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It is 7 pm at my home in Hawaii. I am dialling

in on Skype. A teacher at the American

University of Afghanistan in Kabul answers on

the other end and welcomes me to her

classroom, where it is 9 am. About 30 young

women sit patiently on several rows of folding

chairs in a modern-looking classroom. The

teacher tells me some of them showed up an

hour early, excited to meet the English

teacher from the United States. 

   As the teacher addresses her students in

Dari Persian, the language common to most

Afghans, I take in my students. The first thing I

notice is the brightly coloured hijab, or head

scarves, worn by all of the women. They come

in all fabrics and patterns - stripes, prints,

solids, even leopard print. I don't know these

women, but their fashion choices have already

shown me a glimpse of the personality of each

wearer. Already my impressions of them are

individual, rather than collective. I see them

now as stylish and attentive to their

appearance, rather than dour and uniform as

I had been raised to imagine observant

women in the Arabic world looked. I'm relieved 
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none of them wears a burkha; I am happy to

be able to see each of their faces.

   I open the class by introducing myself and

telling them how inspired I am by their 

 commitment. I ask them to take a moment to

read the poem in English that their teacher

has handed out: 'Coffee Cups' by Susan

Baugh. In the poem, the poet remembers

drinking coffee with her grandmother when

she was a child. Through subtle details, she

gradually reveals to the reader that her

grandmother was blind. When the women

have finished reading the poem, I read it

aloud to them and then launch into a short

discussion. I am interested to see at what

point in the poem they were given enough

clues to understand that the grandmother

was blind. They are eager to participate and

raise their hands to offer responses to my

questions. Quickly, I realise, the poem is too

subtle for their level of English. All or most of

them missed the clues entirely. As I explain,

they begin to understand.

US, they did the same thing. It's hard for

people to give themselves permission to write

whatever comes. The internal pressure to

write something good on the first try can be

intense.

   When the writing period is up, I ask for

volunteers to share what they wrote. It's a big

class, so not all will get to read. I'm impressed

by their eagerness. Several of the young

women come up to the computer. it's

wonderful to see them up close, to look them

in the eye, knowing they live far across the

world in a country and culture I can't really

imagine - or that I think I can imagine, but

that I know I'm probably mostly wrong about.

I T ' S  W O N D E R F U L  T O  S E E  T H E M  U P  C L O S E ,  T O  L O O K  T H E M  I N

T H E  E Y E ,  K N O W I N G  T H E Y  L I V E  F A R  A C R O S S  T H E  W O R L D  I N  A

C O U N T R Y  A N D  C U L T U R E  I  C A N ' T  R E A L L Y  I M A G I N E

   I wrap up the discussion and jump ahead to

the writing assignment. I describe how the

poet uses a physical object as a vehicle for

revealing things about her grandmother, and

I ask them to write for 15 minutes about an

object they associate with a person, using the

object to reveal details about the person. I

instruct them to keep their pens moving

without staring into space thinking.

Nevertheless, many of them stare into space

thinking. I'm used to this. When I taught

creative writing to high school students in the
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Freshta. I am reminded of the soft drink from

my childhood, Fresca, which was light, bubbly

and lemon-lime flavoured. Freshta is light,

bubbly and refreshing like her name, and she

endears herself to me immediately. But her

story is neither light nor bubbly. She tells me

that for her object she chose a banana and

I'm intrigued. She goes on to say that she

associates the banana with a little girl, a

stranger, she saw in the marketplace. As she

reads the story to me, I'm impressed by the

fluency of her English. 

One day, she narrates, she was walking in

the open market with her sister, when ahead 
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In most of the stories I hear, the chosen

objects are predictable: a piece of clothing, a

mug, or other household items that remind

the writer of her beloved mother, father, sister,

aunt. I'm not sure whether their level of

English has forced them to keep it simple, or

whether they believe that I expect them to

mimic my example rather than take off in a

new direction. Perhaps their educational

system - like the American educational system

I was raised in - has roped them into mimicry,

squelching their imaginations and

discouraging originality. Or perhaps domestic

life and family are forefront in their culture

and, thus, their minds.

   In the midst of all of the mothers and aunts 

and teacups and vases, one story stands out

as unique. A young woman approaches the

computer and introduces herself. Her name is 

I T  F E E L S  L I K E  A  P R I V I L E G E  T O  H A V E  O F F E R E D  H E R

T H E  I N S P I R A T I O N  T O  S H A R E  H E R  S T O R Y

of them she spotted a little girl and her father.

As they passed a fruit stall, the little girl said

she was hungry and asked her father for a

banana. Her father scolded her harshly,

saying they had no money for such luxuries.

Freshta turned to her sister. 'I'm going to buy

a banana for that little girl.'

A look of fear came over her sister's face.

'Don't get involved,' she urged. 'That father

has a temper. You don't know what he will do.'

Freshta remained undeterred. She couldn't

bear the look of disappointment on the girl's

face or the knowledge of how it felt to have a

hungry belly. She bought the banana from the

stall, cautiously caught up to the little girl and

waited for her opportunity. When the father

looked away, she offered the banana to the

little girl, whose smile as she accepted the gift

brightened Freshta's day. 

   Freshta puts down her paper and looks at

me, eager for my reaction. I tell her I am 

moved by her compassion and courage in 
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helping the little girl, despite the risk of the

father's temper. I say that the world needs

more people like her, who lead from the heart.

   Freshta comes to life and elaborates on her

story; her spoken English is better, even, than

her writing. This young woman is a bright

light, and in her compassion and courage I

imagine she will not be content to simply find

a path that serves just her. It's clear she needs

to make a difference, to ease the suffering of

others. It feels like a privilege to have offered

her the inspiration to share this story and to

have held the space for us all to have heard it

and been moved by it. 

I T ' S  W O N D E R F U L  T O  S E E  T H E M  U P  C L O S E ,  T O  L O O K  T H E M  I N

T H E  E Y E ,  K N O W I N G  T H E Y  L I V E  F A R  A C R O S S  T H E  W O R L D  I N  A

C O U N T R Y  A N D  C U L T U R E  I  C A N ' T  R E A L L Y  I M A G I N E
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I T ' S  W O N D E R F U L  T O  S E E  T H E M  U P  C L O S E ,  T O  L O O K  T H E M  I N

T H E  E Y E ,  K N O W I N G  T H E Y  L I V E  F A R  A C R O S S  T H E  W O R L D  I N  A

C O U N T R Y  A N D  C U L T U R E  I  C A N ' T  R E A L L Y  I M A G I N E
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