Kabul 14 August 2021
‘The Students are going to take over the whole country’, Father said after coming home from his work. ‘We cannot stay.’
I’m Rabia and I’m 10 years old, my brother Abdul is only 4 so he still goes to play school. My dad was a teacher and he speaks good English. He often talks of the time when the Students were running the country. They tried to make him teach Halal at the school, that’s a word that was used for the right way of doing things, but that all changed he says. It meant that I go to school and I didn’t need to cover my whole face when I go out.
Of course I don’t remember those times, but Mama does and she has been crying a lot the last few days as we listened and watched the news. Why did the soldiers leave us, Pader asks over and over again. He is speaking now much more in English. I can mostly understand what he says, but Abdul just looks strangely at him as if he’s a stranger. 
My mama is Khalida and she works in a beauty parlour in the centre of the town. But not the last few days. She remembers being taught Halal when she was at college doing her course and how the young women listened but said nothing. Then the soldiers arrived from America and chased the Students away. And Father was asked to help interpret for them.
 But now the Students are coming back. I’m frightened at how they look in the newspapers with their guns and long beards. Mama says they are not far away now. Already pictures on billboards are being painted over with emulsion. If we leave next week it will be one of the busiest weeks of our lives.
Two days later we hear from the British Council that there will be a place for us on the plane going to England. Father shows us the visa; it is all in English including our names which feels strange. But it is up to us to get ourselves to Kabul airport and the Taliban are getting close. 
That night we start to pack, but it is not easy. We are only allowed the one piece of luggage. Abdul is going to take the schoolbag that Mama had just bought him for starting school next year. I have to help him because he only wants to take his toys. Mama says we must also pack our best clothes, but we will have to leave many things behind. I decide to take my English reading book and an exercise book to practise writing English letters.
I want to tell my best friend at school, Sowayba, that we are going to England tomorrow, and maybe my teacher. No, no, says Father. He is almost shouting at me. 
‘If anyone else hears about this we shall all be in great danger. Tell no-one. Just act normally.’
That night we are ready to go. By driving at night we can complete the journey to the airport much quicker. We all get in the car, my parents in the front. Through the back window we see our house leaving us. Mama has brought her jewellery but she is dressed in a long abaya rather than her usual skirt and Father is wearing the kind of clothes that grandpa wears. It is like the days of old photographs when Halal was being taught.
Suddenly as we head out of our town we are confronted by the blazing headlights of several trucks coming towards us. They are army trucks but these are not the soldiers who once protected us. Behind them we can see the pickups overloaded with Taliban fighters, shaking guns and some shooting into the air. Father takes a sharp turn right and we manage to head north on the road towards the airport. My mother is crying again, and I have to comfort Abdul. It is only three days since we heard the news and the fighters are here already. 
Father drives faster than usual overtaking cars all leaving our town. Soon we arrive at the airport car park where we must leave the car.  It is still dark but there are bright lights  everywhere. We hear the roar of a big airplane over the other side of the high wall. Even though it is very early There are crowds of noisy people here. There are no soldiers of any kind to be seen. We hoped to walk to one of the gates and allowed through with the visa. But there are so many people like us waving their pieces of paper. 
I help Abdul on with his satchel and he grips my hand and looks up at me. Then we all hold hands.
‘Let’s go’ says Father.
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