet Union!” 

So, who finally got on the bus? I did; so did that Russian woman with her friends and the Russian man 

who started the revolution in the line, along with his friends, a Romanian couple (who also went 

through an even more bitter Soviet Union experience); and finally, one group of young Russian tourists 

who didn’t even stand in the line-- the bus door simply opened right in front of their noses, and they 

jumped in immediately.    

Well, friends-- yes, what else would you think? Is it so easy to destroy a 70-year empire? It never went 

anywhere, simply, the Mausoleum changed places and the Russians moved here to Dubai; some moved 

to Turkey, some to Greece, Spain…temporarily? “Spit on the devil, spit on the devil!” (What we say in 

Georgian against bad luck)… No, they also seem to have gone to Abkhazia too, trying out wild tourism.  

But those are the ones who can’t yet afford mansions.     

I’ve talked a lot about the invasion of Russians into the United Arab Emirates-- and out of spite, on the 

second day, a horde of Vikings gathered around my chaise longue…I think they were Swedes-- their 

language sounded recognizable.  Nearby, familiar-looking Russians from yesterday’s bus fiasco 

discussed Russian-Arab relations.     

Two days were plenty to catch up on my rest from Afghanistan. Now I’m traveling alone and yesterday 

I fell asleep at the table twice on the “Dubai Creek” cruise. There were only Indians on the boat, and 

they were so “wild” that if you approached them they would grin immediately. There was one three-

person “team” of two men and one woman. The more handsome of the men was wearing Levis with a 

checkered shirt, open to the waist and navel, while the other guy was dressed in cheaper clothes and 

was bald-headed and not handsome at all.  The woman was plump, with a beautiful face, wearing a 

checkered shirt too--her expensive jeans stretched over her plump ass. They were taking pictures of 

each other. The men entwined their arms and made the “V” for victory sign. I imagined a thousand 

things about this trio--what else could I do—perhaps my fantasies were somewhat exaggerated, but the 

fact that these were the “Dukes of the Bombay slums” was, in my opinion, definitely true.         

The cruise was extremely slow and boring. During dinner I was really surprised at how much Indians 

eat! They went around the buffet table at least four times and got dessert twice—and they were 

overweight indeed.  

The cruise finally ended and when they disembarked, the couple wearing checkered shirts started 

talking to me:   

“Are you alone?” the younger man asked.  

“Yes, I arrived today.”  



“Oh! We thought the couples sitting at your table were with you. We wanted to have a word 

with you, but we didn’t want to violate family coziness,” said the woman.  She added, “Then 

we realized you were alone, and were sorry.” 

“Well, I’m not really sorry about it.  I’m tired because the cruise was so boring.”    

“They all come here with their families to have dinner. Yes, coming here alone would be 

boring. You dozed off a couple of times as well, said the other man, following them.”  

“Did you notice? Oh, I am ashamed, but I am really tired, and the slow rocking of the boat 

makes us sleepy!”--I laughed.  “We signed up for a lot of interesting excursions today and we’ll 

probably have fun.”  

“Well done, good for you! Otherwise, there’s nothing here in Dubai but the skyscrapers. Go on 

a safari, to Abu-Dhabi via the Fujairah Mountains (Fujairah, United Arab Emirates Wadi up in 

the mountains), take a cruise on the Indian Ocean and stay in Abu-Dhabi too. In short, travel 

outside of Dubai and you’ll really have cool time…I’m sorry we weren’t introduced earlier; I 

love speaking with people like you; my “Babe” here also liked you a lot!” 

“I’m sorry too! Thanks for the advice. I’ll do just as you suggest.  It was nice meeting you!”  

We shook hands then I ran for my bus, and they rushed towards theirs. We each hurried towards our 

own “continent” and we parted forever. I slept in the bus again. 

Dali Pirtskhalava asked me, aren’t you Manana Dumbadze, the one who always pushes everything 

everywhere all her life, but gets nowhere? She couldn’t explain what I was “pushing” but gave me the 

gravest verdict with those words. Dali had never been my friend and I was surprised she could even 

know what I was pushing in my life. It appears she had spent all her own life watching me!  She knew 

all about my life and learned each step by heart, while I knew nothing about hers. What’s more, I 

sometimes mixed her surname and called her Kurtskhalia instead of Pirtskhalava. She was head over 

heels in love with President Saakashvili, who had been her English student.   

You may wonder why she was so willing to sacrifice herself.  I’ll tell you immediately. Our mutual 

friend, Maria Aksel-Ckondia – an eager and devoted Saakashvili fan--arrived from Sweden and missed 

Georgian entertainment, so she invited her National Movement supporter and opposition follower 

friends together for tea. Then she herself threw in several provocative issues and left the room to talk 

to someone in Sweden on the phone. When she got back, her friend Dali was foaming at the mouth, 

proving what a clever genius Saakashvili was. She had even told one of the most devout “Zviadists” 

(Zviad Gamsakhurdia was first President of Independent Georgia) that Gamsakhurdia’s education 

couldn’t compare to Misha’s. We could hardly hold the Zviadist back; his name was Eter Arganashvili.  

But she decided to get revenge and called Misha a drooling, snotty-nosed idiot. Dali jumped up and 

shouted out something even worse. I managed to tell them to “sit down, please; you’ve made things 



really clear already”. But Dali, raging on about everyone, stared at me then frowned and poured out all 

her venom on me: Aren’t you that Manana Dumbadze…etc ?  

Well, you see, it so happens that someone can be watching you with binoculars all your life, but you 

didn’t know it at all!  Why did I recall this story in Dubai? I must have had plenty of free time to think 

and weigh my life…and to put some things away on the shelves. Where were you, Dali Pirtskhalava, 

for so long? What you told me is completely true, out of what I dreamed; I have only managed to make 

some of it come true. This is probably because I didn’t push or attack anything directly.  Also some of 

my dreams couldn’t come true.  

This is probably because I have never pushed anything to the end. Besides, what I was dreaming about 

couldn’t be achieved by pushing; it required different skills and talents. In short, I was getting ready to 

write one big book in my life, and look what I am writing . . . You are right!  If you ask me what I am 

doing for a living, I’ll have to think carefully: literary scholar-journalist-PR and communications 

specialist and now - “Expat” International Expert. I had never dreamed about any of these, but if I 

managed to achieve something in any of the given spheres, I’ll dedicate it all to you, my friend, and 

may it bring blessings! What I wanted to write was only a decent saga… alas, no kind of pushing will 

help with that—it has to write itself!            

The Jeep safari drive was a great means to generate adrenalin, but though I don’t know if I really needed 

all that after Afganistan--I still enrolled in the tour to step into a real sand desert. When I jumped over 

its golden hills in a Land Cruiser I screamed and shrieked so much it would be enough for a year in 

Gurian dialect!   Six men were sitting in the car on the back seats speaking Armenian. I wanted to start 

talking to them and was intrigued, but there is no time for that. I’m busy screaming. During the break, 

when we got out of the car to take photos I asked if they were Armenian. They replied mockingly that 

they were terrorists from Nagorno-Karabakh. Only then was I convinced that Armenians would never 

win over Georgians in a competition. How could those six “terrorists” from Armenia imagine that I, a 

small Georgian woman sitting with them in the same jeep, could have arrived from the cradle of 

terrorism – Afghanistan-- with a bag full of grenades …No luck, guys!  

A unique oddity awaited us. When it got dark, as per our program, we were taken to a camp of Bedouins 

to watch a show. What awaited us were camel rides, supper and belly dancing. Carpets were laid around 

the stage; large and small cushions and low, narrow tables. I let myself down on a carpet near the stage. 

The show started with a captivating sufi dance, and then came the tricks, followed by some kind of a 

mystical show and belly dancing at the end. People from all parts of the world had gathered to watch 

all this, here in the United Arab Emirates desert, here in the middle of a safari, in a camp of Bedouins. 

Finally it was announced - “The wonderful, gorgeous, captivating-- Olga!”  

Yes, neither Jamila nor Nazira, Gulchita nor Zemfira –it was Olga, Olga! A thin, muscled, body-builder-

- Olga!!! I thought.  I had heard it in English, but the Master of Ceremonies repeated the Russian name 

with such admiration that all doubts disappeared into the desert sand and were lost. Olga came onstage, 



moved her ass in every direction (which in fact made me lose hope for her). But then, all other inner 

and mysterious voices were covered by the howls, groans and moans of Muslim men. I was indeed right 

when I used to say that Russian tourists had invaded the East, and that the Russian woman is second to 

none in the world! The whole world moans when they look at her, and I wondered why she didn’t 

fascinate me?  “Shoot, I thought enviously--fuck me!” 

The Arab women were wearing the same old black dresses, a veil and scarf.   I could clearly guess who 

belonged to which caste and could do what. There was a special focus on accessories – the bags and 

shoes. Some have such expensive ones and their black dress is adorned with such decorations that no 

western fashion show could compete. Mainly women who are tall, thin, with broad thighs and high 

breasts are dressed this way. We can recognize “the priest in the sack” as we say, and indeed this applies 

to them.  You can’t see anything-- but at the same time everything is totally clear and transparent. 

Forty-two million palm trees have been planted in Dubai and many more are planned, whereas in the 

region of Georgia I am from, palm trees grow without being invited, and they don’t even ask permission 

behind the outhouse in the yard.      

Chapter 26  

I am leaving Dubai like a person condemned, going back to Baron, to the cold, where there’s everything 

except warmth and love --cement walls, barbed wire, machine-gun security at the entrance door, 

cleaning ladies looking at your hands for some pocket money, ambitious “expats” with never-ending 

intrigues and depressions. It has already been the ninth month in that boiling pot where I would also 

almost merge with this respectful ‘expat’ family-- unless you get one powerful slap from above – 

enough! Time to go home--you don’t need to make the entire world’s money!   

“The situation in Georgia has got so sticky that I guess it’s better to stay in embroiled Afghanistan. 

At least here you know definitely that they are shooting, and you aren’t guaranteed anything 100 

per cent. It’s clear who the enemy is, and who the friend. Everything has a clear name here!”   

And the Afghan epopee came to an end. I find it so difficult to put a full stop, especially when at the 

very time I left the Baron a completely new era started—an era of militarization. Security guards with 

Kalashnikovs were assigned to us;  new groups of security were brought in and two new squares were 

being built right in front of our nose, no one knew what for; works were in progress from morning till 

night; during breaks the Afghans played football on the new construction field. This scene reminded 

me of Rambo. You might remember Sylvester Stalone playing horse-ball with Afghan villagers in 

between “breaks” from Russian attacks: the joy, the desire and passion are unmatched as is the shouting, 

yelling and laughter - the calm before the storm… then the new wave of attacks, horses and men smash 

into each other, and with the kids and women . . . what has changed since then? Nothing, everyone is 

still waiting for the same thing. Here war and peace both mean war-- and both are called “peace”.  



On Sunday we had an ice-breaker and a Thanksgiving picnic with the new security team at the Baron 

mall. Plenty of barbeque, hot dogs, apple pie and Coca-Cola-- enough to pour over your head. It was a 

very American picnic and the first time I’d seen the whole security service, including the guards and 

directors, gathered together. The General had such a military resonance that he didn’t even need to 

hold a microphone for his welcome speech. His words resonated like an alarm, deafening my ears.        

His speech was followed by splendid talks given by camouflage-clad military service women. They 

spoke about ISAF’s achievements and expressed their motherly and sister-brotherly love to young 

soldiers. One or two tears twinkled on their cheeks from time to time, and caused emotion and a 

standing ovation by those surrounding them.   What followed was more than an ample amount of food 

and drink. The square was full of music and I thought I was watching a parade, the great parade of 

winning a fair war. We got joyful and happy, kissed each other and hugged, and took photos with the 

soldiers. After about three hours the picnic was over and I started uploading the photos taken at the 

frantic evening into my computer. I thought I would send them to my less-informed Facebook friends, 

but I couldn’t, since at the top of almost every photo a sniper appeared holding a machine gun, a photo 

caught as he walked up and down the roof of our residence building. This was my first and last military 

picnic in Afghanistan, particularly in Baron.      

“My co-worker served in Kabul during the Afghan-Russia war and since then has been talking 

about the beauty of Afghanistan and its attraction. Is that a war syndrome?” – my Moscow 

godchild Kira Andronikashvili was asking me.  

“I can’t say anything about the syndrome, but this country is indeed extremely attractive, 

beautiful in its own way, yet so demolished and devastated now that hardly anything is left of 

its beauty. But before the Russia-Afghan war it was called the Rose of the East and a “melon 

field”.    For 40 years it’s been constantly destroyed and devastated either at the hand of invaders 

or those of its own inhabitants. The old beauty has vanished, though it is still incredibly 

attractive and interesting,” I explained to Kira.  She is a political journalist and interested in 

almost everything about Afghanistan, even from such an unprofessional person as I.        

I really don’t want to talk about packing and preparing to leave. The Afghan employees offered me a 

small farewell party - some coffee and cakes. This was not an official ceremony organized like a “must-

do” thing in the project. I said no to that, arguing that I have a very high opinion of myself and no 

additional lavished praise is required. The small farewell party was organized during a break in an 

extremely intimate and friendly environment where we laughed a lot and joked about each other. We 

also became a little sad. Out of all my friends, only the men were left. My girlfriends left Baron before 

I did – only Diana and Galina were still there, telling funny stories about me.  

When Mina heard I was leaving she organized a party for me in her private residence and invited some 

close friends. It’s the dream of every Baron inhabitant to go to that house –it’s like a museum of Afghan 



culture with its collections of paintings and other pieces of art, and has a very cozy courtyard. This was 

my last evening in Baron.  

That night I strolled around Baron, and don’t remember if I slept calmly, or anxiously...    

I headed to the airport at 6 am. The driver of my armored vehicle was my Afghan friend Heydar. By 

now I could find the way to the airport with my eyes closed. The Kabul-Dubai flights were on time, 

and the flow of people bore me along with incredible calm and no anxiety—I left smoothly to my 

homeland holding just one bag. My luggage traveled separately from me--accumulated over nine and 

a half months--and was transported to Georgia with my Afghan rugs and other memorable items. I was 

leaving one of the most interesting passages of my life behind in Afghanistan, leaving without sharing 

with anyone, departing with the most unusual and strange life experiences following me back to my 

Motherland, still not shared with anyone. I have no idea what to do with this period of my life!  It was 

completely off the beaten path—why does it pierce my heart and mind so much? Yes I really need to 

share it all with somebody. So, get ready and look at Afghanistan through the Baron keyhole!       

I have always known that I was never the helmsman of all my personal life, but I have never had a bad 

helmsman either…on the barren and rough road, he would always lay a thin rug for me so that walking 

on crushed rocks wouldn’t let my feet bleed. This leader of mine let me see a small sign from my 

Motherland in the Kabul airport-- three Georgian pilots! They also, like me, had had their contracts 

terminated and were going back. They had their own stories of Afghanistan —much more varied than 

mine, since they had learned all the corners of Afghanistan by heart, flying their helicopter. I asked 

them lots of questions and they replied with great pleasure. No, they did not serve in the NATO Army 

– they worked for an economic project implemented by an American company. You can guess that 

according to internal regulations they couldn’t name the company.    

“At first, when the alarm sounded we ran away from the barracks to the bunkers, panicked and 

terror-stricken. Then we got used to that so much that at the sound of alarm, we used to turn 

over and keep on sleeping,” Tamaz said, smiling.  

 “Well, that’s great!” I answered. “As for me, I wore out the left corner of my bathroom from 

running in there to put on my helmet.  But couldn’t even lift my bullet-proof vest.”  

“Once, during lunch, an air assault was announced and all the dining room staff fell to the floor, 

but this one--look at him!”   Tamaz pointed to his counterpart.  “The alarm sounded when he 

was heading to the table with a tray. He stopped for a while, looked around, and continued 

picking his way through the employees lying in the floor. He zig-zagged between them, 

stepping over one here and there, holding his tray and shyly murmuring: “excuse me, excuse 

me” to those lying on the floor…”  Tamaz enacted the episode so skillfully that I almost fell 

from my chair, laughing.           



“It is said that in the times of old Soviet aviation Georgian pilots were the best, is that right?” I 

asked.     

“That’s right. Look at them--they are second to none here. Now when we get back we’ll take 

the qualification test--after a short time we will be job-hunted—we’re extremely famous!”  

 “I’m so lucky to travel back home with you,” I exclaimed, and suddenly the Airzena  

representative announced that “due to technical reasons” the flight was postponed for three 

hours.  

The Georgian pilots were happy—they had wanted to buy gifts for their kids. What could they buy in 

Afghanistan!? I was upset, however, and said I wasn’t interested in buying and would watch the bags. 

When they got back, they called the Airzena office to find out what was happening and were told that 

the airplane had only just left Tbilisi.   

“So what did they say happened? I asked.  

“Some parts were out of order and they had to turn back to replace them.”  

“What?”  

“Well. It happens very frequently. No problem.”  

“No problem?! Come on! What if they can’t manage to get back, and what if this new spare part 

also is also out of order?”  

“Hopefully, it won’t be...” 

“And can I only rely on hope?? Come on…” 

“It won’t break, since it will be new.”    

“That’s not a good argument!  No, I’m not flying anywhere.”  

“Well, it would have been better to go with Fly Dubai,” Tamaz lamented.  

“Why?”  

“They have new jets and the flights to Tbilisi are on time.”  

“Didn’t you say Airzena and Georgian pilots are best?! Were you kidding me?”  

“No, what I told you about the pilots is really true.”    

“Oh, you drive me crazy!  I wish you hadn’t called Airzena!” I was in the middle of telling him 

this when boarding was announced, so I stuck to my new acquaintances.  One could think that 



if anything happened they would save me in the air…so I hopelessly staggered onto the Airzena 

plane which had just changed its nuts.  

“Welcome, dear passengers,” the crew announced.  “Our sincere apologies due to unforeseen 

circumstances. Unfortunately, our neighboring state, Iran, blocked us from the flying path for 

three hours.  We will try to partially compensate for the time lost on the way…” 

They said nothing about any technical problem or replacing a damaged part. To the contrary, they kept 

boasting about the modernized Airzena airplanes.   I looked at the pilots sitting a couple of rows behind 

me. They were smiling sweetly, like simpletons… The “black air-humor” had irritated me. I have to 

admit I get annoyed at this kind of humor, and am indeed cross for good reason!  

I did get back to Tbilisi peacefully, and bid my cordial farewell to the Georgian pilots and haven’t heard 

from them since. I hear stories of Afghanistan on TV and my heart goes to my mouth hearing some of 

them.  God, where I had gone and how did I manage to survive?  What was I thinking about when I 

went there? Why, why? For whose sake? For what?  After so many why’s I come to the conclusion that 

one should subtract about 50 % from what has been said and done,  and then according to your mood 

we put back the percentage as desired. What is left-- is the risk factor. Such math is just right for Afghan 

optimism.         

*** 

I thought I’d put a full stop here, but I want to tell you a short Tbilisi-Afghan story that will definitely 

have a continuation.  Don’t worry,  not in written form... I’ll just give you the beginning.  

I met Maia Keburia at the Book House (a literature café at the crossroads of Petriashvili and Gudauri 

streets in Tbilisi). Maya is an art instructor at an international school and she told me that a couple of 

Afghan pupils attend her classes.  

“They are siblings, very gifted and joyful; it is a large family who has lived here for a couple of 

years,” Maya told me.  

“Then give them my phone number and if they wish, they can contact me,” I offered.       

“OK, I will. I think they will really be happy.” 

 “I will be too!” 

A couple of days later, Maya’s student, the Afghan girl, called and said she and her family would be 

happy to meet me, and invited me to her place. She offered to come meet me first, because her family 

was too big for someone to get to know everyone at once. We agreed to meet each other at the Delisi 

subway station on Sunday at 3 in the afternoon.  



A thin, dark teenager, about 15 years old, met me.  Her name was Mahjoob, and her black eyes and 

very typical Afghan smile made me also think of Tajiks. She was accompanied by a younger brother, 

Abid, because of course he would not let his sister walk Tbilisi streets alone. Mahjoob was not wearing 

a scarf and her brother was dressed like an ordinary local teenager.     

Abid led us through an arch into the courtyard. They lived in a four-room apartment on the second 

floor, like a Czech-type apartment, as they are known in Tbilisi. The kids led me into the dining room 

and offered a place on the sofa. There was a low table in front of it, set out with lots of sweets, snacks, 

candies, nuts and fruits. Abid went out and two of his older sisters entered – Rabia and Amena. They 

sat side by side and fired questions at me like from a machine gun: Did Afghans make you love our tea? 

Did you like Kabul? Where I had been besides Kabul? How many kids do I have? Why did you go to 

Afghanistan? … etc.  

“I’ve always loved tea - long before going to Afghanistan. Afghan people made me love 

Afghanistan –that’s why today I’m here,” I said, and the words just burst from the bottom of 

my heart…”I never got out of Kabul, and to be honest, even in Kabul I only visited a couple of 

places…I have one son, three grandchildren and—shamelessly--have been writing Afghan 

stories…”  

Abid came back dressed in another jersey and jeans. He sat on the edge of the sofa while the girls 

brought the family album to look through. An older woman wearing a scarf came in.  

“This is my grandma, Kobra,” said Majoob. I had already seen Afghan grandmas at the Baghee-

zazana (Women’s Garden in Kabul). They were very similar to Akie-Bibi (my husband’s 

Muslim grandmother)—delicate as butterflies, modest, and they sing sweetly. Kobra addressed 

me in Dari and I answered with some grammar mistakes. However, she was glad I could 

understand what she said as she didn’t speak any other languages than Dari and Pashtu.        

So, my Dari classes turned out to be very useful! I could really understand Kobra’s simple narrative, 

and this made me very proud of myself. I boasted that I already knew how to read and write. Grandma 

pointed to the table and asked me to eat something. She herself sat in the corner of the divan next to 

Abid, and while I was leafing through the family album, Mahjoob brought in a laptop.   

“Here I have photos of my cousin’s wedding. Have you ever been to a wedding in Afghanistan? 

Are you interested?” 

“Very much so! I saw a wedding once on the video, but the men’s room only--regarding the 

women’s part I only have information from books. I heard that your make-up changes your 

appearance so much that no one can recognize you. Is that true?” 

“Yes, that’s true. Lots of make-up, jewelry, gold and lots of golden bracelets, large medallions, 

heavy necklaces. Rings with precious stones. The wedding lasts two days. On the first day – the 



bride should definitely wear a green dress, like it is on the photo, and the second day – a white 

dress or any other color, white is the more common and accepted standard, approximately like 

this one on the photo . . .” 

“Well! Is all that jewelry really gold?!”  

“Right. Pure gold!”     

“This kind of makeup must have taken a lot of time and skill!”  

“We have real wedding makeup masters in Afghanistan. Look – how pretty she is!” 

The bride, like a Middle Eastern folk band star dressed in luxurious clothes, smiled back at me from 

the photo. In the next photo she was in a national costume; in the following one – a short European 

dress with a deep décolleté and in the next – an Indian sari. It was all the gold and jewelry that was 

more eye-catching than the clothes, even with all their glorious style, quantity, and quality.   

“What wealth! I can’t even imagine it is Afghanistan!” slipped from my lips.  

“My mom and dad were so poor when they go married that dad wore somebody else’s clothes 

at their wedding and the wedding itself was celebrated in his friend’s apartment. Dad studied 

law in Moscow. When he got back, he stayed unemployed for a long time, then he started 

working for UNICEF and gradually things got better and better. Now he has a good salary, 

working in the UNICEF office in Sudan.”        

“How did you end up here in Georgia?”  

“He came here in 2008 during the August war as a UN observer for two years and brought us 

with him. We all attend international schools and half of our tuition is paid by the UN, while 

my father pays the other half. Mom doesn’t work and looks after the younger ones. She’ll serve 

us tea in a moment--she has plenty of free time. Ask her, and she will teach you Dari. She used 

to be a school teacher in Kabul. Or come to us more often and Grandma will make you learn 

it, because she speaks no English and loves talking.”     

“I like speaking with older people too, as they tell the most interesting stories. I like your house; 

are those carpets from Kabul?”  

“No. They belong to the landlord. We brought these little ones. You know, we like eating on 

the floor and the carpet.”   

“I know, I saw it too, the shop assistants used to dine on the rug during their lunch break in the 

carpet shop. I would like to invite you all to my house and show you all my Afghan things.”   

“When? You know we don’t eat pork or drink alcohol…” 



“Yes, I know you don’t eat pork, but I don’t agree with you about alcohol. My Afghan 

acquaintances also used to say they don’t drink, but they always enjoyed my vodka a lot.”  

“My dad also drinks vodka,” giggled Majoob.  

“What else could he learn from the Russians?” I asked.  

 Even Grandma Kobra laughed at that and nodded. It appeared that the younger grandchild had 

translated my and Majoob’s English conversation.  

“Aziz Jan!” -- She said sweetly with so much warmth and love. It was her son’s name.    

“Here comes Mom!” -- shouted the girls. A beautiful young woman with a shawl over her head 

and shoulders came in. She smiled and told Majoob something at length.   

“This is my mom, Marzia, and my brother Yusuf. Mom is apologizing for not meeting you at 

home but soon we are going to Afghanistan, and she had to do shopping. We will have tea now 

and will be at your disposal.”  

“Don’t bother yourselves, please! You have made me feel like I am at home, no problem. Hi, 

Marzia, hi, Yusuf, you are a real Afghan young man! How old are you?”   

“Soon I’ll be 15.”  

“Do you like it here? Have you made friends?”  

“Yes, I do. I have friend at school and a couple of boys in the neighborhood too.” 

“Do you like Tbilisi boys? Do you understand them?”  

“Yes, there are good and, well--all kinds. I have good friends, but to be honest, I spend more 

time with my sisters and brothers, and help Mom. 

 I thought Yusuf must have green eyes, or were they dark blue?  I couldn’t really tell.  He is dark, 

medium sized, classically built, a typically handsome Afghan guy – a man, head of the family.      

Rabia and Amena brought in the kettle and poured tea. We talked about this and that, and then finally 

I invited them all to my place for lunch the next Sunday. They were thrilled and promised to come. 

Then I kissed all the females of the family according to Afghan custom. Then, I put the palm of my 

right hand on my breast and bowed slightly to the men.     

Immediately upon getting back home, I sent an e-mail to Diana, Vesna and Martina about my Afghan-

Tbilisi family. All three were extremely interested and wrote back that they were looking forward 

impatiently to the news about the Sunday party. I was also looking forward to seeing my new friends 

again. I bought a kilo of all the nuts, pistachios, dried fruit and traditional cookies that I found in the 



Goodwill Supermarket. I added cakes too, but I didn’t dare try to cook dinner for the moody and tender 

Afghans. They do not like other people’s cuisine, which I knew for sure. Well, to be more precise, it’s 

not that they don’t like it—they just do not trust it. This is why I created a sweets and soft drinks 

“supra” (banquet table).       

My guests--invited to come at 7:00 p.m.-- came exactly, with Afghan punctuality, at  9:00 p.m. sharp.  

I was already calling Mahjoob on her mobile, wondering if anything happened to them on the way but 

her phone was out of the coverage area...probably in the metro?  Then I recalled the Afghan traditional 

sense of punctuality, and just waited. Just when I had calmed down, the visitors arrived.  

Only the female part of the family came, however--the grandmother, the mother, two sisters and 

Mahjoob. I knew that the men who had accompanied them wouldn’t follow them in, so these 

traditional Afhgan women were to meet a very emancipated, democratic and happy-go-lucky husband 

of mine, at my place – a Tbilisi-molded Ukrainian.   

The real surrealism started right away- Me, the Afghan grandma, Majoob, her sisters and then Vadik, 

my husband, who--with his guitar—later struck up “Ochi Chernie”, a gypsy song! The older generation 

there wore shawls --and I am sure that for the first time in their life they regretted they hadn’t worn 

the burka!  Could they have ever imagined they would be greeted by the “head of the family” that way? 

Indeed, something unnatural was happening around them. Vadik was trying his best to entertain the 

women, running around them, continuously offering them something, showing them his personal and 

family albums. He drank tea with us too in the company of women, talked about politics, the 

international situation, the world economic crisis and global warming-- and when he hadn’t yet had 

enough, he did the ultimate– got out the guitar, wearing his bow tie.     

Waiting for a miracle, my guests became silent. More relaxed, Vadika started to play “Ochi Chornie” 

langorously, then “Ex raz, escho raz”. I looked discreetly at the guests. The little girls watched with 

glittering, happy eyes; Mahjoob was smiling awkwardly; and the mother and grandmother were 

making everyone stay calm and quiet by giving them looks. When I saw this I burst out laughing 

heartily and the Afghans followed my lead, more timidly. I realized they would have given their lives 

for one burst of laughter, and I made them do so – I was laughing so hysterically that my sides and head 

hurt. They seemed to be waiting for this signal, and then they almost died of laughter. Trying to hide 

her laughs, the grandmother hid her face in her scarf. We laughed like crazy a few minutes then were 

finally exhausted, and rested on the sofa.    

Once all the curtains and barriers between us had been lifted, a wonderful calm settled over us.  Vadik 

was satisfied, yet continued to clown, and from time to time kissed the Afghan grandmother on her 

hand. She paid no attention any more--the sea of warmth had overflowed, and now as I write these 

words, I see the honey-like smile of Grandma Kobra before me. No, it was not surreal– it was real—

authentic satisfaction and complete relaxation.     



I talked to Vesna by Skype yesterday. She had gone back to Afghanistan and started working for one 

of the new UN projects. She told me a “funny” story. It seems that an Afghan man fell in love with a 

married woman in their department, and wrote her a love message by sms. The woman got angry and 

told her husband. The husband acted in a civilized way--instead of cutting the throat of the one had 

humiliated his honor, he reported the affront directly to the wife’s admirer’s boss, the United Nations. 

The guilty party was given a trial in a mock court set up by their department.  Sending the SMS to a 

married woman was assessed as sexual harassment; and he was dismissed from his job. If you ask me, 

he got off very lightly. What’s more unreal and hilarious is the fact that this man had two wives at 

home, a Tajik and a Pashtu. One spoke Dari and the other spoke Pashtu. They couldn’t understand 

anything each other said, and couldn’t communicate except through the husband. So, what could he 

do?  He started to look for a woman who would speak both languages (Dari and Pashtu).  He searched 

a long time, and then found the solution he came up with and dug out -- you see for yourself.  It would 

have been really hilarious if it weren’t so sad (as the Georgian saying goes)!  

Vesna and I laughed so much about this story that my Skype almost exploded. I wonder what the 

reaction would have been if my Afghan friends had heard this? Would they have burst out laughing 

like they did when they listened to Vadik’s “Ochi Chornie”? I will definitely try to see if they will. 

Now they are all on holiday in Kabul. As soon as they are back, the first thing I’ll do will be to tell them 

this story.      

 Epilogue  

A middle-aged Georgian man called at my door yesterday, saying he had served in Afghanistan, asking 

for help. I told him that I had just returned from Afghanistan. “How can I help you?”,  I asked him. He 

asked if I had any empty bottles or change. I didn’t have any bottles. He didn’t enter the house, but 

took the money. He had participated in the Soviet Union-Afghanistan war in the 80s. He was very thin, 

with a long beard. I told him something about our guys serving in Afghanistan today and something 

about Kabul. I could see that he was shy, and in a hurry to leave. I didn’t ask his name; I knew for sure 

he wouldn’t tell me... I said a warm goodbye and he went his way. I had heard that someone who 

served in the Soviet army in Afghanistan was wandering the city begging, so he had finally come to 

my place, too... He could not have imagined I would meet him here, with my share of Afghanistan.   

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


