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Chapter 1 – Echoes of Grief

Mary paused in front of the big double-door entrance, dread rising in her throat and cramping her stomach. Stiffening her determination, the woman put her hand forward, noticing how much it shook. I promised myself I would do this, she said to herself. I know with every fiber of my being that I have to get past this stuck place in my life, and the watchfulness and sympathy drenched interaction from my relatives and friends is more than I can bear.

A voice directly behind her startled her into jumping. “I came since you made me promise. Do not dare to weasel out now yourself!” It was her oldest friend, Jean, speaking in the deadened voice that had replaced her typically melodic tone. Knowing what she would see, Mary turned around.

A stranger looking at Jean would have seen a perfectly groomed woman with blonde hair and chocolate brown eyes. What her friend saw was something else.

This person was a faint shadow of the dynamic perfectionist that kept an immaculate home and served gourmet meals for snacks. It certainly was not the sharp-eyed local club champion with the sharpshooter rating in both pistol and long gun. Instead, it was a woman with soul-deep pain peeking out of her bloodshot eyes and shoulders slumped after a lifetime of standing tall and proud.

Forcing a smile on her face, Mary said in a deliberately cheerful tone, “Well, now that you are here, we can go in together. You know we always do better as a team!” Side-by-side, the two women pushed open the double doors and walked through.

Jean and Mary came to an abrupt halt as the hallway’s filtered light was instantly transformed by the bright sunlight coming in through the many windows of a large chamber. The room was sparsely furnished, containing only a circle of chairs spaced roughly six feet apart.

Several tables were set up around the perimeter of the room, and Mary could see where coats and bags had been piled on one while a coffee maker and cups had been placed on another one. Mary thought to herself, Do all support groups have to look the same? Identical seating arrangements and so-called refreshments just remind those of us here that we have been in similar places, and none of those helped with the pain. Why should this one be any different?

Mary let no sign of her burgeoning despair show on her face, instead allowing the strangers in the room to see her small, restrained smile. The woman was very conscious of her friend standing next to her, panting in fear and valiantly fighting a panic attack.

Before either of the women could say anything, a gangly, very young woman dressed in a pair of comfortable jeans and a loose shirt bounced to her feet and came toward them, exclaiming in pleasure, “Hi! You must be Mary and Jean! I am Susanna, the therapist assigned to this group, and I am pleased that you made it.”

However young she looked, Susanna was quite good at getting the group organized. Ensuring that Jean and Mary were settled in their chairs, the young therapist called the session to order. First, she explained that each of them was recovering from a catastrophic loss. Mentioning that only those that had experienced such a brutal wound to their lives could empathize with each other and have a chance of providing joint support, Susanna then asked them to introduce themselves.

The young therapist started off the round of introductions, saying in her energetic way, “As I said, my name is Susanna. I am a licensed and qualified grief counselor and hold a Master’s degree in psychology. This is my fourth year of working as a professional, so do not let my youthful appearance deceive you.”

Looking around the room, which stayed totally quiet, the young woman asked, “Do any of you have questions for me?” Driven by a sense of stubbornness, Mary decided to go with her gut-level urges and raised her hand. Looking pleased, Susanna said, “Yes, Mary? What would you like to know?”

Controlling her voice to keep it from becoming strident, Mary asked firmly, “Thank you for telling us your qualifications. However, that does not tell us about you. Who is Susanna, the person to whom we are supposed to bare our souls? Do we even have common experience points to form a connection? Telling us about your education does not let us know who you are as a person. If I am going to make myself vulnerable in front of you, I want to know something more about your likes and dislikes, goals and aspirations.”

Unexpectedly, the pale, dark-haired woman sitting next to Mary chimed in, demanding in almost an angry tone, “She is right! Do you love cats, hate dogs? What do you do for a hobby, and do you have people you love more than life itself? How can we tell you the pain inside of us if we do not know if you have any inkling of what we are feeling?”

Susanna appeared initially startled with Mary’s response, although she became more thoughtful as the other woman spoke. Slowly, Susanna responded, looking like she was rapidly reevaluating what she had planned on saying. “Naomi and Mary, you have made some valid points. Although I have never tried being that open in one of these groups, I am willing to do that if you will promise me that you will try to return the favor.”

Glancing around the circle of chairs, Mary could see that the exchange and Susanna’s words had caught everyone’s attention. Before this, each woman was locked into her own world, isolated from her neighbors. Many had been sitting with clasped hands and staring fixedly at them or the floor. Others stared off into an infinite distance. It was apparent that none of them wanted to be in the room and going through this exercise.

Now the energy in the room had changed, and everyone was looking at Susanna. Taking a deep breath, the therapist started again, saying, “I became a psychologist and grief counselor because I endured my own catastrophic loss and needed help to get past it. The feeling of reconnecting with the people around me was so appreciated that I wanted to help other people find that same healing.

“I lost both my parents when I was eleven years old. The car crash that killed them and my brother left me completely untouched. I remember the maelstrom of anger, denial, and fear that consumed me, and I lashed out at everyone around me and even attempted to commit suicide.

“My father’s parents rescued me, nurturing and supporting me through angry, hurtful days where I screamed at God in a fury and drove away anyone trying to be a friend. Their love and care encouraged me as I slowly grew back to a healthier place. But that loving environment was also ripped away from me when they died in a house fire while I was away at college.”

Mary’s eyes brimmed with tears as she heard the echoes of pain and loss that still existed in the young therapist. She could see that all the others in the circle were also feeling the pain, truly looking at the young woman and empathizing.

The older woman opened her mouth without thinking and began to speak, “Fourteen months and three days ago, a Marine officer came to my front door and informed me that my only son had been killed in Afghanistan. My heart shattered, and I turned to my husband for comfort, only to see him collapse onto the floor.

“The shock and the hurt of our loss killed him. It was a massive heart attack, and there was no hope of saving him. In just a few moments, my life went from the comfort of a loving family to an icy fog where no one remained who cared about me.”

Almost whispering, the dark-haired woman sitting next to Mary began to speak even though tears ran nonstop down her face. “Nine months ago, my husband, Harold, died after fighting colon cancer for two years. Even though we knew it was coming, all of the preparations we had made and the talks we had about me continuing to live life after his death did not matter.

“I was devastated and could not tolerate being around other people. I tried to do things that I loved to do but could not even look at my cameras because they reminded me of our photo shooting vacations. I could not even go back to working with the Girl Scouts. The girls’ happy laughter wounded me, and I knew my dark mood was not helping them.”

Almost shouting, Jean spoke up, the tortured note in her voice snapping Susanna’s head around and bringing Mary to her feet, ready to run toward her friend. The young therapist made a sharp motion, demanding all but the agonized woman’s attention. A firm expression on her face, the young counselor assertively gestured Mary back to her chair before gazing back at where Jean was curved over her grief, tears pouring down her face. Responding to the young woman's professional posture and actions, Mary sat back down, even as her own tears trickled down.

Blurting out the words of her pain, Jean snarled, “At least your loved ones did not make a choice to leave you! They did not kill themselves in a public place after pinning a note to their suit jacket explaining that they could not take the pressure of having to be perfect any longer.”

Collapsing into a sobbing lump on the floor, Jean whispered in a pain-filled croak, “The people that you lost did not try to take your heart and dissect it. They did not do as much damage as they could to you when they left. They did not walk into a busy plaza at noon in a business area and shoot their brains out.”
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Chapter 2 – Sharpness of Anger

Unable to hold back any longer, Mary stumbled across the floor to where Jean knelt and flung her arms around her friend. She was joined by Susanna and a motherly-looking woman with gray-streaked red hair and pale, freckled skin.

Jean was surrounded by comforting arms and whispered words of care and love. The woman did not acknowledge the others around her, lost in her deep pain and agonized thoughts.

However, her sobs paused as the redheaded woman patting her back began to speak. “Both of my babies were killed when a tired trucker sideswiped my neighbor’s car. It was her turn to pick up all of our children, and I was home making their favorite chocolate chip cookies when the tanker smashed them into the side of the road and exploded into flames, killing all of them.

“My husband and I clung to each other, but only a few days after the funeral, I woke up to find that he was gone. He disappeared without a trace, and I worried about where he was for months as I tried to keep going. Finally, I got an anonymous email informing me that he was never coming back. My heart broke again when I realized he had chosen to abandon me.”

Susanna reached out her arm to circle the other woman’s shoulders, murmuring comfortingly, saying that other people in her life loved her. The redheaded woman raised her head and stared straight at the therapist, saying, “I know that even if everyone else is gone, my twin sister is there for me. But that does not change the rest of the agony.”

Suddenly, almost shouting, the woman demanded, “Did the presence of others in your life help you when your grandparents died? Did you feel any less pain? Tell me how long it took until you did not feel this burning inside of you!”

Susanna looked abashed, reluctantly admitting, “No, at the time, it did not help. It was a long period before the pain lessened enough for me to acknowledge the others in my life who loved me. My decision to focus on the good parts was a conscious one, but ultimately led to my healing.”

Another woman came to stand next to the growing huddle on the ground. Mary’s startling recognition of what could only be the twin sister that had just been mentioned opened her eyes wide as the woman began to speak. “Pam, you know you have people that love you. Sister, you are the other half of my soul, and I would be devastated beyond belief without you.”

The enraged woman responded to her sister, half-shouting, “My babies are gone! Patty, the man that I thought would love me forever, has decided I am too much trouble and that being with me will make him feel things that he does not want!”

Looking both conflicted and exhausted, the standing woman said in a conversational tone, “I am not sure that you classify my loss as catastrophic. I run an upscale restaurant, and my partner and fiancé of ten years had been with me through the founding of the business and our expansion. Without any warning whatsoever, he chose to leave me for somebody else.”

Susanna spoke up, saying nervously, “All losses can rip us. Just because someone did not die does not make any less of a need for mourning and grief.”

Patty immediately responded in a dead-sounding voice, “Well, he did die. He was killed in a drive-by shooting, even though we were again talking about getting back together. It left me with no resolution, no closure. This has left me resenting my entire career. It feels like my job, my avocation, has stolen my life. It is gotten to the point that I cannot cook. Even the thought of being in the kitchen fills me with nausea and dread.”

Catching her breath in a sob of empathy, the young therapist offered softly, “It was thoughtless of me to try to summarize your feelings with labels. I know better. I apologize to all of you for trying to minimize the agony that you are going through. All I can say is that I will try to do better and to please not give up on your healing just because my skills were less than you needed.”

The oldest woman in the room, someone with ink-dark skin and tightly curled white hair, finally spoke for the first time. Tears pouring down her face, the woman let her words flow, “My Marine son was killed in Iraq multiple years ago. My husband had been dead for four long years, but I structured my life around my son. He was supposed to get married when he returned from his last tour, but he was killed several days before its end. My days are empty, and my mind refuses to work. Others have forgotten him, going on with their own lives.

“Even his fiancée has moved on, marrying another man and carrying his child. I do not know how to let go, to move. I keep thinking of what I have lost and what he would be doing or saying today. The echoes of his voice haunt me, and I am not sleeping or remembering to eat because I am so lost in that shadowy world of lost possibilities.”

Mary stood up, letting go of Jean. She turned and walked over toward the old woman. Laying a gentle hand on her shoulder, Mary said, “I do not know either. Perhaps, just perhaps, we can guide each other down the road to less pain. Not forgetting our loved ones, but regaining the ability to live our lives.”

The final woman in their group had been crying and staring at them as they each had spoken. As the silence stretched out, Mary could see the woman gathering her courage to talk and waited patiently.

At last, the nervous woman announced, “Sitting here, I realize that all of your losses are greater than mine. My name is Connie, and I have been part of a gaming group for more than fifteen years. I never married, and I have no children, so my friends were all I had. Returning one night from a game that was hosted at my house, the car carrying my friends was involved in an accident, and all three of them were killed.”

Mary murmured in response, “Connie, my name is Mary, and it sounds like your loss was just as catastrophic in your life as ours were to us. We are not trying to find who has the most significant pain but instead look for a path that brings us all peace.”

Now starting to sob inconsolably, the brown-haired woman explained, saying, “I was so happy being part of a solid group of friends. Then, instantly they have been wiped off the face of the earth. How do I go on from there? I have my work, but there is no joyful anticipation, no socialization, no plans. The other people that I am around do not care about things that are important to me. I tried going to gaming groups, but they are all made of young people who have their whole lives left and do not realize that there are dangers out there. They look at me with unbelieving eyes, incapable of seeing me as anything but old.”

To Mary’s surprise, there were soggy chuckles from several of the women in the room. Jean put words to speech for all of them when she said, “I do not think you will find a disagreement anywhere in this room, sister. It also makes me feel very grateful to my friend Mary, who insisted that I come with her today. Without her firmly applied foot to my backside, I would never have found people who understand where I am coming from and the difficulty of trivializing the experience and blithely moving on.”

Clearing her throat awkwardly, Susanna pulled them out of the depths of their shared grief, announcing that there were coffee and cookies available. She encouraged them to get up and mingle, although very few people were actively looking for someone with whom to talk. Feeling a tentative connection to the women, Mary made a point to exchange at least a few words with each one of them.

Confident that she had mentally stored away their names, the woman circulated, sporadically offering an exchange of cell phone numbers. Mary headed over toward the refreshment tables on the side. Looking down in dismay at the coffee pot, Mary thought to herself, This looks more like the sludge at the bottom of an oil pan than it does a potable beverage.

Susanna knew that the coffee was terrible and held out a decorative tin of cookies in a big rush of compensation movements. More to be polite than anything else, each of the women took one of the cookies, holding it uncomfortably in their hands before taking a single bite.

The young therapist blushed even more deeply red, finally admitting in a small voice, “I know the coffee is horrible and the cookies are not much better. I never have drunk coffee, so if someone could take charge of making the coffee for the next meeting, it would probably relieve all of you. I will try to buy a better tin of cookies, and that should help.”

Patty had been staring at the sludge in her coffee cup in disgust for a little while. After Susanna’s words, the woman lifted her head and looked around the group, saying, “I can manage the coffee for the next few meetings.”

As if from a long distance away, Mary heard her own voice emerge saying words, feeling as if someone else had taken control, leaving her as an observer. Astonished, the observer Mary listened as this alternate persona volunteered to make cookies instead of trying a different brand. A round of relieved laughter made its way around the group, and Mary found herself smiling.

It was an unfettered smile, fragile but genuine. The unexpected expression stretched Mary’s base features, leading her to wonder, When was the last time I actually smiled? The expression feels so foreign to my face. When did I cut out all the people that would typically be in my life and part of my everyday routine?

No voice answered her, and Mary snapped her attention back to the wrap-up of the group therapy session. Susanna was just telling them to be kind to each other and themselves each day and that she would look forward to seeing everybody the following week at the same time. Almost in a disassociated state, Mary made her way out of the chamber, stopping to exchange phone numbers and emails with the rest of the group.

Emerging from the building, Mary found herself standing on the broad steps that led down to the curb. Jean was at her side, standing silently but companionably there. Mary had not yet found her voice again, and after a moment of stretched out silence, Jean asked, “Would you come walk with me? We are right next to a beautiful foot and bike path. Let us just walk for a while and let our minds sort through what we just experienced.” Maintaining her silence, Mary nodded her head and began to walk towards the pathway. Jean followed.

Walking next to each other, the two women felt no need to talk. Without expectations or plans, the two long-term friends found their steps matching and drew comfort from the singularity of mind that comes from relationships forged in a hot fire.

Spying an unoccupied bench, Mary was the first to sink down wordlessly on the left end. A split-second later, Jean sat down with a thump on the right. The river that they watched flowed serenely, swirling around the rocks and irregular shoreline. Waterfowl paddling up against the current and gliding down with it in their daily gathering of food showed the women that despite the tension and fury wrapped around their hearts and heads that life continued.

Time stretched out, with the sun approaching the horizon and the gathering shadows starting to coalesce. Still, Jean and Mary sat, lost in their own thoughts but hyperaware of the other sitting beside them.

So softly that someone standing more than five steps away from the bench would not have heard any sound, Mary sighed, feeling the release of a sharp tightness in her chest. Instinctively the woman knew it was one of the dreaded judgmental “should” that restricted people’s lives and refused to mourn its passing.

Another timeless interval past and the sound of the same release came from Jean’s mouth. Out of the corner of her eye, Mary noticed that her friend had her head cradled in her hands and reached out a comforting arm to pull the quivering body of her friend closer.

They stayed that way until dusk had almost completely turned to night. With the synchronous movement of long-term good friends, the two women got up to walk back toward the car wordlessly. After all, what do you say to someone who understands your heart better than you do yourself?
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Chapter 3 – Stitching Life Together

Jean honked her horn gently, and the front door opened immediately. Waving at her friend, Mary emerged, remembering to lock her door before moving down the steps to where her best friend waited. Slipping into the front passenger seat, the plump brunette woman offered up a small, fragile smile, real but tinged with sadness.

There was no need for the two friends to say anything. Their daily phone conversations kept them aware of what was going on in each other’s lives, so they could just be there for each other when they physically met. For a while, in companionable silence, Jean focused on her driving while Mary watched the scenery go by.

As they waited by a stoplight, Jean turned to Mary and said with a short laugh, “I will have you know I just spent two crazy hours frantically baking because I thought it was my turn to bring the cookies this week. Only after I had finished six dozen cookies did I remember Patty had actually offered to make them.”

Mary chortled, surprising herself. The sound of laughter gave her a strange feeling, but she responded to her best friend, saying, “I probably would have been more amused, but guess what I just spent two hours doing?”

Jean exploded with giggles, unable to see as tears poured down her face. Only when an impatient toot of a horn behind them made them aware that the light had turned green did the woman resume her driving. Still choking on her laughter, Jean managed to blurt out, “I guess we will just have to figure out what to do with that many cookies. One thing is certain, though, I do not need them. I never had to go on a diet before, but if I keep tasting all of my own baking, I’m going to be in trouble.”

The other woman added, “The last few months for this support group have been good, I think for everyone. The fact that Patty volunteered to bring cookies for the first time this week is another one of our small steps forward.”

“Connie is bringing the coffee and tea today. I wonder what new kind of tea she is going to introduce us to this week. I never knew before that there were so many different variations and types of tea,” contributed Jean. “I even went out and bought two of the new ones that she brought in. I got the anise one that tasted like licorice, and that citrus-honey herbal tea that felt so good on my sore throat that day.”

Mary murmured words of agreement, but Jean had just pulled up in the parking lot of the church where their grief support group met. Chatting idly, the two friends got out of the car and moved up the church steps, arriving at the door to their meeting room just as another woman came hurrying down the hallway behind them.

It was the session leader, Susanna, and she was gasping for air and obviously rushing. Politely, Mary and Jean waited for her, wondering what was going on. Mary thought to herself, She is usually here long before we are. I wonder what happened to make her this close to late.

When Susanna saw them, her face turned red, but she did not slow down until she reached the door. Still gasping, the younger woman explained as they entered the meeting room, “My earlier session ran late, and then traffic was horrible. There was an accident that extended my usual thirty-minute drive to over an hour.”

Listening to the younger woman, and then watching as she swiftly checked the setup of the room and invited everyone to sit down, Mary thought to herself, Our group has been good for Susanna also. She’s far more comfortable in her role now, and as she learns more about each of us, I think she is tuning her approach to grieving. Lord knows that most of us are not shy about giving her feedback!

The young therapist started by talking about recognizing small achievements in making genuine progress, even if what was being celebrated was baby steps. Displaying the lessons she had learned, Susanna mentioned that she was now letting the group know more about her so that they found things to use to connect with in some of her other therapy sessions. Then she asked, “Who would like to go first?”

Patty spoke up immediately, looking determined but with a small smile on her face. She said, “I finally went back to the restaurant. Not to cook, as I just don’t trust myself right now, but I knew that my staff was getting demoralized, and I thought I could be helpful by just being there for them. I can tell they are happier that I am back, even if all I am doing is tasting dishes.”

The rest of the group congratulated and applauded, while Susanna slipped in another question, “Can you tell what is changed? I hear in your voice that something has because I can hear the lighter burden that you are carrying.”

Thoughtfully, Patty paused before answering, “I feel like I have let go of my guilt. It was not my fault alone that my relationship broke, and it certainly was not my fault that he was killed. Everything is not settled yet, but at least I don’t feel like I am walking on broken glass all the time.”

Nodding her head, the oldest member of their group, Geri, blurted out, “I know what you mean. I finally could look at my chessboard. It was set up for the remote game I was playing with my son. All of the pieces were frozen in that peculiar snapshot of life as the game waited for his next move.”

Her eyes showing bottomless grief, lines of sorrow deeply riven into her face, the woman said in a breaking whisper, “I did not want anything to touch the board and pieces. Somehow, I hoped that if the board was still there, waiting for his next play, it would mean he was not really dead. After all, there was no body to bury, nothing to hold a wake for. Nothing to mark his passage except people in uniform on my porch and an official letter.” The tears became a flood as she whispered into the aching silence, “Perhaps they were mistaken, and he would come back. Maybe he was not in the vehicle that exploded.”

Her own face flowing with tears, Mary broke the quiet, asking gently, “Tell us about him, please. Let us know him so we can help you mourn.”

Geri brought her eyes up to see matching pain in Mary’s face. Holding onto that connection like a lifeline, the older woman dredged up a trembling smile from deep within herself, saying, “He was my most frequent opponent and won most of the time. Darryl had been steadily working his way up the national standings, reaching the top twenty in speed chess. I was so proud of him for all the work and study he had put in, and I knew that his dream of becoming a master-ranked chess player was possible. He wanted to be one of the first African-American chess masters.”

Her own face damp, the young therapist made tried to lighten the morass of grief that had surrounded the group. Mary could see the effort it took to force a smile and heard the young woman take a deep breath before saying encouragingly, “There are lots of chess clubs around the city! You could go to one of those and find plenty of people that would play games with you.”

Geri shook her head slowly from side to side, saying in a much lower volume, “It would not be the same. I do not enjoy playing with a bunch of strangers, and there is too much political maneuvering in any gaming club.”

Mary piped up, saying, “I know what you mean. People are worried about me, but I’ve actually quit most of the volunteer work that I had been doing. It was not that I minded the work or disliked the people I was interacting with, but everybody wanted to come over and hug me, and I felt like each time they did that, it added more weight to pull me down.”

The room was quiet, and Mary realized that she was not the only person dealing with those feelings of being overwhelmed by people’s ponderous attempts to empathize. After a while, Susanna asked quietly, “I know the last few months have been very hard for you, and you’ve mentioned before saying that it felt like people were running their fingers through gaping wounds in your body and heart. Is that changing or still the same?”

Sighing, Mary struggled with her voice for a moment before admitting, “I finally went into my son’s bedroom to clean out some of the items that are in there. I knew that some young people could benefit from the clothes he left and things like textbooks and other impersonal items. It was hard, but I gave myself plenty of time to cry and just feel.”

The group murmured comments of support but quieted instantly as Mary continued. Swallowing against a suddenly clogged throat, the woman forced herself to speak, saying, “I even went into my husband’s den. The first time I walked in, I cried so hard that I called Jean to come to get me. Luckily, she is a good enough friend that she hurried over and supported me as I looked at the traces of his life and tried to decide what to do with them.”

In the complete silence of the room, the slight scraping of the chair legs sounded loud, almost deafening, as Jean got up and walked over to her friend, putting a hand on her shoulder and murmuring, “That is what friends are for.” Mary’s hand crept up to where her friend’s hand rested, grasping it tightly.

Finally, straightening her back and shrugging her shoulders like she was removing a weight, Mary said in a totally different tone, “I am trying to find out what I want to do with the rest of my life. I am no longer a wife or mother. Instead, I seem to have been reborn once more. As part of the sorting I have been doing, I came across an old knitting project that I had put away when Matthew was a baby. He arrived early, and by the time I had any energy for knitting, he was far too large for the infant sweater I had been working on.

“So I finished the sweater and even added a hat. Then I donated it to the hospital so that somebody else’s baby would have something handmade. I also started to plan a quilt after our last session. Finding out that everybody here likes something to do with textiles and fabric has made me a little energized and curious.”

Before Susanna could say anything, the rest of the group chimed in with their own comments about fabrics. Discussion about different textile types consumed a good portion of their planned time as the women became animated about quilting, garment design, and even home decor.

Susanna pulled back the session’s reins, suggesting that perhaps they should go to a local event centered around fabrics. There was a pause in the talking, and the energy in the room dropped. Previously, the young therapist would not have noticed or known what to do. Now, her eyes glanced over everyone, and she asked forthrightly, “I can tell that that does not sit well with you. Will you tell me why?”

Pam, who had been very quiet until now, answered first, saying, “Going to do something around us keeps us remembering all the things we have done with our loved ones in the convention halls and other possible venues. I don’t want to go to the Sewing Expo in the same building that I remember taking my children to events and where my husband loved to go for the auto show. That is not something that will help me heal. It will simply gash me more deeply, and I cannot handle any more pain.”

“I may have an idea,” nervously suggested Naomi. “After we talked several meetings ago about finding something to help break us out of our grieving patterns, I started looking into possible photographic tours. My hope was that my block against taking pictures might ease if I was not in the area where my children were raised and where my Girl Scouts' missing faces torture me every time I see photos from the last Jamboree.” The woman’s face twisted with pain, and for the first time, the group watched as her admirable control broke down and tears poured down her face.

Struggling with her voice, Naomi continued stubbornly, saying, “I knew I needed to go someplace that had trees and plants very different from here. I cannot even stand to go hiking through the woods, especially when it snows. If I do, all I can see is the avalanche breaking down and sweeping my son and eleven little girls down the slope to their deaths. I hear the screams again, agonized and disbelieving. It seems like it was just yesterday, but now I realize that the only screaming voice is mine.”

Naomi rubbed her face with her hands roughly. Regaining some control, she continued, “The discussion right now about fabrics and textiles reminds me that one of the photo tour brochures that I had picked up mentioned rugs and native textiles. I wondered if that is one would work for us.”

Susanna burbled, “Could you show it to us? It is great that you are thinking of something that the group could do!”

Reaching into the tote bag that leaned on her chair’s front leg, Naomi extracted several brochures, sorting through them until she found the one she wanted. As she passed it around, the woman said in a shaky voice, “It is a three-week tour, mostly by bus. The company insists it is in a safe area of Afghanistan and starts us off with a week in the city. That is followed by several days of touring four places, and finally, a few days back in the city before we fly home. I thought it might be a good combination of some of the things that each of us has said we like to do.”

Susanna repeated in shock, “Afghanistan!” At the same time, Patty almost shouted, “Yes! Not only do they have great textiles and rugs, but they have spices available there that we can never get in the US! Count me in!”

Naomi almost glowed, changing from a tired and worn-looking woman to a charming elfin princess as she explained, “I like to take pictures, and the scenery is awesome! I also like tribal fabrics, and they have dying techniques that even my sewing club doesn’t know anything about. I haven’t been back there for a while, but it would be nice to be able to go back and show them something I have learned rather than have them be full of pity.”

Pam and Geri joined in, pointing things out in the brochure that sounded exciting. The pictures in the small folded marketing literature showed vibrant markets, or souks, that promised intriguing items for purchase, while the vistas captured in images were breathtaking.

No one noticed that Jean and Mary had not said anything. Mary could feel the weight of her friend’s focus and knew that she should reassure her, but it was simply beyond her capability at that moment. Afghanistan, this tour had to be in Afghanistan. Why could it not have been in another country, any other country, Mary thought to herself. Closing her eyes briefly, the woman concentrated on breathing slowly and calmly, glad that no one else had noticed her distress.

Taking a deep breath and finally opening her eyes, Mary met Jean’s loving gaze and returned a small smile before saying to the group in general, “I love rugs, and I am always interested in new cuisines. If you think that we can go as a group, and everyone can get the time off, I think we should go forward.”

Immediately, Jean chimed in with her approval, saying enthusiastically, “Count me in too!”

Susanna burst into speech, almost incoherent, as she tried to explain to them why picking a location for their joint trip that was half a world away and in a dangerous country of foreigners was a bad idea. As the therapist grew more emphatic, Mary could see the group reacting by solidifying in their choice.

Although she kept her face calm, underneath that deliberate expression, Mary thought to herself, That is not how to convince a group of people that they should not make a particular choice. All it is going to do is set up everybody’s back and make them more stubborn. We are all conscious that you’re trying to relate to our pain, but frankly, you do not have the life experiences to understand the actual depth of our loss.”

Mary was yanked abruptly back into focus when Naomi said, “I think that Mary should be our group leader. She is very good at organizing things, and if anyone can get us discounts, she can.” Before she had a chance to object, Mary found herself the group’s de facto head by general acclaim.
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Chapter 4 – Confronting Pain

Mary looked out the airplane window at the broad vistas below her. The grand sweep of the mountains and the stark, unrelenting rock outcroppings gave context to what her son had told her about the people that inhabited the land. Afghanistan, she thought to herself, I wonder if cultures are built around the emotions and attitudes that the inhabitants of an area need to survive.

With a small “umph” as her backside hit the seat, Jean plopped herself down next to Mary. “I cannot believe you got the airline and the tour company to give us such a great deal! After flying first class, I am not sure I want to travel any other way. Since I cannot normally afford such expensive tickets, this means I will probably not fly.”

Looking at her friend’s animated face, Mary knew that this trip was the right thing for them to do as a group. Rather than take up their group session time, the women had started to get together every other week to plan and prepare for the tour. She knew that part of that scheduling was Susanna still was being spooked at the idea of them going to Afghanistan. The therapist had tried multiple times to get them to change their mind, but every time she pushed, the women had become more determined to go.

Mary knew that she could have mentored Susanna, teaching her that forcing people into a defensive position was doomed from the start. Unfortunately, Mary just did not have the energy. She could feel the pull on her reserves as if it were increased gravity dragging on her every action and fighting with even the motion of her chest as she tried to take a breath. Hopefully, Susanna will learn. At some point, she will have to become an observer and decide to learn from what she sees, rather than being a youngster that needs to be tutored.

Jean finally wandered off to talk to Geri, the two of them concocting a plan for a blitzkrieg through the city vendor market. The sound of their happy laughter and excited speech warmed part of Mary’s heart with an almost hurtful intensity. Unable to join in that sense of camaraderie, Mary had concealed her own struggle behind a cheerful, placid exterior.

Listening carefully, Mary could hear Naomi and Connie talking. The two women were discussing photography and how the use of images could set the mood of any visual display. When they slipped into technical details on exposure and shutter rates, Mary’s mind drifted off, latching onto the comfortable but sometimes confusing shorthand conversation that the twins, Pam and Patty, were engaged in.

Puzzled at first, Mary listened for a while until she figured out they were talking about how to record their impressions of foods and spices. When Pam pulled Naomi and Connie into the discussion, Mary withdrew. Skimming the sound of their voices, she could hear the energy and joy they were merging there and knew that she had done the right thing with making this trip happen despite everything she was feeling.

Unobtrusively, Mary checked the carry-on luggage she had tucked under the seat in front of her. A crackle of paper against her fingertips told the woman that the note from the APO address was still safe, holding the crumpled and dirty piece of paper whose stark message was just a cryptic series of numbers. Reaching in more deeply into the bag, she felt the cool ceramic texture of the simple box that was fastened securely closed.

When her hand encountered the soft textured yarn and the bamboo knitting needles holding her current knitting project, she pulled it from the bag and began to knit. If I focus on my knitting, I ignore how excited everyone else is, Mary thought to herself.

As the plane continued slicing through the air toward its destination, Mary continued to knit as tears ran down her face. Repeating to herself internally, I can do this. I have to get past this block, this barrier, the woman held onto the excitement and joy of her friends as if they were a life vest in a turbulent sea of emotion.

<< <> >>

By the time the plane had landed, and the women collected luggage, their enthusiasm dimmed slightly under a thick blanket of exhaustion. Herding the group through Customs and Immigration checkpoint was simple for Mary considering all of the school field trips she had joined. Thinking to herself, At least they are easier to get moving in a single direction than thirty 8-year-olds! And, they do not have to be convinced to hold hands to keep with a buddy.

Finally, setting foot into Hamid Karzai International Airport’s main terminal, Mary immediately spotted a cheerful-looking man holding up a placard that read, “Textile Exploration Tour” and marked with the tour company logo. A sense of relief washed over Mary as one of her worries disappeared.

Although she had all of the verification documentation and directions that the tour company had provided, there was always that niggling worry that they would end up in Afghanistan with nobody knowing they were expected. Dredging up enough energy to put a smile on her face, she moved over toward the man, asking as she got near him, “Are you here to pick us up? My name is Mary Marston, and I am the group leader.”

The man’s smile grew even broader, and his eyes lit up with joy as he said, “Welcome to Afghanistan! My name is Abdul Sayyid, and I will have the honor of being your driver while you are here on your tour.

“Mrs. Marston, if you and your companions will follow me, we can go immediately to the waiting bus. There will be a short drive to where your hotel is located in Kandahar. All of your rooms are already available, and the tour organizer will meet you there.”

Mary heard sighs of relief behind her, followed by Jean’s voice murmuring, “Thank goodness! I so want to get out of these shoes, and hopefully, there is a shower!” Enthusiastic agreement from the rest of the women brought a small smile to Mary’s face as the polite young driver led them out of the airport proper into the sunshine of Afghanistan.

When the heat slapped them in the face with a temperature that clamped a tight grip on their chest, forcing gasps of surprise, the women finally realized how different this environment was. The reality of how far they had traveled became clear to the women at that moment, something that they had been insulated from within the giant airplane.

At least for Mary, the trip had muffled the sheer number of miles traveled and the changes in the environment. Those differences were now starkly apparent. The air did not carry the same scents and odors that clung around Boston like the city’s personal perspiration. Instead of smelling of seawater, asphalt, and the tangy breezes of the American Northeast, the air was almost perfumed with aromas of open-air food stalls and the slight breeze that slid over the mountainous landscape of rocky crags and evergreen trees that dotted the Hindu Kush range.

As her chest loosened up, Mary took a deep breath, expanding her lungs and just taking in what the country had to offer. A small part of her tenseness released, letting some of her worries to detach to be carried off by the fresh-smelling wind. Shaking herself for getting distracted, the woman speeded her stride up to catch Abdul as he continued to walk.

Before Mary could ask the driver her questions, they reach their destination. Abdul stopped by the side of the cheerfully painted bus, nodding at the two men that had been standing there. One of the men went to the luggage compartments on the rear quarter of the bus, unlocking them and turning to smile expectantly at the women who paused behind Mary.

Pointing toward the man, Abdul projected, “Ladies, if you would please hand off your luggage to Ahmad, he will stow it for you. Then Ali will help you climb into the bus while I start it and get the air conditioning running. I know from other visitors that it is a bit of a shock to come from the airplane to our weather.”

Spurred on by the promise of air conditioning, the seven women were quickly divested of their burdens and gallantly assisted into the bus. Mary had slipped into the front seat on the right of the bus, a place that she thought would be the best place to ask questions and get quick answers. The other women scattered out, picking seats at random.

Glancing around, Mary saw there were many more seats than passengers. Curiously, she asked, “Abdul, are there more people going on the tour with us, or will we be shifting to a smaller bus?”

The driver answered, “This vehicle will be the one we take for the entire tour. Since your group is here specifically to acquire rugs and other bulky items, the tour organizer chose this bus as the most appropriate.”

Mary was startled, asking, “I thought we would just stow them in the lower storage compartments. We are getting rugs and textiles for the most part, and I thought they would be better tucked away.”

Abdul patiently expanded his explanation, stating, “No matter how well insulated, the smells of exhaust and gasoline would start to invade the fabrics and rugs that you purchase. Rather than harming them in that way, it is much better to put them inside of the bus where they are preserved and where you could possibly examine and talk about them during the tour.”

Mary was touched by the tour organization’s thoughtfulness and stayed mostly silent until the bus pulled up in front of their hotel, the Kabul Star Hotel.

The first sight of their hotel startled the women. A high-rising building of glass and modern architecture, it was fronted by a pair of tiered fountains and meticulously groomed bushes. Although the tour had sent the group many images of their rooms, the hotel’s exterior was far different from the more humble structure that they expected.

A voice spoke up from the back of the bus, “Abdul, is this the place that we should start wearing our scarves, or just when we go out walking in the markets?”

Abdul had pulled the bus to a stop under the portico but had not opened the door. Turning back to look at his seven charges, the driver gave them all a serious look and said quietly, “It would be most considerate if you did cover your hair now. It is very seldom that women unaccompanied by a male ever stay in hotels in my country. That is one reason I will be staying in a room on the same floor as you do. Additionally, we will be joined by two other males, starting tomorrow. That will provide better translation services for you and also hopefully lessen any adverse reaction from some of my countrymen.”

The seven of them had discussed this issue multiple times in the months leading up to the trip. Their group therapist, Susanna, had brought the possible religious or cultural collision as one reason not to go. She desperately wanted them to pick someplace easier and safer. But just as Mary had suspected, the young woman’s protective reaction had solidified the group’s determination to travel on the trip of their choice.

Without further objections, each woman pulled out a scarf and wrapped it in the manner they had practiced. Their hair covered respectfully, in tune with the culture in which they traveled, the seven American women finally disembarked into a world of different expectations, structures, and sensations.
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Chapter 5 – Bargaining and Spices

As the bus left Kabul’s city limits, Mary thought back to the last seven days and the fantastic sights they had experienced and exciting things that the group had done. Leaning back, the group leader stretched her arms over her head and arched her back, looking forward to a day without extensive walking.

Mary thought to herself, I felt I walked at home a lot, but nothing like what we have done over the last week. That first day that we went to the markets, I was sure my feet would fall off. The next day, heading out to check out the small shops on Flower Street was an exercise in pain management, at least until we got excited about what we were finding.

Running her eyes over the six other women that comprised her group, Mary was conscious of a deep sense of satisfaction. She had intuitively known that this trip was exactly what they all needed. That conclusion was entirely illustrated by the enthusiasm and smiles that bounced around the inside of the tour bus like an emotional game of volleyball.

Naomi was waxing poetic about the pictures she had obtained. The avid photographer captured more than three thousand photos, operating on an almost euphoric level as she twisted and squatted while taking photographs at the Paghman and Bagh-e Babur Gardens.

When they climbed through some of the historic forts and runes like Shahrara Tower, the woman’s efforts to catch the perfect shot worried Abdul so much that he had assigned one of the other men accompanying them, a very young man by the name of Juma, to physically grab the back of her garments when she started to lean too far over a cliff or drop off.

Mary had smiled in pure amusement when she saw how appalled the young men looked at the idea of grabbing hold of an unrelated woman. However, she still made sure to go over to them as Abdul argued with the young man to reinforce that what he would be doing by safeguarding her would be a kindness rather than an imposition.

It was apparent that Jumal had reservations about what they told him. However, the first time Naomi absentmindedly thanked him for preventing her from falling headfirst off into a hundred-foot drop, the young man seemed to relax and was an alert and caring protector from that point on.

The entire group was amazed at how skilled the three escorts were in speaking English and translating to the various shopkeepers and people with whom the women interacted. Although each man had a slight accent, none of the women in the group had problems understanding them, nor did the men exhibit any difficulty understanding the sometimes strong Boston accent of the seven women.

Whether it was assisting with purchases the women wished to make or easing their way into the Fort against the disbelieving denial of a religious traditionalist, the three men, Abdul, Juma, and a middle-aged man by the name of Haji, had made what would have been an extremely contentious and frustrating adventure into something that was pure pleasure.

Even if she never said anything about it, Mary admitted that she had been pleased with how startled Abdul was when she had started to bargain aggressively over her purchases. Her guide’s surprise had been nothing compared to the shock in the face of the shopkeeper when she had greeted his price with derision and had turned to leave his shop.

Stunned for a moment by her actions, Abdul had scurried after her only to have the shopkeeper call out, asking why she left. Calling back over her shoulder, Mary had said clearly and loudly, “If that is your idea of a reasonable price, even for a starting bid, I am going to find someone who has not been smoking hashish before he comes to work in his shop. I get a hundred times that amount of textile for a tenth of that price anyplace else with a reasonable shopkeeper. So that means that you either think I am stupid or do not understand your own costs. Either way, I do not see a single reason to buy anything from you!”

All over the market, silence spread out in a rippling pool. Mary noticed her friends’ wide eyes as they froze in booths close by and was also aware of the intense scrutiny of shopkeepers as their gazes bounced between her and the man who suddenly was looking at her with more respect in his regard.

Stepping forward, the man gave her a short half-bow, his lazy tone now replaced with one of respect. Speaking clearly enough to be heard by the surrounding area, he said, “My apologies, Honorable lady. I believe I have made an error in my pricing. Please rejoin me in my shop for some mint tea while I see how we can come to a more favorable and fair arrangement.”

Mary’s blood began to race, and anticipation warmed her core as she fully slid into the appropriate drama of the moment. Throwing her hands in the air in a universal sign of exasperation, she looked at Abdul, saying, “I suppose that we might as well listen to see if he understands what is reasonable, rather than having to negotiate for all that I want from another vendor. Besides which, tea always makes a bargaining session flow better.” With that, Mary reversed her direction and reentered the shop.

The group leader’s peripheral vision told her when the other six members of her group and their two escorts moved closer to observe her negotiating session. She did not need any type of peripheral sight to realize how close attention was being paid to what was happening by the other shopkeepers.

Part of Mary’s consciousness was amused at the children and youth that were dispatched from close by shops, running off into the distance, because she knew with a certainty that surprised her that a group of American women who had come to spend money was valuable to the entire market. However, that did not mean that she took her attention off the man who had become her opponent in both an enjoyable and valuable game.

The shopkeeper made his first move when he came out of his shop's rear area with two cups of hot tea. The glass containers set into metal holders were typical for the Middle East. The metal radiated heat, and how one grasped it was part of a protocol that Mary’s husband David had drilled into her on their other travels. However, in a responsible role as the group leader, Mary knew it was more than her budget that would be hit by any misstep on her part.

Therefore, when she saw only two cups on the tray, Mary glanced at the tray before deliberately raising her eyes to look at the shopkeeper’s face, and then moved pointedly to look at Abdul. Keeping her hands folded in front of her, the woman made a nonverbal and cultural statement that Abdul was an essential part of the negotiating team. It also served notice that she would not tolerate any disregard from the shopkeeper.

His eyes suddenly glinting in amusement, the shopkeeper bowed his head in acknowledgment and placed the tray on the counter to Mary’s right. Disappearing into the back, the man soon reappeared with a third glass cup. He put it on the tray before once again extending it to Mary.

This time, the woman accepted a glass with a smile, which broadened when the shopkeeper immediately offered the tray to Abdul, who took his with a murmured phrase of thanks. Taking the third glass, the shopkeeper made a show of sipping his, at which point both Mary and Abdul drank from theirs. The bargaining session was on.

What followed from that point was an engaging battle of wills, with the shopkeeper bemoaning his poverty and the woman’s heartlessness. Mary promptly countered with statements that his poverty was his own fault and demanding why she should act like his mother rather than a customer.

When the man pled for the sake of his elderly mother whom he was supporting, Mary uttered condemning remarks, saying that the woman would be more deserving of consideration if she had taught her son the lessons he needed to successfully run his own business. The group leader was conscious of a flash of amusement as she heard the gasps and whispered comments from her audience but kept her focus on her opponent, knowing that she and the shopkeeper were approaching an end game.

It had been more than an hour as Mary and the shopkeeper battled over the price she was willing to pay. The woman knew better than to appear in a hurry, realizing that her relaxed stand was part of her position’s power. Her insistence that she could always go somewhere else to purchase the goods he offered was a continued goad for the man to close the sale. Finally, unwilling to let the deal slip past his grasp and realizing that Mary was not going to be overcome by either exhaustion or his blandishments, the shopkeeper agreed on a price.

Mary was aware that she could have pushed him to a lower price and knew that he was aware that she knew that in turn. Their relative positions showed respect, and Mary was aware that he would welcome her back anytime to experience the challenging thrill of negotiating with her.

As she concluded their commercial transaction, the shopkeeper reached under his counter and pulled out a wrapped bundle. Bowing, the man offered it to her, saying, “So you remember the shop of Amar Ahmed, I am offering this trivial item. Something that I think you will find interesting and perhaps valuable enough to revisit me.” Mary knew that this was the shopkeeper’s way of telling her that his shop should be the one that she continued to honor with her business.

Accepting the token with thanks, Mary, in turn, offered the man the first bow she had tendered in their long exchange, saying, “It has been an honor to match wits with you. I will remember both the quality of your goods and your skill at negotiating when I return. Until I see you again, may the Blessings of Allah be upon you.”

The shopkeeper responded, “And on you, Honorable lady.”

Ensuring that Mary remembered him, the shopkeeper turned to Abdul, saying clearly and respectfully, “My thanks to you also, Honorable translator. You have done both your lady and me a service on this day. Always be welcome in my shop.”

After that triumph, all the rest of the group members had wanted Mary to do their negotiating for them, except for Geri. Looking over at Mary with excitement on her face, Geri waved a scribbled piece of paper at the younger one, saying excitedly, “That was just like a chess game! I see your positioning, the sacrifice of pawns, and the eventual capitulation. I am so excited, I am going to try it myself!” With that, the elderly woman marched off toward the shop she had been exploring, the young Jumal racing to catch up. Grinning in anticipation, Naomi followed.

Patty had been the first to grab hold of Mary’s arm, practically dragging her toward the spice merchants that covered a good portion of one aisle of the market. The woman was so energized that the group leader would not have recognized her if she compared her first glimpse of the woman with today's vibrant aliveness.

Patty said excitedly, “I am not sure what I can do in negotiations over the spices. I have no idea how much play they have and am clueless about any other bargaining strategies. I have not yet agreed to a price, but what he is asking will wipe out a good portion of my discretionary funds for the city. I do not want to limit my village buying funds, so I hope you can help drive the price down. If you cannot, I will understand it, but please, please see what you can do.”

Mary was helpless to refuse her friend, so she walked over to see the spice shopkeeper warily back up away from her. His body language and positioning told Mary that he knew that he had severely misstepped, and her intuition told her he was not to be trusted.

Trying to find some way of communicating that to the enthusiastic Patty, Mary was forestalled when Abdul leaned closer to her, murmuring, “Another spice merchant, Numatullah Ahmed, has sent a runner here stating that he will with pleasure negotiate with you for a fair price on the spices that the notable chef wishes. He invites us to view his wares and discuss a package deal, including international certification and handling from the Afghani end.”

Staring at the shifty-looking shopkeeper, Mary murmured to Abdul, “I understand that all shopkeepers are not terribly trustworthy, but is this other one at all reasonable and reputable?”

Abdul responded in a low-tone voice, saying, “He is quite notable, although he seldom chooses to deal with foreigners. He gets spices from all over the area, and his goods are highly prized by the local restaurants. He is also not a religious fanatic, and I believe you will enjoy the same sort of battle with him that you had in the last shop.”

Mary smiled at their cheerful driver, saying, “Then tell the runner that we will be happy to follow him back as soon as I have extracted my friend from this location. Also, do you think we need to wait for the rest of our party, or can we move to the new shop without endangering anyone?”

Abdul smiled, obviously pleased at her respect for him. He made some sort of obscure hand gesture to draw Jumal and Haji’s attention. When the two men trotted over to hear what he wanted to say, he spoke with them in a quick couple of sentences. When they turned and trotted back to their respective assignments, Abdul said, “Now they know where we are going and that it is simply a partial aisle away from here. They will rejoin us when the ladies that are their assignments have completed their negotiations or when they need to talk to us. Whichever comes first, of course.”

Coming to a quick decision, Mary informed Patty loudly, “I think not. I know the spices you wish to purchase, and I think that Nimatullah Ahmed will provide us with far better prices and higher quality goods. I do not even want to drink mint tea here, so let us go to where we can better satisfy your requirements.”

Ignoring the current spice shopkeeper's pitiful wails and pleas, Mary swept Patty and her twin Pam up in a concentrated march that followed the patient runner toward the second spice merchant’s booth. Mary was aware of the ripple effect their passing had in the marketplace, with whispered comments racing from merchant to merchant and the focused attention to anything that the women’s eyes lighted on even for a moment.

Arriving at their new destination, Mary was pleased to see the merchant standing to greet them with a tray that contained enough mint tea for each member of their party, including Jamaal and Abdul. Nodding her head to signify her appreciation, Mary leaned toward Patty long enough to say, “I understand what you were trying to buy from the other merchant. Just sit beside me, and if there is something that you desperately want, squeeze my leg under the table twice. If it is something you do not want, tap the top of my thigh with your fist, okay?”

Patty nodded convulsively, and Mary’s sideways glance allowed her to recognize that both of the twins were a bit disoriented and freaked out. Jumal eased his way between the two, drawing their attention and whispering comfortingly to them.

He must have calmed them down, Mary thought to herself, as she sat down. When Patty sat beside her and placed her hand flat on Mary’s thigh, the older woman took a deep breath and began to enjoy her negotiation.

It was an entirely satisfying and enriching experience. Not only did Mary negotiate an extremely reasonable price for the spices from the merchant, but he and she derived much pleasure from the give-and-take of the bargaining. Mary knew that she would probably have bruises on either side of her thigh as Patty had repeatedly grabbed her leg with the chef’s strong fingers, proclaiming how much she wanted a particular spice.

By the time everything was done, both the merchant and Mary were quite happy, and Patty was almost catatonic with pleasure. A side glance told Mary that Patty appeared lost in her own thoughts, and she knew that the chef was playing out how the spices could be used. That did not detract from the group leader’s interaction with Numatullah. At this point, she both respected and liked the man while still appreciating his reasons for not dealing with many people, especially tourists.

However, his evident respect for her and the regard for her whole party made him someone with whom she would gladly deal with again. To that end, she had made certain agreements with him that were not necessarily going to be exercised but were available depending on how Patty and the rest of the group wanted to proceed.

Once again, as they concluded their business and Mary paid the master merchant, the man gave a short formal bow and handed an ornate chest to Mary, saying, “A simple token of thanks to the Honorable lady who has enriched my existence and taught me that not all Americans are to be despised.”

Smiling at the man without reservation, Mary made the gesture that followers of Islam made to bestow blessings on one another, saying, “My thanks to one who has restored my faith in the intelligent positioning of alliances, irrespective of culture.”

Abdul drew them gently but firmly out of the spice merchant’s booth and back to where the rest of their party waited by the bus. As they walked, Patty and Pam crowded in next to Mary with the chef demanding in a low undertone, “Do you realize that you not only negotiated a price that was less than 5% of what I would have paid for a much smaller quantity of the spices and a worse selection, but you got him to agree to an ongoing purchase, including international shipping!”

Mary smiled with the light of successful battle in her eyes and told her friend, “Of course, I do! That was part of the fun. Think about how much we are going to enjoy the rest of this trip!”
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Chapter 6 – Scenery for Miles

The seven women had been packed and ready to board the bus when it pulled up in front of their hotel at 6 AM. Filled with nervous energy and feelings of excitement, Mary bounced from place to place, trying to check everything and anything that was being packed or organized. The tour company had arranged for the hotel to hold their excess belongings and luggage while the women were visiting the villages where they would see the textile and rug techniques that were the primary motivations for the trip.

The tour bus was completely clear of the city by the time traffic began to increase, slipping past possible chokepoints with the skill of a matador avoiding the charge of a bull. The jumble of buildings slowly became sparser until the simpler dwellings of small villages became the primary sign of human settlement amidst the harsh, dramatic environment outside the vehicle’s windows.

Initially, Mary thought that she would probably doze as the day continued, but that did not happen. She found herself too entranced by the scenery and the glimpses of the Afghani people going about their everyday lives. She was not the only one.

The women had spread out on the bus so that everybody had their own window. The extra space meant they could stretch out, even lying across multiple seats if they chose to sleep. Mary had smiled to herself when she saw that they were even staggering their positions in an irregular zigzag pattern so that if something came up on the opposite side of the bus, each woman had an unobstructed view.

The photographers in the group were entranced, voices rapid with excitement, and a liveliness to their words that Mary had never before heard from her friends. The woman was conscious of hearing the same note in her voice. That admission raised a strange burn in her throat and behind her eyes, which she avoided thinking about too much as if examining it would make it go away.

Naomi was filling one memory card after another with pictures. As far as the group leader could tell, she had not stopped taking pictures the entire time. Periodically, Abdul would stop the bus or slow it down enough for the windows to be opened and the women to take pictures more easily without disembarking.

Mary could see the dust raised by their escort a few hundred yards ahead of them. Haji and Jumal were out front, riding motorcycles. Abdul explained that anytime their tours left the main cities, the two men would be acting as an escort, a standard policy for the tour company. When Jean had inquired why they needed the guard, Abdul had smiled and shrugged his shoulders, saying, “Very few of our tours have only women participants. Normally, we would have one escort, but with seven unaccompanied ladies, the tour organizer felt that we should have two men as escorts. As you saw at the places we visited in the city, having a male with several women is more culturally accepted.”

At the time, Mary had fully agreed with the idea, but she was still taken aback when they began to load up at the hotel, and she realized that both Jumal and Haji were heavily armed.

Eyes wide, Mary was staring at the escorts in confusion when Jean slipped up beside her, obviously looking at their weapons too. The group’s resident weapons aficionado murmured softly, “Nice pistols! They are Smith and Wesson M&Ps, a great semi-automatic pistol. They have the advantages that it is easy to get ammunition for them, are easy to control, and have many options available. It looks like Jumal has the seventeen round magazines and the 5-inch barrel, while Haji went for stopping power with the.45 ACP. Nice! I wonder if they would let me shoot them?!”

Just then, Jumal reached down and picked up a longer weapon, and Jean moaned. Startled at the almost erotic sound that her friend had made, Mary turned and examined Jean’s face. The ordinarily calm-looking woman was flushed, eyes alight and laser-focused on the gun. Almost to herself, the woman who had been a longtime member of the most prestigious gun club in the Boston area, murmured, “Oh my God! It is a Kbs wz.96! They have to let me try it out! We cannot get them in the US, and they are supposed to be sweet! They take the standard NATO cartridges and have a reputation for smooth, even fire.”

Jean darted over to where the two men were checking their motorcycles and began an animated conversation without even looking at Mary before she took off. At first startled, the two men soon were letting Jean examine their weapons while pointing out features to the excited woman.

Mary had been very conscious of the armed men ahead of them, wondering how much danger they were actually in. Jean was too excited about the weapons to talk about why they were needed, and the group leader was not sure if she was overly concerned or she had a reason for her paranoia. Thinking to herself, I guess I will just have to wait and see, Mary focused on the scenery and not about whether somewhere ahead would be something that would potentially hurt them.

As the day had progressed, the knowledge that their armed escort was not only necessary but comforting had seeped into Mary’s bones. Their very prominent presence ahead of the bus could be seen as a deterrent for troublemakers, but the group leader knew that it was more than that. The two young men scouting the road ahead of them had dedicated themselves to protecting seven foreign women so that they might enjoy the Afghani culture and breathtaking scenery.

Her eyes stinging, Mary thought to herself, They are making us a priceless gift. I know that this is their job, but we all need to be aware of and grateful for their service. This is not trivial to them at all.

Before Mary could retreat too deeply into her emotions, Abdul tapped on his headset, announcing, “As we come over the next rise, you will be able to see the first village that we are planning on visiting in this portion of your tour. We will be stopping here to give you time to examine the looms and techniques used for making different types of textiles and rugs.

“I would ask all of you to please stay within sight of your escort. This is simply a cautionary behavior that I would like you to practice until it becomes second nature.”

Geri asked, “Are we really in that much danger? The brochure made it plain that we were not going into a war zone.”

Abdul smiled into the sizeable rearview mirror, saying, “This is definitely not a war zone. However, none of you speak more than a few words of Pashto, and most of the villagers do not speak English.”

The women murmured agreement and began to rearrange their belongings to find notebooks and other things they would use to take notes. At the last second, Mary decided to include various small items that she had packed. With a poignant stab of memory, the woman who was both bereft mother and widow remembered packing T-shirts and shiny pens to send to Matthew after he had told her that they were both an excellent way to make friends and handy bartering items.

Mary moved to the front of the bus, so she could consult with Abdul on anything that the group should know in addition to what he had already covered. Sitting on the first right-side passenger seat had become her go-to spot when she and the young driver needed to speak. As she sat down, the tote bag that she carried when visiting a market tipped, and a few of the pens slid out.

Abdul’s expression showed surprise, but he gave her an approving smile, asking, “Did you bring those to barter?”

When Mary nodded, Abdul broadened his smile, saying enthusiastically, “Then you will have great success in your efforts. Most of the villagers are more comfortable with bartering anyway. And things such as the pens that you have are very valuable to them.”

Looking at his open, happy expression, Mary found herself matching his grin. The woman was conscious of a rising thrill at the idea of going out and mentally tussling with someone who was accustomed to bargaining. She enjoyed the interaction but never wanted to feel like she had cheated the other person. A culture that accepted bargaining as part of its lifeblood was perfect.

“Look! There is the village, and it looks like a postcard!” Pam shouted out. All the women crowded to the one side of the bus and stared their fill. Mary could see the impact on each of her friends, and she felt that same smash of different cultures clash as she looked over the small settlement.

Sand-finished straight walls and impressive barricades made of stacked stone were the prevalent architectural features that made the first impression. Softened by an occasional cloth awning anchored with long poles, it was evident that it was market day in the village. Even from a distance, they could see piles of produce and baskets filled with various materials.

Under one of the awnings, an assortment of rugs was displayed. Each carpet was positioned so that the prospective buyer could look at both top and bottom. Mary knew this was so that the technique used to create the rug could be verified while bargaining.

Oh, the woman thought to herself, this is going to be so much fun!
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Chapter 7 – Proof of Senses

The seven friends wandered back toward the bus, arms laden with filled tote bags and small rolled-up carpets. Mary was one of the first to climb into the waiting vehicle and happily dump her purchases on the bench next to where she usually sat. The woman was full of a surging sense of satisfaction, energized from the intense bargaining sessions, and pleased beyond her expectations at what she had seen and learned.

The visit to the village had started out with the headman insisting on a formal welcome. Abdul had murmured to Mary that it was courteous to spend the few minutes necessary for the headman to talk about his village. With a small grin, their driver and guide had confided that the man was also using their visit to remind the inhabitants what a great job he was doing for them.

The American women had murmured comments at the appropriate places in the man’s speech while examining the stark landscape with surprising bursts of color and foliage. They and the villagers were anxious to mingle, but the headman ran on for about ten minutes. Finally, he was finished, and the three groups of women scattered, each faithfully staying within sight of their interpreter.

Patty and Pam had taken off with Juma, heading straight for the woven textile and rug displays. Naomi and Connie headed for the general market area, the photographer's ever-present camera in her hand. Haji walked confidently behind them, eyes continually searching for threats.

Geri, Jean, and Mary wanted to start by visiting the weaving and rug artisans, hoping for clear explanations of techniques. Abdul was their interpreter, keeping up a cheerful running commentary as they walked.

They were almost at the first place that Abdul had recommended when a dusty, older bearded man in the loose tunic and trousers that evidently was typical village apparel stepped out of a shadowed nook between two of the buildings, demanding something of Abdul in a sharp voice. Mary heard Jean gasp by her side but kept her focus on the confrontation between the two men.

Mary was startled when their cheerful guide was transformed in an instant into a protector with a fierce scowl on his face. When Abdul stretched his left arm across their pathway, the three women silently and obediently stopped.

The group leader was shocked even more to see that Abdul held a weapon, a pistol that looked very much like those their two escorts carried. The guide answered the man in a stern and assertive tone, taking an aggressive step forward while he spoke. Almost immediately, the stranger raised his hands up placating only and backed away, throwing several more sharp sentences of disdain like arrows that bounced off of the implacable Abdul.

The guide walked as the man moved out of sight before turning to his charges and suggesting that they continue. “What was that about, Abdul?” Mary asked. The man sighed noisily before answering, saying, “There are many traditionalists in the villages. The thought of women traveling without their male protectors is something they consider an affront.”

Geri asked him calmly, “What did you tell him? He looks still unhappy but marginally satisfied as he left.”

An utterly charming grin showed on the younger man’s face as he answered, “I told him that my two friends and I had sworn on our honor to protect you ladies and that we considered you aunts. I reminded him that there is nothing wrong with someone delegating the protection of their female relatives to friends. He finally agreed but said this sort of behavior should not happen.”

Mary felt the chill run over her and a small ache began to grow between her shoulder blades. The man’s attitude had disturbed her, and her feelings of looming danger and paranoia increased. Just then, a smiling woman popped her head out of the doorway in front of them and excitedly waved them to enter. She radiated such welcome and happiness to see the three women that the group leader let her fears and worries subside, at least for a while.

The following couple of hours were hectic as the seven friends were guided through the making of typical textiles and the rug techniques that have been practiced for centuries. Visits to the market were illuminating, the startling difference between shopping in the city and here very apparent. All of the women had made some purchases, although many of them seem to be saving the majority of their funds for a later time.

Tiring of the shopping, Naomi and Connie ranged further afield with their faithful shadow, Haji. When they returned, it was evident that their exploration for pictures had been very fruitful. Mary caught a fragment of their conversation, something about capturing the image of a swooping eagle in midflight that had Connie exclaiming to Naomi, “You have to submit that to National Geographic! It is an awesome shot, and the fact that you could get it is unbelievable.”

However, Mary was very focused on a bargaining session, one where she felt like she was engaging in a contest with an expert. The American woman was determined not to be outclassed but knew that someone who survived only by narrow margins would have more finely honed skills than she had developed. She thought to herself as she watched the other woman’s face, In some ways, it is frightening how close these people live to the knife edge between survival and starvation. Despite that ever-present danger, they have cheerfulness and strength that many supposedly more civilized areas do not display.

As the bargaining session went on, Mary noticed that Abdul’s regard for her was changing. He had always been respectful and pleasant to all seven of his charges. Still, as she continued to negotiate tenaciously with the other determined woman, that expression slowly turned to admiration. It was not just the driver whose attitude was changing.

More of the villagers had come to encircle the two embattled women, standing a respectful distance back but avidly following the ebb and flow of their discussion. At first, Abdul had meticulously translated each of their comments to the other. After a while, clear spoken communication was no longer needed. At this point, the two women were negotiating primarily by pointing, hand gestures, and facial expressions.

There were only a few variations between the offer and rebuttal now, but Mary was feeling stubborn. Crossing her arms and leaning back, the group leader was unwilling to move any further in her bid. Sensing this, the other woman finally smiled, pushing the contested pile of goods across the table to Mary’s side and slipping the US currency and two T-shirts onto hers.

Smiling and bowing her head, Mary concealed her triumphant feeling inside with amusement that the other woman was doing the same. The Afghani woman called out in an imperious voice. A young girl came out of a nearby building carrying a tray holding flat folds of browned food garnished with fresh herbs and looking to Mary’s inexperienced eyes like tortillas that had been folded and slashed in parallel strips about an inch and a half wide. Placing the tray carefully in the center of the now cleared bargaining table, the young girl bowed and backed away.

Speaking slowly and carefully, the older woman pointed to herself and said distinctly, “Bibi Ghulam” before adding while indicating the food, “Bolani Bolani.” She then picked up one of the strips and took a bite, showing Mary that the food was safe to eat. The American woman immediately picked up a piece and tasted it, an involuntary gasp of pleasure escaping her.

Bibi grinned in pleasure at the implied compliment, gesturing encouragement to eat more. Abdul quickly advised her, saying, “This is a great honor. She is declaring you a trade partner worth the effort.”

Grinning over at Abdul, Mary asked, “Do you know what they are?” The guide answered immediately, saying, “They are traditional turnovers and usually filled with leek, potatoes, onions, and herbs. They are only served to important customers and partners.”

Turning fully to look at Abdul in the face, Mary asked, “What is an appropriate token of my esteem? I would like to return the favor but wanted it to be something that will communicate how much I thoroughly enjoyed our bargaining session.”

The young man thought for a while as the young girl, who Bibi referred to as Fatima, rushed up to refresh the mint tea the two women had been sipping. As she slipped back into the cool shadows of the building, Abdul suggested with a grin on his face, “One of those sparkling pens would be perfect. It is nothing anyone around here has ever seen before, and the woman, this Bibi Ghulam, will treasure it probably for the rest of her life.”

Mary thanked Abdul and was about to turn back to the woman and present her with one of the pens when she caught a glimpse of Patty’s pleading face. Fighting down a jolt of laughter, the group leader thought to herself, I never knew that someone with bright green eyes could look just like a pleading puppy dog before. I know she is dying to taste the food. I wonder how I can arrange that.

Rather than asking Abdul to translate for her, Mary looked directly at Bibi, indicated the food, and then turned and pointed to Patty before touching her own lips. Lifting her hands up, palms on the top in a familiar gesture of question, the American woman tilted her head to the side and waited. Letting out a full belly laugh, the Afghani elder shouted something out, setting off a ripple effect of actions.

Women scurried back into their buildings, and men pulled up benches and crudely made stools. Another table was carried over and set down, abutting the bargaining table to extend its length. Within a few moments, room for another twelve people had been created.

Bibi made a circling gesture that encompassed where all the American women were standing and pointed to the table with an open hand. Simultaneously, she called out names, and six more Afghani women moved toward the table. When the headman asked something in an unbelieving tone, Bibi stabbed him with a sharp glance and uttered a short phrase. The chastened man immediately walked over to stand with Jumal, Haji, and the rest of the villagers.

Abdul looked toward Mary and then to where all the other men were observing. Unwilling to be the only male still standing by the table that excluded the village men, his sense of duty and caring forced him to maintain his position. As soon as Mary noticed his discomfort, she said quietly to him, “Thank you, Abdul, but I believe that you will do more good over with the men. If we require sudden translation, I promise we will call you. However, this looks like it is a women’s party, and you are definitely not female.” Grinning in mirth-filled relief, Abdul made his escape to go and stand by the headman.

Younger women and girls flooded out of the surrounding houses carrying containers of tea and glasses. No longer trying to avoid the American visitors, the younger females were bright-eyed and curious, watching everything the older visiting women did. The same young woman emerged from what Mary thought was probably Bibi’s home, arms piled high with the delicious Afghani turnovers on plates.

Patty had grabbed a seat next to Mary, and the weaver that the group leader had met early in the visit sat on the chef’s other side. The rest of the tour group scattered around the table, happily taking places that let them sit next to the villagers rather than clumping for protection.

Mary felt a brief stinging in her eyes as an immense feeling of pride flooded her. Such a long way we have come, she thought to herself, since the first day that we met, and all we could do was share our pain.

Passing the plates of Bolani around, the tasty strips disappeared quickly. However, before the food was totally gone, other young women began to emerge from the houses carrying different foods. The sharing of the dishes opened the floodgates of exchange between the American women and the villagers. Patty looked like she was in heaven, excitedly tasting the dishes and discussing flavors and techniques with increasingly adept gestures.

At first, Mary kept track of the few that she was tasting. Kabob Murgh melted in her mouth, the chicken perfectly broiled, and the spices subtle and complex. The Qabuli Palau had her moaning in pleasure as the tender chunks of lamb nestled under the seasoned rice with sweet carrot strips and raisins surprised her tastebuds even while it warmed her throat.

The dishes came quickly and became too many for her to differentiate, although Mary was pretty sure that Patty would have all of them memorized. Vignettes of activity registered in Mary’s mind, providing memories that she knew she would carry the rest of her life.

Connie trying to learn dance steps from one of the Afghani women while two others beat the table like a drum was unforgettable. Naomi and Geri showed off the pictures they had taken, amazing the villagers, and provided the two photographers with names and some understanding of the animals and flowers they had immortalized.

The group leader found herself watching her friends and smiling gently. A hand on her forearm brought her attention back to Bibi, and the American realize that her Afghani counterpart was doing the same for the women of her village. The two exchanged understanding smiles, and Mary realized it was time to leave. Part of her wanted never to go, to keep this sense of connection alive. But that was not possible, not in the real world.

As she had come to learn during the months they had supported each other in their journey through the swamp of grief, being greedy for what you had does not work. Seeing the same recognition in Bibi’s eyes, Mary reached into her tote bag and pulled out two items. Holding them partially concealed in one hand, the American women pointed at her eyes and then at Bibi’s. Sliding her hand back to rest over her heart, she extended the other one toward the woman that had been first an adversary and had transformed somehow into a friend.

In her palm was a ballpoint pen with a case glittering with metallic gems. Beside it was a small snap-top evening purse that hung from a sturdy but finely-made chain handle. It was heavily embroidered in rich saturated colors. Worked into a floral display, the small bag caught the eye.

It also brought a blinding smile of pleasure to Bibi’s face. The weathered and worn countenance of the other woman was transformed for a moment, and Mary realized with the shock that Bibi was much younger than any of the Americans. The two women looked at each other and clasped hands. Mentally promising herself, Mary thought, I do not want this to be the last time I interact with this wonderful woman!

Resolutely standing up, Mary told the assembled group, “I am sorry to say it is time for us to go. I hope sometime in the future we will once again be able to see our sisters here.” Cheers and enthusiastic comments came from both the Afghani villagers and the American women.

Looking relieved, Abdul and Jumal began to herd the women back to the bus. Laughing and talking with the women’s escorts, the village men cheerfully helped carry Mary’s purchases to stow. As the last of her goods was packed into the bus, Abdul stopped Mary with a hand on her arm. When she looked up at him in question, the driver indicated the hurrying young woman that had emerged from Bibi’s house before.

Arriving out of breath and gasping, Fatima handed the astonished American three painted tokens. Flinging her arms around Mary in a shocking move, the young woman delivered several rapid-fire comments before turning and sprinting back toward the village.

Somewhat stunned, Mary watched as the young woman disappeared into the gathering dusk. Hearing a choked sound from Abdul, the group leader turned her attention to them, asking, “What was that all about?”

Holding her elbow gently, Abdul assisted Mary into the bus, saying, “Part of what she said was that her grandmother is deeply touched by the beautiful gifts you gave her. Fatima added in her own thanks, saying that Bibi always takes care of everyone else and no one seems to think to do nice things for her.” His voice even more amused, the driver added, “I told you that a pen would be special, something that she would remember for the rest of her days.”

Mary nodded in agreement but remained silent. Standing in the aisle of the bus as Abdul slipped back into the driver seat, the group leader held out her palm where the three tokens recited and asked, “What about these? I have no idea what they are and how to use them!”

Breaking into a delighted laugh, Abdul answered, saying, “Those are friendship tokens that will get you favorable deals from the markets where you choose to negotiate. Bibi told Fatima to tell you that you should be the one negotiating for your sisters’ spices. At least you will prevent any of them from being cheated.”

Somehow Mary knew that this was not the end of what Fatima had said and queried Abdul once more. Their devoted driver and guide turned and looked Mary in the face, letting his admiration for her show as he said, “Fatima told me that Bibi had never given friendship tokens out before. None of the women have ever done so. But they have given you three of them, and they will open doors for you anyplace you go in this area.”
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Chapter 8 – Dyeing to Learn

Even though the tour bus had pulled into the hotel late the previous night, the next morning found the women up early, eating a simple breakfast and getting back on the bus for the new day’s adventures. Conversation over the breakfast table had been intense and lively. Patty was rhapsodizing about the food and talking excitedly about developing the recipes for her own restaurant. Geri had become quite interested in the whole subject of spices and proved to be knowledgeable in her own way about the herbs and flavors she had known growing up.

Mary knew that Naomi had spent most of the night sorting through and winnowing out the photographs that she and Geri had collected during the day. While they were eating breakfast, the avid amateur photographer had been running the slideshow on her laptop that kept everyone enthralled.

Even the waitstaff was amazed and complimentary. Furthermore, two of the other diners had diffidently approached Abdul asking the young man if the woman were willing to share the pictures with them.

At first, Mary was a bit offended that they had chosen to speak with Abdul rather than asking Naomi. However, the situation reminded her of the different cultural expectations, and she finally understood that the men were being respectful in the way they had inquired. None of the American women particularly liked this facet of Afghani culture. At least now, they understood the background and motivation, which helped keep any anger or disdain out of their interactions.

Abdul keyed his headset as the bus pulled out from the hotel, announcing, “Today we will be going to two locations. The first is a village that has many different weavers and rug production locations. Each of them would be happy to negotiate with you, but this village was selected because of its extensive number of dyers who color the yarns and fibers used in their textiles and rugs. All of these people are employing traditional Afghani minerals and plants to achieve their colors.”

Naomi stopped burbling about her photography and exclaimed loudly, “Yes! When I told my sewing Guild that I would do some research into the dying techniques, they were blown away. They have already scheduled me as a speaker with a possible workshop after it if we can come up with a way of teaching them some of the dyes that are used.”

Pam spoke up, saying wistfully, “Some of the colors that I have seen are very subtle and would be beautiful in painted fabrics, or to dye yarns to produce shaded needlework. I hope we learn enough that we can experiment with them when we go home.”

After that point, the conversation became general, with discussions that ranged from over-dyeing quilting fabric to the effect of organic dyes on handmade paper. Mary was not drawn into any of the topics, still ruminating over what happened the previous day.

Jean slipped in the seat next to Mary and stayed still, the two women just enjoying each other’s company. Finally, one of Mary’s oldest friends asked her, “What are you worried about? I can tell you have been concerned about something most of the time we have been in Afghanistan. Something that happened yesterday has tightened up the tension that you are carrying around, and I am worried that you could make yourself sick.”

Mary answered slowly, “I am not totally sure. I have felt an increasing pressure as if something will crash over us, but I do not know what it is. I am reacting by spending more energy worrying about what-ifs to see if I can minimize the risk we encounter. The man that was so angry at us yesterday for just being there seems to have triggered something that even trying to sleep at night did not resolve.”

There was silence between the two old friends for a while as the spectacular scenery drew everyone else’s attention to the world outside the bus. Quietly, as if she was talking to herself, Jean said, “It has taken me a while to understand that trying to make everything perfect is a futile gesture. The world we live in is imperfect, and if it turns out that we encounter violence and hurt along the way, I just want you to know that every second of our friendship has been worth it. And that is true no matter what or who gets injured.”

Mary spent the rest of the travel time to the second village in quiet contemplation. Watching the hazy dust trails of their forward escort and the stark, unrelenting majesty of the scenery through which they traveled filled her with a sense of proportion. Too often, she thought to herself, we are wrapped in the false thought that we can control everything. Realizing that there is very little that we can regulate and the rest is a matter of deciding how we will survive is freeing.

When the outskirts of the second village on their itinerary became visible, Abdul got on the bus sound system and announced, “This village is known for its rug market and its dye works. We have arranged three personal tours of the dye works, allowing each of the groups in which we have been divided to get the full attention of the workers and management, as well as providing plenty of time to ask questions and take pictures.”

At the pleased murmurs behind him, their devoted guide and driver added, “We will be spending about three hours here. A picnic lunch has been packed on the bus for your consumption as we travel from the village to a renowned spice market. Considering the interest of various members of the tour in this locale in the goods sold there, a full five hours is anticipated at the market. With any delay in leaving the village, the time we have to spend to shop for spices will be reduced. After the bazaar, we will be traveling on to our reserved hotel for the evening meal and rest.”

There were small cheers from the people in the back of the bus in response to Abdul’s announcement. Double-checking their bags and fanny packs to ensure that they had both trade items and funds available, the women prepared themselves for another power shopping trip.

To Mary’s relief, the stop in the second village was not as emotional as their visit with Bibi and the villagers. Although the dye works' tours were fascinating and Naomi got tons of pictures and notes, there was little or no emotional connection with the people of their first stop.

Mary made careful notes of what spices and other materials were used for the dying and knew that the process, including mordants and other fixatives, had been documented in detail by Naomi and other people. However, on this stop, Mary concentrated on the exquisite rugs offered for sale in the bazaar that ringed the village.

Losing herself in the thrill of negotiation, Mary was cognizant of the difference in the negotiators' ability in this village compared to that of Bibi. The woman almost felt guilty as she intimidated and overwhelmed the merchants in this more affluent village. Moving from vendor to vendor, the group leader was almost pleased to realize it was time to complete their visit here and leave.

Deciding that it might not be fair for her to be this jaded, Mary thought to herself, I am not sure that it is reasonable to expect everyone to honestly know how important it is to bargain to conserve your available resources. It is probably reprehensible on my part that I only want to tussle against somebody who I consider a worthy opponent, someone who understands the dynamics and precisely what is at stake.

After they had gotten underway to the next stop, the spice market, Patty made sure to distribute the picnic lunch that had been packed for them. Somewhat disappointing after their meal at the Afghani village the day before, the food was still filling, and the water and other liquids very welcome.

Mary had moved from the rear part of the vehicle, where she usually sat to the empty seat at the front of the right side. She and Abdul had found it useful to consult with each other before the group left the bus at their stopping locations. Today, the woman thought it would be pleasant to share some time with him while she ate. The group leader and the driver chatted idly about various topics, ranging from Abdul’s own history to Mary’s remarkable success in her shopping.

The American women had barely enough time to finish their meal before Abdul pulled up into an area outside of a bustling market. He did not automatically open the door for a change until Haji and Jumal parked their motorcycles and came over to enter the bus.

Somberly, the typically cheerful guide announced over the bus intercom, “This is an extremely busy market. It draws many people from the area, and some general safety rules are critical so that you can avoid possible unpleasant experiences here. First of all, do not stray very far from your escort's presence. Many of the merchants here follow very traditional religious and political views. Women that are without so-called protection will offend them strongly and provoke an adverse reaction.”

Once he had everyone’s version of acquiescence, the guide continued, saying, “We will be dividing up into the same groups that we had before. Haji will escort Naomi and Connie, while Jumal will attend Patty and Pam. The remaining three ladies will stay with me. If you purchase so many goods that we cannot carry them, I will ask you to stay with one of the other groups until your escort comes back from the bus.

“Please allow the translation to be handled by your escort. The exception would be Mary, who has shown that she can communicate well without speaking a single word of the language. Those of you with less awareness of the bargaining dynamic should listen to what your escort tells you rather than pushing on to attempt to set prices and conditions with the hidebound vendors here.”

Patty raised an immediate hand, asking, “Does this mean I should not walk around the market without Mary? Or is it alright for me to walk around with Pam and Jumal to decide on what I really want to be making offers before calling for Mary to do the negotiations?”

Before Abdul could answer, Mary cut in, saying, “It is better for negotiations if when you look through the booth, you look at everything. Do not indicate any significant enthusiasm for a particular item when you do. If the merchant knows what you really desire, it will be harder for me to negotiate, and the merchant will take a harder line. Since we are all trying to conserve our funds, this is especially important.”

When Mary was comfortable that everyone understood, the group leader nodded to Abdul, and the guide continued, stating, “We will have approximately four and one-half hours here at the bazaar. Although it is known as the spice market, there are many other things available for purchase. Remember that here barter is just as powerful, if not more so, than paying for something with currency.”

Mary could hear her friends murmuring to each other but was waiting for the moment she knew the group understood and would comply. When that indescribable moment passed, the woman returned to her preferred seat in the back of the bus and once more packed her tote bag and fanny pack with the essentials she knew she would need.

Moving cautiously into the market when they emerged from the bus, the three groups of women moved off in significantly different trajectories. Mary knew that she would get involved in whatever Patty wanted to purchase once the woman had made her initial evaluations, so she quickly tried to take care of her desires.
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Chapter 9 – Dragon Games

Mary’s attention was caught by a dense clump of people around a rough table where six men were seated. Moving slightly closer, the group leader whispered to Abdul, “What is going on?”

Equally quietly, Abdul murmured, “This is a typical gambling game. Each of the seated men is designated as a dragon lizard, and the plaques in front of them contain different markers relating to forces and elements. Whenever a small gong sounds, each of the men turns over one of the plaques in front of him. The pile of coins in the middle, also called a hoard, is divided among the men who have turned over the highest card.”

The American woman watched as a small gong sounded, and the six men flipped their plaques over. Two of them leaned forward with satisfaction while the other four made various dismayed expressions as the winners quickly split up the stack of coins. Mary’s eye was also drawn by a flurry of activity at an even smaller table adjacent to the main table.

Leaning even closer to Abdul, Mary asked, “What is going on at the smaller table? It seems to be somehow included in this game.” The driver's eyes widened slightly in surprise before the man answered, “Truly, you see clearly. This market is typical of many in my country. Traders quickly move from one bazaar to another, and there is no overall way of saying who is a reputable and profitable trader and who is not.

“Those people that want to be considered as capable merchants, possibly even what you would call master merchants, have to conform with whatever controls the market itself requires. In the case of this market, anyone who wishes that distinction wagers on this game. The smaller table holds an area for each of the dragon lizard players. Merchants desiring to be classified as master level make small bets on which of the players will belch fire first.”

Slightly confused, Mary asked, “How does a player belch dragon fire?” When Abdul explained that it meant when there was only a single winner in a round, the woman began to closely observe the gameplay.

Geri and Jean had been silent up to this point, just listening to the conversation. However, Jean was compelled to speak, whispering, “Mary, there are only men here. It may be something that women are not allowed to do.”

Mary looked at Abdul quickly, and the driver responded immediately, “While it is unusual, there are women that are considered expert traders, in fact, some of them are the most feared. They also play this game.”

Suddenly looking determined, Mary edged closer to the small table. Watching another new arrival at the market place his bid, the woman saw that each stack of coins had a different color of yarn or string stuck in it. An older man standing to one side of the small table held a handful of colorful yarns and carefully watched the bids.

Moving toward him so suddenly that Abdul almost tripped in his hurry to follow her, Mary placed herself in front of the older man and calmly extended her right palm in a nonverbal demand. Taken aback, the old man looked first outraged. Barking a phrase at Abdul, the driver's response changed the atmosphere.

First examining the trading tokens that hung around Mary’s neck, there was already a look of respect in the old man’s eyes when he finally met the woman’s resolute stare. The official's dark brown eyes warmed with amused acknowledgment before he carefully extracted a bright red thread and placed it gently on her palm.

Just then, a gong sounded. There was a shout from the main table, and one of the players yelled in triumph before sweeping all of the coins in the middle of the table to his own side.

Simultaneously, the old man in charge of the trader table examined the standing bets and began to apportion winnings to those whose bids were placed in the corresponding player position. Mary noticed a careful tithing of the stakes, with one in ten of the coins being slipped into a sack that was then handed off to a young boy. As the young boy took off, Abdul leaned over to Mary and said quietly, “That is the market’s share. The runner takes the winnings to the headman every time a dragon lizard breathes fire.” The woman nodded but kept her focus on the actions going around her.

The action around the small table swirled as men came in to place their new bets. Mary watched until the activities slowed before threading her way through the onlookers to put a small pile of currency on an empty player square. Making sure that her bright red yarn was visible, the woman stepped back, meeting the incredulous look of the old man in charge of the table with a calm, confident manner.

Abdul was so surprised that he forgot to keep his voice down when he said, “Mary, no one else is betting on that player. That usually means that he is not very good.” Murmurs from the men around them ranged from contemptuous to amused in tone, but Mary did not lose even the smallest bit of her confident manner.

Answering Abdul in a clear contralto that carried over the lower men’s voices around her, Mary stated assuredly, “Everyone deserves someone to believe in them. That man is no less competent than the others, nor does he deserve to be discounted. I have made my wager, and I am leaving it where it stands.”

Feeling the pressure of poignant regard, Mary looked up to meet the searching gaze of one of the men at the main table. The woman noticed that he was neither the youngest nor oldest player there, slender in frame and dressed conservatively. Driven by a power she could not identify, the American woman offered up a small encouraging smile to the Afghani man searching for her motivation. For a brief moment, there was a connection that transcended cultures and language before a gong sounded and the players flipped their plaques.

Again, two players roared in triumph and divided the pot. Mary watched some of the traders placing alternative bets and other squares, while others supplemented their wagers on the table. Many of them did not change their stakes at all, content to watch the next action round.

When Mary began to move toward the table, the men around her fell silent. The woman could feel the pressure of their gazes, the curiosity that was reaching the burning point as they try to understand her actions. Ignoring all of that, Mary calmly placed an even larger wager on the same square, supplementing her lonely bid.

As she turned to move back to where Abdul stood with his mouth agape, flanked by the beaming faces of Geri and Jean, Mary met the disbelieving gaze of the player that she continued to back. His disbelief changed to a fierce fire as he realized that her belief in him was more powerful than ever, and his whole manner changed. Like a fire ignited from a spark, the man straightened up and accepted her belief transforming him into a man who understood his own power.

The effect on the other players at the table was startling. The two men that had been doing the most winning regarded her with a tinge of fear. Mary could see the first tendrils of doubt entering their minds, but that was not her purpose there. Initially, she wanted to gain the accreditation to negotiate for the group's absolute best price. While she still wanted that, the exposure to the Afghani culture and people had taught her to look beyond the country's borders and into the hearts of people.

As she stood frozen for a moment surrounded by men who lacked any understanding of who and what she was, Mary was assailed by the familiar faint perfume that Jean always wore and the weathered and worn clasp of Geri’s hand, as her two friends came to flank her.

Before either of them could speak, the gong sounded again, and once more, the dragon lizard players flipped their plaques. There was a moment of stunned silence. No triumphal yell from the table sounded, and there was nothing to give Mary a clue as to what had happened.
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Chapter 10 – Master Trader

In the air exploded with shouts, and the player that Mary had backed looked up at her with his eyes burning with gratitude and admiration. Still silent, he reached forward and swept the entire pot into his area. The woman would have stood there frozen except that at that moment, Abdul reached her and grabbed hold of her arms with an iron grip.

Ordering the two other women to stay with him, Abdul dragged Mary over to a small table to meet the official's astonished and admiring gaze. Mary watched in numbed surprise as the elderly man pulled the tithing away from the coins and indicated that she could take the rest. Seeing their friend’s inability to move, Geri and Jean quickly swept the winnings into her bag.

However, the official was not done with Mary yet. Stepping over nearer to her than was comfortable for most Afghani men, the old man reached his hand out, gently touching the center of one of her trading tokens and saying in a respectful voice something that Abdul translated immediately. His own voice somewhat shaken, their devoted guide announced, “He says it is well deserved.”

Wrapped in the reputation of a Master trader, the group leader quickly moved on to the textiles and rugs that were her main focus. Negotiating and closing on several exquisite rugs satisfied Mary’s yearning and left her standing in front of a booth that featured roving and handspun yarns. The variety of the shades and the textures intrigued her, and she stepped into the confines of the booth to see what other treasures were hiding there.

Both Jean and Geri wanted to explore a more significant area of the market, and Mary could see that Abdul was torn as to the correct actions. Reassuring him, Mary said, “I just want to look in the yarns store here. It should be easy for you to locate, and I will call for help if I need it. Take the other two where they want to go and rejoin me when you can.” Although reluctant, their guide and driver eventually took the other two women off to run their errands, leaving Mary in a relatively protected spot.

When her eyes adjusted to the dimmer light, Mary caught her breath in excited amazement. The tiny booth was jammed with many types of naturally sourced fibers and spinnings. Entranced, Mary ran her fingers over silky cashmere and softer than silk goat hair.

The woman in charge of the booth could not seem to take her eyes off Mary. Even with her headscarf on, Mary knew that she did not look like a typical Afghani and wondered what the woman made of her.

Tentatively at first, Mary explored the smells and textures of the fibers in the small crowded booth. As the woman saw how much Mary was luxuriating in the sensation of the yarns, she slowly emerged from the back, offering a gap-toothed smile to her possible customer.

Exchanging hand gestures with both the shop owner and two other customers, Mary finally pulled her current knitting project out of her tote bag and showed the women what she was making. The group leader could feel the other women’s excitement when they saw and touched the result of her knitting.

At some unknown signal, one of the women, an elderly woman with a slightly stooped posture, grabbed Mary’s arm and pulled her energetically into the booth to the immediate right of the one she was visiting. The shop was filled with rugs.

Mary could see at a glance that these rugs were created with more skill than those she had seen until now. Running her hand lightly over the nap of the carpet, the elderly woman grabbed her wrist and shook her head at the foreigner's mistake. After that, what ensued was an intense short course in identifying a carpet's quality, all conducted by pantomime and gesture.

Mary was pleased to interact with the woman but unsure why she was pulled to a different booth. Indicating with her hands that Mary should choose three rugs when the American woman had complied, the elderly woman called out, and the salesperson from the yarn shop slipped to the back flap of the booth enclosure to lay a massive pile of yarn on the table.

The American woman was getting an inkling of where this is going and could not believe the circumstances that had conspired to produce this result. Her suspicion became more confident when the younger woman leaned over and gently touched three of Mary’s knitting needle size sets and then pointed to the rugs and yarn.

Reaching into her tote bag, Mary pulled out a zippered container that held a complete set of more delicate knitting needles. Opening it up, the woman laid it out on the table and indicated the younger Afghani female should look at it. At first, the American needed to demonstrate how the needles attached to the connecting cord to form a solid base, but once she did, the two women were off at breakneck speed in a discussion that left Mary far behind.

Looking carefully at the token Mary had received from Bibi and hung around her neck, the two Afghani women exchanged glances. While the younger woman disappeared into her yarn booth, the older one began to pull out carpets from her store and pile them up.

Mary knew enough not to object to them raising their offer but was conscious of complete and utter amazement at what they were offering for something which to her was a small item.

The younger woman was back shortly with an even bigger load of unique and custom spun yarns. This time she had included twists of paper that for a moment left Mary confused. Suddenly, the American woman had a lightbulb moment and realize that the twists of paper were the method in which they kept dyes separate and contained.

Looking at the pile of paper knots, Mary realized just how valuable those knitting needles were to these two Afghani women. It was both humbling and exhilarating to the American. She thought to herself, I do not need to make a better deal than this. I want them to enjoy the needles and succeed. There is no need for me to overcome them in a competition where their necessity and survival drive them.

When Mary signaled her agreement, both women’s faces erupted in brilliant smiles, and they impulsively both hugged the American. Mary’s eyes sparkled with the emotional sense of belonging, and she attempted to focus on completing the deal and rejoining the remainder of her party.

Emerging from the negotiations' intensity to her current reality, Mary worried that Abdul would be panicking and unable to find her. Looking helplessly at the pile of rugs and other items she had just bartered for, the woman was greatly relieved when the elderly woman in charge of the rug store called out in an imperious voice, and two young, teenaged men shambled into the store.

In a commanding tone, the woman uttered several sharp instructions to the two young men, causing them to straighten up and nod to Mary. Clumsily, one of them asked in broken English, “You with tour? We take items to bus. All good?” When Mary nodded yes, the young man broke into a surprisingly sweet and shy smile before answering, “We do now. Grandmother happy. We both thank you.”

The two men made quick work of loading up Mary’s purchases in a small hand-drawn cart and trundling off through the market toward the bus. Still unable to see Abdul, Mary turned toward the two women and offered her hands in a friendship clasp. The older woman was obviously emotionally touched, while the younger one just looked overwhelmed. After once again hugging the American, the older woman put her hand out in a clear command of “Wait!” before disappearing into an enclosed area of the booth.

Emerging a short time later, the elderly woman carefully stretched up, draping another lanyard with a token around Mary’s neck. Arranging it so that it was prominently displayed on the center of her chest, the older woman pointed at herself to say, “Jamila,” before pointing to the younger woman and saying distinctly, “Mir.”

Mary responded by pronouncing her own name, and all three of the women beamed at each other. Just then, the group leader heard Abdul’s voice raised in escalating alarm as he called out her name. Responding loudly resulted in the concerned guide erupting into the middle of the rug shop, looking around wildly for his charge.

When Abdul saw Mary’s unharmed and unstressed expression, the young man took a deep breath, trying to calm his nerves. Geri and Jean were with him, both of them holding packages and full tote bags but with widened eyes that still rebounded with fearful concern.

While Abdul caught his breath, Mary self-consciously introduced her two friends to Jamila and Mir. Breathing her relief when the four women seem to like each other, Mary moved around to pat Abdul on the shoulder, saying soothingly, “I stayed very close to where I started. Remember, I promised to call for you if there was a problem.”

Although the young man nodded his head in agreement, Mary could tell he still was shocked by her temporary absence. Vowing to herself to be more considerate in the future, Mary murmured to Jamila in English that Abdul was a good boy and very conscientious.

The American was surprised when the older woman in partially understandable English responded, “Dependable is good. Perhaps he should court my granddaughter.” When both younger people flushed deep, brilliant red, the older women exchanged amused glances but were kind enough not to carry the teasing any further forward.

Reluctantly taking her farewell from someone she felt was a new friend, Mary followed Abdul into the market's central aisle. With amusement, the older woman observed their guide and Mir exchanging shy but interested glances before the guide herded his charges away.

Their party regained the central aisle just in time to intercept Patty trailed by her twin Pam and Jumal. The energized chef all but grabbed Mary by her shoulders and dragged her off toward the spice market's central areas. Chattering faster than the group leader had ever heard her speak before, Patty did an unorganized dump of information into the older woman’s ears, telling her what she had seen, wanted, and needed.

Mary was confused and heartened, feeling that this was a significant milestone for Patty and her recovery. The emergence of enthusiasm and creativity was something that the group had waited anxiously to see from the damaged and grieving woman. For that indication of healing to show up here in response to the promise of spices and herbs typically not found in the US was one of the significant benefits that Mary had thought of when considering the trip.

Smiling, Mary almost stalked through the bazaar, feeling like the healing in her friends offset any trouble that they ran into worthwhile. It was a good feeling and one that she wanted to cling to, at least for a little while.
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Chapter 11 – Spice of Life

Patty delivered a rapid-fire summary that laid out the spices that she thought were the best and where they were located. Her enthusiasm was contagious, and Geri began to ask excited questions about which spices might do well incorporated into her version of American South cuisine. When the chef answered her, Geri asked in a livelier voice than Mary had ever heard her use, “I would love to try to revamp some of my old family recipes and take advantage of the different spices and herbs. Perhaps Mary can negotiate a quantity for me too.”

Mary immediately responded, saying, “I will just negotiate for larger amounts of everything. That way, the merchants will take me more seriously, and we can always divide up the spices later.” Looking worried all of a sudden, Patty said uncomfortably, “It depends on how much money we are talking. After all the things that you bought, your funds must be running low, and I know that I do not have enormous tons of cash.”

Jumal and Abdul stopped immediately as Mary came to a complete halt. The group leader looked over at Patty and asked, incredulously, “How much do you think I have spent?”

Looking uncomfortable, Patty responded, “Pam and I sort of estimated that you spent about $5000. That is a lot of money, and I do not have anywhere close to that.”

Abdul stared first at Patty before turning his head to Mary and saying, “I think you had better do their negotiating for everybody from this point forward. They are too used to purchasing things in your country and do not understand how things are done here.”

Pam and Patty looked from their guide to the group leader in bewilderment. Finally, Pam asked quietly, “How much have you spent? You have at least fifteen rugs and lots of other things, including pottery and some metalwork.”

Keeping her in her voice very calm, Mary admitted, “I spent a total of just under $75 and traded sixteen T-shirts and nine pens. Although that is probably not an entirely accurate total. I think I made about $51 in the dragon lizard game, which would then net me out to $24 spent.”

Aghast, Patty exclaimed, “I spent over $200 in the first village and only got one rug!”

Abdul suggested softly, “Please do not declaim money amounts in this market. It is very dangerous to do so. Also, be aware the man you just paid $200 typically earns less than six dollars a month.”

Patty let out a little yelp and demanded, “Mary, does that include what we bought in the city? All the things we got from the spice merchant are included in that total?”

When Mary nodded her head, the chef closed her eyes in pain and murmured, “Please forget I said anything. You definitely are the right person to negotiate for us.” Pam patted her sister comfortingly on the shoulder, murmuring soft words that brought a slight smile to the embarrassed woman’s face.

The group leader happened to be looking at the twins when she saw that a man in the crowd was staring fixedly at her group. When he saw that Mary noticed him, he turned and slipped away, quickly blending into the rest of the people milling around in the market. The shiver ran through Mary’s body, and she wondered if there was a cold front coming through. She thought to herself, It is either weather change or someone just walked over my grave. Shaking off the morbid thought, the uneasy woman headed for the first of the spice merchants.

The following couple of hours were an exciting adventure in bargaining for Mary. The first shop had been a definite lesson, but not for the American woman. Instead, that interaction taught the merchants in this market that she was not someone that it was safe to disrespect.

At first, the shopkeeper had appeared respectful and all jovial, making humorous comments and going out of his way to be courteous to the women. He watched how they moved around his store, and Mary could see that he made mental notes of everything that Patty, Pam, or Geri lingered over or discussed. The woman could tell when he decided that he had his customers hooked because his manner changed.

Then his tactics shifted to protestations that such a spice was already promised to someone else and another one was scarce. When Mary got him to define a price, it was many times what the city merchant had charged. The group leader disliked the difference between his apologetic words and the greedy gleam in his eyes.

Finally, after the third outrageous price he quoted, Mary turned to the rest of her group, saying sharply, “We are leaving now, ladies. This man thinks that we are stupid, and I know his prices are ridiculous. They are not even close enough to negotiate into something more reasonable.

“If worse comes to worst, I will request the same spices from our friend, Numatullah Ahmed. I am sure that he will sell us the others we want under the same agreement that he and I have already worked out.”

Looking confused but obedient to Mary’s assertive commands, the other women follow Jumal out of the shop before the shopkeeper could protest. Bursting into impassioned speech, the merchant addressed Abdul at length. When Mary looked over at their guide, she could see the amusement buried in his eyes, but his face was carefully held motionless.

The woman raised her eyebrows in an unspoken question, and Abdul said carefully, “Merchant Asadullah is feeling quite annoyed because he did not realize that you knew the Honorable Numatullah Ahmed. He has suggested that perhaps it would be better if we two men discussed the purchase, rather than leaving it to the volatile emotions of a female.”

Without thinking about it, Mary felt a little used expression spring to life on her face. It was the one that told someone they were discussing and not telling the truth, and she was aware of it. It was a combination of disdain and contempt, leavened with impatience, not typically something that the woman felt about another human being.

Taking one step toward the merchant, she drew his eye and pointedly lifted the trading tokens that she had received off where they lay against her chest to dangle in midair. She tapped the center of each medal with her other hand’s index finger before pointing to herself. Still without a word, she turned and stalked out of his shop.

Ignoring the shopkeeper’s fervent pleas to return, Mary gathered the rest of her party with a glance, and they headed off to the next shop of interest. As the group moved, the woman noticed the young runners that sprinted to other stalls and knew that she would not have the same problem again.

The next shop was not one that sold spices. Instead, it was one that specialized in tea and coffee. Some of the women in the group had become quite fond of the strong-flavored teas that were served everywhere, while others had grown to love the thick Turkish coffee. The intense aromas that greeted Mary as she stepped into the depths of the shop washed the unpleasant aftertaste of the previous encounter out of her mind leaving her with senses that were awash with the mystery of the Middle East. She could not help the smile that came to her face, nor did she want to hide her response.

The shop proprietor moved immediately to greet them and spoke at length before courteously waiting for Abdul to translate. Both he and Jumal looked pleased and slightly amused by the time the man was done talking.

Abdul turned to Mary and reported, “This merchant, who goes by the name of Amir Sardar, bids us all welcome. He invites us to look through his shop and asks if you would accept his hospitality in the form of a family blend of Kahwah. It is a tea that varies from family to family and only served to honored guests. You should know that what he proposes is a sign that he takes you seriously and is willing to bargain.”

Mary answered, “Please tell him that we would be happy to taste his family tea.” While Abdul translated her response, Mary turned to the rest of the women and explained what was going on. Geri was amazed that this was all involved in a simple purchase. When the group leader pointed out that bargaining was a way of life here and those cultural ceremonies were essential for creating an environment where commerce was possible, she could see the light of understanding igniting within each of her friends in turn.

Amir called out, and the young woman came from the shop's curtained back, carrying a small samovar and eight ceramic handleless cups on the tray. She laid it down on an empty counter and waited with her eyes downcast.

Looking into the decorated white ceramic vessels, Mary could see small pieces of appeared to be nuts in the bottom. Before Mary could ask, Jumal explained in a quiet tone, “Those are chopped up almonds. The tea that will be poured on top of them usually includes cardamom, cinnamon, saffron, and either sugar or honey in addition to the green tea. Every family has their own take on the recipe, but they are always good.”

Still keeping eyes downcast, the young woman carefully filled each of the ceramic cups. Once she was done, the merchant handed the beverages to Mary’s group, starting first with the group leader, followed by the other women. Only after all the females had been served did the man hand cups to Abdul and Jumal, reserving the last for himself.

Amir raised his cup in a toast, which Abdul translated as a welcome to honored guests instead of the more stilted term for customers. Mary smiled with pleasure, knowing that he would be both respectful and a wily negotiator. With anticipation, she began to bargain with energy that surprised her.

Less than a half-hour and two more cups of tea later, Amir and Mary concluded their bargain. Unable to handle the suspense of the negotiations and the intricate dance between traders, the other women had been restive. Jumal finally took them out to wander through the market while Abdul stayed with her.

Feeling exhilarated, Mary beamed at Amir, and the man smiled back at her. As the young woman tied up Mary’s purchases into a bundle, which she then shyly handed to Abdul. In the meantime, Amir brought a box over to Mary, extending it with a bow. In a careful cadence, the Afghani merchant spoke at length, finally placing it directly into her hands.

Her guide translated, “The honorable merchant thanks you for the honor of negotiating and wishes that you will accept this small token of his esteem. He hopes that when you return to the area that you will once again visit his poor shop.” Abdul finished with the gesture urging her to open the box.

Mary opened the top seeing a large set of the handleless cups in which they had been served tea, which Abdul had told her were called piala. Exclaiming in pleasure at the outer pattern's intricate delicacy, the woman thanked Amir effusively, informing him that his would definitely be the shop she returned to when she visited again.

Now comfortable with the pattern of Afghani token exchange, Mary had planned out her offerings and positioned them ready to hand at the top of her tote bag. Confidently she reached in and selected items by touch.

Sensitive to the cultural posture on touching between unrelated adults, Mary laid two sparkling pens and a neatly folded long silk scarf on the tray. She could tell by the widening of the man’s eyes that she had given him what he considered a princely gift. It was her way of telling him that her desire to return and revisit him was honest. I am not sure that I will ever come back to Afghanistan, she thought to herself, but I will want to return here if I do.

Mary and Abdul left the booth amid a flurry of best wishes and protestations of thanks. Mary could see that her companion had a wide grin that looked like it was going to cut his face into two, and she could feel the urge to smile the same way in her own muscles. Trying with difficulty to contain herself, the woman said in an overly calm voice, “I think we did pretty well.”

Abdul exploded into laughter, causing the people around them to stare at the duo and drawing Jumal and the rest of their party. When Patty and Pam demanded details, all that Mary would say was she was comfortable with the exchange, and so was the shopkeeper.

As the group moved toward the next shop, Jean said quietly to her friend, “You probably think that I am paranoid, but I kept seeing a couple of men that were watching us. I know this is not a really large market, but the fact that they kept reappearing made me feel a little bit creeped out.”

Mary gravely thanked her for letting her know and asked her if she had told Jumal and Abdul. When Jean admitted that she had not because she did not want the men to think less of her, the group leader pulled both men in closer and let them know what happened.

The men promised to keep an eye out and let Haji know what was going on. Jean volunteered that she would notify them if she saw either of the men again. As they entered the next shop, Mary could not get rid of the increasing pressure of approaching danger that had been dogging her heels for the last few days.
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Chapter 12 – A Meal Before You Go

The previous day had ended on a series of high notes with successful trades one after another. Each of the merchants in subsequent booths that Mary had entered had been respectful and reasonable in their prices and negotiation. The woman took advantage of that attitude to buy unusual spices and other metalwork, rugs, leather items, and distinctive accessories like pakols, a type of warm flat hat.

By the time they were done, Mary was more than ready to get back on the bus and travel to their lodgings. Abdul and their two escorts had taken care of getting everything appropriately stowed and made the American women comfortable before starting the last trip of the evening.

Mary had almost crawled to her seat in the rear of the bus, feeling the echoing effects of adrenaline release accentuating the agony of aching feet and the tension in her shoulders and back. The combination of pain and exhaustion pushed any other event out of the forefront of her mind. Fumbling in her tote bag, the woman pulled some ibuprofen out and swallowed it, washing the pills down with large gulps of water. Suddenly too tired to keep her eyes open, the group leader soon fell into an exhausted sleep that lasted until the bus pulled up in front of the evening’s accommodations.

The group leader did not remember much of the evening, other than someone insisting that she have something to eat when all she wanted to do was to go to sleep. However, Mary wakened early, disoriented, and struggling to identify where she was. Quickly washing and brushing her teeth, Mary was down in the small hotel lobby with her bag packed and ready to go just as Abdul settled accounts with the desk clerk.

Being Mary, their cheerful and devoted guide and driver came over to inquire how she felt this morning. Responding that she was better rested and totally recovered, the American woman was pleased that the small worry lines in his face eased out and his familiar happy grin reappeared on his face.

A few minutes later, the rest of the women in the tour group made their way into the lobby, each with their packed bags. One of their escorts, Jumal, came over to assist Abdul in stowing away their luggage while the women climbed onto the bus.

Looking out the window, Mary saw Abdul in the middle of a serious discussion with two escorts. Both Haji and Jumal were emphatically making points to the tour guide and driver, and none of them looked happy. Making a note to herself that she should ask Abdul what they had been talking about later, Mary instead concentrated on the beautiful scenery around her.

Even when the two men on motorcycles started out ahead of them and the bus followed, Mary kept her eyes on the landscape that was so different than her home. The dramatic mountain vistas and the areas of lush vegetation contrasting with stony outcroppings and bare sandy soil seemed to be seeping into her soul.

Mary knew from earlier discussions with Abdul that they would be driving about an hour and a half to another village, where they could experience another form of market and see some of the other crafts that the Afghanis produced. Mary had been particularly interested in the promise of embroidered mats and tablecloths. That sort of handwork was costly in the US, and she was looking forward to seeing the traditional patterns and color choices typical in this area.

The scenery was so seductive that the photographers were constantly asking Abdul to slow down or stop. However, the driver would only slow down enough for pictures since he reminded them that this was the third and last village they would visit, and afterward, the tour would be heading back to the city so they could sleep in their hotel again tonight.

Suitably chastened, Naomi and Geri continue to take many pictures while the others only stirred themselves occasionally. Naomi was the first to call out a sighting of their destination, exclaiming, “This is an incredibly dirty and small village. Are you sure we are going to find handwork here?”

Abdul said somewhat defensively, “Yes, I know that it looks terrible, but they truly have some beautiful handwork, and it gives us a place to stop and have a meal before we go back to the city. The drive between here and your hotel is fairly long, and we wanted you to have a break.”

Mary spoke up, saying reprovingly, “We are getting jaded if we are not willing to experience things that offend our American eyes.” Abashed, Naomi called out an apology, immediately following it by snapping a whole flurry of pictures as they drove the rest the way into the village.

Connie called out in amazement, “That cow is wearing a blanket! I have never seen anything like that.”

Abdul responded, saying, “It is the farmer’s favorite cow!” When the women broke into uproarious laughter, Mary could tell that their guide and driver was confused but decided it would not be useful to try to get him some clarity on why they all laughed.

Pulling into an empty area and parking, the women exited the bus in a flood of chatter. Mary came along at the back of the group, unable to find the energy to lead them around what promised to be a strangely unappealing area.

Once Abdul explained that those who provided embroidered items would have a length of brightly colored yarn hanging from the door frame, while those that did leather work would have a strip of cured leather on theirs, the women scattered. The three escorts were run ragged trying to keep an eye on all of their charges.

Mary made her way into one small building set off by itself where a dangling piece of rosy pink thread hung from the doorway. Tapping on the doorframe courteously, she waited a couple of seconds before stepping through the room beyond.

A worn-looking woman with young eyes glanced up at her fearfully but kept her hands steady in an intricate length of fabric. Enthralled by the beauty of the work, Mary exclaimed, “How beautiful!”

The fear left the Afghani woman’s face, and Mary realized with a flash of stunned astonishment that the woman was young enough to be her daughter. Pierced with a sudden insight, the American woman was faced with the harsh acknowledgment of just how hard it was to live in rural Afghanistan. Her gaze softening in sympathy, she asked gently, “Do you have more things to show me?”

The younger woman’s expression showed her non-understanding, and Mary was about to call out for Abdul when he stuck his head through the doorway and asked her if there was any problem. When Mary explained, the tour guide translated quickly and waited in case the woman had questions

Mary’s heart lurched when she turned her attention back to the woman only to see that even the minimal invasion of an Afghani man in her home had filled her face with fear again, and she had curled over her handwork protectively. Her throat burning around the lump that made it impossible for her to speak, the American woman gazed imploringly at Abdul.

The young man who had spent almost every waking moment with them for multiple weeks read Mary’s desires and spoke to the young villager quietly. When she gave a trembling response, Abdul called out a farewell to his charge and disappeared.

The Afghani woman carefully folded her current project so that her working area was protected and got up to pull a series of loosely-wrapped bundles out from a niche in the corner of the room. Laying them out on the top of a small table, she unrolled the first to reveal a tablecloth that drew an explosive gasp of astonishment from Mary.

Worked in intricate stitches of interlocking shapes, the vibrant colors almost exploded off of the base textile. Unable to stop herself, Mary unrolled item after item, amazed at the range of skill demonstrated and humbled by the amount of work that had gone into each one.

Almost shaking with admiration, Mary used her index finger to draw a circle encompassing all of the items on the table, asking, “How much do you want for these?” while simultaneously turning her hand up and using her other index finger to tap her palm. When the young woman answered with a question, Mary knew that she needed Abdul.

Raising her voice to call out his name, Mary saw the young woman cringe and move toward the curtain that divided the small house. Again, the American woman was almost overwhelmed with the protective urge but knew she had no way of communicating that to the frightened woman in front of her.

Abdul appeared in the doorway, gasping with the effort that had made him answer Mary so quickly. When she explained what she wanted to him, he promptly translated both her questions and the one’s response. With a look of compassion on his face, their guide explained, “Her starting price is $0.75.”

Mary nodded her head, acknowledging, “That is very reasonable per item, but she is undervaluing it because of the size of some of the tablecloths.”

His face assuming an even sadder shadow deep inside his eyes, Abdul corrected her, saying, “No, that is what she is asking for everything on the table.”

The American woman exclaimed in disbelief, “There are twenty-six tablecloths on this table. How can she want so little for hundreds of hours of work?”

Showing the depth of private grief, the young man told her, “She would not even get a penny apiece for these items from any of the merchants around here. This is probably her only skill, and she is a widow with a child to support. One of the reasons we stop here is that the headman is tolerant of those in her circumstances. Most other village elders or headmen would throw her out, letting her and her daughter starve. This one does not even attempt to make them pay him.”

Mary’s chest was so tight that she could not seem to get a breath. Swallowing with difficulty, she asked her driver, “How often do you come here? I mean, how often do you personally drive a tour through this village?”

Abdul admitted, “About every two months.”

Suddenly the swirling confusion of pain inside of Mary settled into crystalline determination. Looking at Abdul, she said, “When I leave the tour, I will give you funds to come and purchase everything that she has done. I will give you money now to go and buy at roughly the same rate everything that the women in her situation have for sale in this village. We will work out some way of getting those goods to me, but I cannot allow such a situation like this to exist, especially when it costs me so little to resolve.”

His eyes warm with admiration, the young Afghani man said quietly, “I go to each of them and make the purchases for you. Do you want me to tell them that when I return, I will buy their goods at the same rate?” When Mary agreed to that strategy, Abdul spoke softly with the woman whose frightened eyes had been bouncing from one to the other of her visitors.

Quickly, Mary paid for her purchases and concealed her emotional reaction as the woman held the Afghani coins in her hand, while relieved tears dripped down her face. After a few seconds, the younger woman’s gaze darted around the room, and Mary knew that she was trying to find something to give as a token of her esteem at the end of the trade.

Before the American woman could try to explain that she did not need anything else, a slender, undernourished child darted out from behind the curtains to hand a stack of mats to what was clearly her mother. Jabbering rapidly, the little girl pointed to Mary and made her speech emphatic. At first, the mother's face showed resistance, but it crumbled under what Mary recognized as the force of necessity.

Hesitantly, the young woman offered the mats to Mary, who was struck with an emotional jolt to the heart at the evidence of skill reborn in the small child. The little girl had managed to create a swirling interlock pattern that trimmed the mats and created a beautiful framework for whatever meal was placed on top of them.

Realizing how important this exchange was, Mary smiled broadly and accepted the mats with a small bow. Reaching into her tote bag, she offered, in turn, two of the glittering pens. Both mother and child exclaimed in pleasure, and Mary placed them in the work-worn palm of the woman’s hand, closing the Afghani’s fingers around the American woman’s token.

Impulsively, the small girl ran over to Mary and flung her little arms around the American's waist. Giving a short hug in return, Mary gathered her purchases up and left the house.

Desperately trying to hold her composure, Mary headed back toward the bus. Seeing Haji standing there as a guard, Mary moved up to him, saying, “Could you please put these purchases inside for me? I think I need to walk around a little bit.”

With a respectful nod of his head, Haji took her burden from her as she turned away and went to find the rest of her party. The other women were not too hard to find. All six of them were milling around, idly examining things and talking. As soon as Mary came into view, they surrounded her, chattering about how there was nothing to buy and that even Naomi was finding it difficult to get good pictures.

The two photographers told her that the lighting was tricky and that such a stark landscape did not offer much scope for exciting photos. After a spirited discussion, Mary told Abdul that she thought they could head back for the city.

The young driver had completed the errands that Mary had requested of him and headed off toward the village headman’s house to let them know they were leaving. When Abdul reappeared, he was accompanied by the headmen who pleaded with the women to have a meal before they left.

When the scruffy man explained that a group of the women had been cooking most of the day for their visitors' entertainment, none of the Americans felt like they could leave without at least tasting the dishes.

To everyone’s surprise, the food was terrific. Delicious and flavorful, the pallet of flavorings burst in their mouths and perfumed the air. Patty and some of the others were asking quick questions about the food preparation and the spices that were used. Abdul and Jumal could not translate fast enough, so the two men accompanied Mary’s party into the kitchen to talk to the cooks.

For some reason, Mary was exhausted and lingered over her last cup of tea. Staring idly at their bus and thinking of the trip back to the hotel, the American woman noted the many people that walked past the tour vehicle as they moved from the village to a worn pathway.

For a while, the group leader played a game in her head, trying to imagine what the people were doing in the pathway. Ranging from young men driving goats ahead of them to women carrying water jugs, Mary amused herself with making stories of what they were going to or coming from.

Mary was pulled out of her daze when she felt a stab of recognition and realized that the two men that were just coming up from behind the tour bus looked very similar to men she had seen the previous day in the spice market. Staring at the duo, she finally dismissed her thought, concluding that she was getting overly tired and needed to take a nap. Any further ruminations were stopped as the rest of her tour erupted out of the kitchen, speaking loudly and cheerfully.

The group leader listened to the happy conversation while Abdul elaborately thanked the headman and promised to return. Obediently following Jumal and Haji, Mary made sure that all of her friends were back into the tour vehicle before she wearily dragged her own body up the steps.

Pausing briefly by Abdul only long enough for him to murmur, “It is all done.” The group leader made her way back to her quieter seat in the rear of the bus and settled with an exhausted sigh. Mary knew they were headed back toward the city now and would sleep in their clean beds tonight.

Thinking to herself, I am desperate for a shower, maybe even a soak in the tub. Clean sheets and a firm mattress are going to feel like heaven. If
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Chapter 13 – Riding the Bus

The afternoon sun cast a warm glow over the mountainous terrain, illuminating the old cracked road that the bus traveled along. Awakening after a short nap, the murmurs of the other women in the bus had lulled Mary into a sense of contemplative stupor. Their low-toned discussions formed a soothing backdrop to her skittering thoughts.

The woman kept pushing on the feeling of dread that had increased each day, struggling to pin it down to anything specific. Trying to be honest with herself, Mary could not tell if it was a premonition driven by the tidal wave of different encounters and situations in which they found themselves, or something more. Even considering possible reasons was challenging.

Mary knew that she was close to the place that had occupied her thoughts since the planning of this trip. In the decades of her life, Mary could not remember anything at all that had filled her with the same degree of dread and desperate need ever since it was decided to take this tour. The uneasiness in her stomach and the slight pounding of the blood in her veins combined to create a cocktail of anticipation. She took a deep breath, releasing it slowly and determinedly dragged her attention back to the here and now.

Thank goodness for my ‘textile friends.’ I would never have made it here without them, she thought gratefully. Even though we met in a grief support group, I believe we have been good for each other’s souls.

Mary looked toward the front of the small bus at the foursome directly behind the driver. They were an incongruous group. All-female and all smiling, but different in other ways. Naomi was a tall and slender woman with a pale complexion and very dark hair. She was bent slightly toward and over Geri, the oldest member of their group who had skin as black as night and hair entirely white. Chatting animatedly with them were twins, Patty and Pam. The sisters had similar gray-streaked red hair and deep green eyes, looking like identical images of each other. Even in their fifties, their freckles made them look ridiculously young.

Each of the women had some form of rug or fabric in their hands. The group’s visit with the small villages had been both pleasant and productive. The native weavers had shown the group a series of interesting techniques and even some new ways of dying fiber that were greeted with excitement and energetic handwaving all around.

Of course, everyone had bartered or purchased items. Mary thought happily about the rugs and other purchases that were carefully stowed in the bus’ luggage compartment and on the seat beside her. Even though she had obtained local money, the village women preferred to barter for the Americans’ things. Who knew that the pens and the T-shirts I packed were worth so much? Mary thought contentedly.

The woman turned her attention to the other side of the bus, where the remaining two members of their small group were stretched out and asleep on the bench seats. Jean was dozing underneath one of the rugs she had purchased, and Connie was examining a handmade bag intently. Wondering what Connie was looking at, Mary stood up and grabbed the back of the bus seat to steady herself, when suddenly it seemed like the world ended in an explosion.

It was as if a giant hand had grabbed their small bus and thrown it high into the air, accompanied by a crash of percussive sound and the screech of ripping metal. Unseen forces smashed into the vehicle. The inhabitants were violently thrown in whipsawed directions as windows exploded into a shrapnel shower of glass.

They were falling through the air, loose items seeming to go upward while they fell down. It was a nightmare feeling, out of control and surreal.

The smash of the bus returning to the ground ripped every iota of air from Mary’s lungs, and she felt hot, slashing pain in her ribs. As the entire vehicle began to roll over on its side, the woman curled her arms over her head in a futile attempt to ward off danger. The bus had landed with a horrible crash, teetered briefly onto its side before continuing its fall, rolling over and over again. Bodies were thrown everywhere, accompanied by screams and the sounds of breaking glass.

Mary’s arms were struck by the flying contents and the intrusion of the surrounding environment's rocky outcroppings as the bus rolled down the slope, forcing the unyielding spikes of stone into the bus's interior and ripping vicious slashes in the already damaged chassis. The disorientation of the vehicle’s bouncing and rolling fall finally came to a jarring halt, raising a choking cloud of dust and dirt.

There was a brief instant of quiet when Mary muzzily wondered if she were dead. It was as if the world held its breath, and there was no sound. Then dimly, as if from a distance, sharp popping sounds split the silence. First, there was a rapid pattering of staccato beats, answered by slower, lower-toned percussive sounds. After a short time, the frequency of the sounds diminished until silence ruled again.

The momentary relief of that quiet was all too soon shattered with a clashing of noises that hurt her ears and added to her confusion. Screams combined sobs against the backdrop of a persistent hissing sound. Mary felt as if she were caught between two realities, one that resided in silence and the other that overwhelmed her with noise and smells. The woman knew that she was stepping back and forth between the two, finally realizing, I must be in shock. Otherwise, how could I be both freezing and too hot?

Mary inhaled deeply before anchoring herself in the real world around her. Somehow, she had become entangled with Connie, and they had landed on a curved metal surface. She could feel the other woman shaking in her arms, but neither of them spoke. Carefully disengaging, Mary straightened painfully and took stock of their situation.

The interior of the bus look like a tornado had ripped through it. There were bags, rugs, and bodies tossed randomly around the seats, and lengths of fabric draping down from seatbacks. At first, Mary stood slightly hunched over and hugging her sides, staring in non-comprehension at the confusing scene. It didn’t make any sense to the group leader until she realized that the bus was upside down. In astonishment, she looked down and saw the curved surface. Numbly, the woman thought to herself, This is the ceiling! It is not flat, which is why I am having problems standing straight.

The relief of finding some orientation to the bizarre scene filled Mary with an almost irrepressible bubble of hysterical laughter. Managing to suppress her mirth with difficulty, she struggled painfully to stay upright just as more sound filled the bus.

Frightened voices, crying sobs, and a peculiar hissing sound now filled the air in the vacuum left by the violence of their landing.

Mary forced her thoughts into coherency, thinking, We have survived, but I have no idea how well and how long that will continue. With an effort to work past the greyness that clogged her brain, Mary focused on finding out what state she and her friends were in.

The group leader started with Connie. A quick examination showed that the other woman was frightened but essentially unharmed except for various bruises and scratches. However, she appeared stunned and shocked. Mary picked up a small rug that had landed close by and tucked it around her shaking friend. Patting her gently, the group leader said, “Just stay here for a moment, dear, while I check the others.”

Loud sobs were coming from the front of the bus, so Mary headed there next. Crawling carefully and painfully on her hands and knees, the woman made her way over to what appeared to be a pile of arms and legs.

The crying came from someone on the bottom. Murmuring phrases of comfort and encouragement without thinking, Mary started to untangle what appeared to be a pair of her friends.

Mary gently straightened tangled limbs and touched Pam’s face, looking and feeling for injuries. When the group leader could see awareness seep back into her friend’s eyes, she gently helped the stunned woman sit up. Immediately, Pam held her hand to a visible lump on the side of her head and moaned softly.

The spike of fear ran down Mary’s spine, and she spoke urgently, “Pam, honey, can you look at me?” Slowly and carefully, the seated woman turned to focus on her group leader. Mary leaned closer, seeing with relief that both pupils looked to be equal size. Vowing to check her frequently, Mary went back to triaging her friends.

The shuddering figure that had been covered by Pam’s body was her twin sister, Patty. The woman was clearly in shock, with unfocused vision and blood dripping down her face.

“Patty, where do you hurt?” asked Mary urgently.

The sobbing woman appeared not even to hear her, locked in the shock of the event. Mary quickly ran her hands over the other woman but didn’t find any particular injury. Another slower and more thorough check showed that the stunned woman had avoided any major injuries but had some sluggishly bleeding deep scratches.

Closing her eyes, Mary thought to herself, I do not like the knock on the head that Pam took at all. But both Connie and Patty appeared to have come through the accident reasonably well. I am hoping and praying that everyone else also did.

Mary took a deep breath in preparation and then opened her eyes and looked around. On her left, she saw Geri was carefully checking Naomi for injuries. Neither one of them appeared to be in immediate or major danger, so the remaining sounds of pain drew Mary onto the next heap.

The injured person was Jean. Although the rug that she had been sleeping under had saved her from some of the damage, the glass shards from the windows had penetrated through the thick pile.

At first glance, it looked to Mary like a bizarre porcupine had landed on the carpet. A multitude of shiny spikes of glass stood like quills along the rug as it followed the curves of its captive. Moving the edge of the carpet carefully away from the end that was emitting the cries of pain, Mary saw the frightened and agonized face of her oldest friend.

Jean’s typically perfectly groomed blonde hair was sticking out in random directions, some tinged a pink tone from blood. Her brown eyes were darkened by fear and pain, and tears trickled down her cheeks. She managed a tremulous smile when Mary gently picked glass particles from her face but seemed incapable of speech. Murmuring words of gentle support, Mary carefully started to lift the rug away from her friend’s body.

The injured woman’s sobs reduced in frequency and loudness as Mary gently began to remove the glass-infested rug. As Mary took stock, she acknowledged that it could have been worse. Most of the shards of glass had been caught by the thick carpet. It was not until Mary started to shift the covering from Jean’s legs that a sharply-drawn breath warned her to take care.

Telling the injured woman to take a deep breath and hold it, Mary firmly but quickly lifted the remaining carpet away in one motion. A growing pool of fresh blood met her appalled gaze, indicating that at least one of the shards had gone deep enough to puncture. Mary’s stomach flipped with an upwelling of nausea, but she kept focused and continued to gently examine Jean.

Despite the blood-soaked condition, Mary soon realized that there were only three wounds of particular concern. Relieved that none of them were spurting blood, a closer examination showed that one of them had cut more than an inch into Jean’s calf muscle.

Trying to decide what to do next, Mary was startled when Geri’s voice spoke right beside her. The oldest member of their group appeared to be moving well, although scratches on her face and arms showed minor signs of bleeding, and a small splash of blood showed against her white hair.

So intent was the group leader on evaluating the last of her friends that, at first, she made no sense out of what the woman was saying. Finally, Geri gave Mary’s forearm a little shake, snapping the woman back into the present. The older woman said, “I’ve got this, Mary. Naomi is all right, although scratched up and very shaken. I will finish taking care of Jean, but I think you better look at Abdul. He’s not moving, and his head is twisted at a funny angle.”

Mary’s heart lurched as Geri’s face twisted into a grimace of controlled grief, before the older woman added, “ I didn’t want to upset the others, but I think he’s dead.”

The group leader’s heart lurched in her chest with pending grief, and she had to steady her breathing before she began to move. Driven by a need to know, Mary began to make her way toward the bus’s front after one last gentle kiss on Jean’s forehead.

Mary’s dread at what she would find was like the welling of water from a broken pipe. Flashed images of Abdul and his cheerful smile, thoughtful gestures, and devoted attention to his charges’ needs tormented her as she navigated the destruction surrounding the front of the bus.

The damage here was worse than any other place. The front window was smashed and hung in jagged icicles of glass. The supporting framework was twisted and bent, resembling nothing so much as a metal pretzel. As Mary moved, she could feel the debris under her feet slip and slide.

To keep her balance, the group leader was walking with her arms out, but that increased the agony in her ribs. Sweat poured down her face, and she had to keep brushing it away to see. Gasping from the effort, Mary had to stop several times to slow her breathing down to manage her pain.

Neither the treacherous footing nor her own agony forced Mary to a halt. The woman knew that sometimes the moment's needs had to take precedence over feelings, whether pain or grief. There would be time for those emotions later.

Thinking to herself, If Abdul is dead, we will mourn him. If he still lives, he will need someone to help him like he has assisted us, Mary continued to move toward the crumpled body of their young guide.
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Chapter 14 – Scavenging

It had taken some doing, but almost everyone was out of the bus, even Abdul. Their driver had taken a nasty blow to the head, and his neck had been twisted badly. As much as Mary could tell, the young man was merely unconscious, but she worried that he might have a skull fracture. It looked like he had been injured at impact since his only expression was one of astonishment.

Once the women had crawled out of the broken windows to take stock, Mary and Pam had managed to drag Abdul through a gap in the downhill side. They laid him carefully beside a pile of rocks, placing a piece of fabric over the rock pile and slanted out to form a lean-to. Pam sat on the ground next to him, occasionally trickling water into his open mouth. Mary had seen her motherly friend massaging the young Afghani’s throat and hoped that she was getting some liquid into him because the day was blazingly hot.

Getting Jean out of the damaged vehicle had posed different challenges. Covered with cuts and lightheaded from loss of blood, the woman was unable to stand by herself. Mary and Geri had teamed up to extract her, entirely ignoring her whispered pleas to just leave her and keep themselves safe.

When her oldest friend kept begging them not to bother with her, Mary finally lost her temper, snapping, “No, we are not going to abandon you. What sort of friends do you think we are? How dare you try to commit suicide on a martyr's altar! I am not going to mourn your ass, so shut your mouth until we get you out of here!” The group leader realized that she was shouting by the end of her speech and took a breath to calm down.

Looking at Jean’s face, Mary had to fight to not break into hysterical laughter. Her friend’s eyes were opened wide enough that it looked like her eyeballs were going to pop out of her skull. Geri had both hands plastered over her mouth, and the group leader knew that gesture was the older woman’s attempt to control her own hysteria. When the white-haired woman’s eyes swept around the area and back of Mary, and the laugh lines on her face tightened more deeply, Mary turned.

Peeking through separate gaping holes in the side of the bus were what appeared to be unattached heads. The other four members of their tour were staring at her with gaping mouths and the same pop-eyed expression that Jean still wore.

It was too much for Mary. The dam broke with a choked off chortle, exploding into a gushing flood of laughter that brought a combination of relief and agony as Mary’s ribs fought valiantly against the jerking movements. Geri’s musical giggle joined her friend's amusement, threading in and out of the paroxysms until, one by one, the other women joined in.

It was inappropriate, exhausting, and hysterical. It was also needed.

After a timeless moment of intense pressure relief, the sound of laughter trailed off. Jean was the first one to speak, admitting, “I am sorry. I know I am not thinking very clearly, but if any of you are hurt because of me, I am not sure I can bear it.”

Geri answered her briskly, “Then toughen up, girly because we have to get you out of here. Just promise you will not make our group leader angry again. Mary is really scary when she gets that way!” A murmur of agreement from the rest of the group sent an embarrassed flush to Mary’s face as she and Geri got their hands positioned to carefully raise Jean off the floor.

The shifting debris on the curved ceiling of the bus that was now their floor made an extremely precarious pathway. Every time that Mary’s footing slipped, a vicious, stabbing pain stole her breath. When Geri gasped as she stumbled, the group leader became aware that she was not the only one concealing injuries.

The two women refused to give up, eventually reaching a large gap on the side of the bus. Positioned by the opening, the party of three paused to catch their breath and collect their energy. A small breeze kissed them, even its heated air a relief as it evaporated the sweat that was thick on their bodies.

Connie and Naomi hurried over to where Mary stood with Geri to keep Jean upright. Naomi said, “Let us take over from here. We will get her into the shade of the lean-to, and Pam can watch both of them.” Exchanging glances, Mary and Geri swapped places with their fresher friends, gratefully watching as Jean was smoothly and rapidly eased into space beside Abdul.

Mary said quietly, “I am relieved that Pam shows no signs of a concussion or head fracture, but I am even more pleased that this will let her stay out of the sun.” When Geri murmured her agreement, the group leader turned to her, asking straightforwardly, “What injury are you concealing? I would like to know because knowing everyone’s status may be critical to our survival.”

Geri smiled and responded just as quietly, “I will tell you mine if you tell me yours. That way, two of us know the status of everybody in the group.” When Mary admitted, “Possibly cracked ribs, severe bruising along both sides, nasty cuts on my arms.” The older woman responded, “Severe sternum bruising, twisted left knee and hip, possible pulled groin muscle, several loose teeth.”

Sharing a little laugh, Mary admitted, “And I think we are doing the best of anyone. Which is really scary.” Wordlessly, Geri squeezed Mary's shoulder softly before both women headed back over to see what needed to be done.

The women’s stumbling, semi-frantic escape from what could have been a metal coffin had made it clear how very close all of them had come to dying. Employing a minor sign of denial, the group avoided the stark reality of their situation by staying determinedly busy. The group leader knew that they were all focusing on doing rather than thinking, fighting to keep hysteria away by sheer force of mind.

It was a mother’s technique. Deal with the current emergency, cry and shake later. All of them had been there and done that. So they were doing it again with the ease of long practice, but Mary felt in her bones that payment for their efforts would be demanded sometime in the not-too-distant future.

The group leader thought they had made a lot of progress. They had scavenged as much of their belongings and items from the bus as they could find. Even the semi-destroyed scraps of things were pulled out and piled over to the side.

Naomi was in charge of getting camp set up. She had spent decades as a Girl Scout leader, both as her children grew up and when the empty nest drew her to a continuing mentoring and nurturing position with other people’s children. Her decades of campouts and Jamborees stood her in good stead as a familiar routine kept her focused and functional.

The experienced camper had insisted that they set up camp several hundred feet away from the damaged vehicle. The smell of gasoline was powerful, and none of them wanted to be anywhere around another explosion. They found a site that looked mostly level, which had a protected back wall of rock and partial protection from the prevailing winds. Hopefully, this would get them through the night. No one wanted to think any further than tonight.

Suddenly, Pam’s excited shriek split the air, “Mary, come quick! Abdul is sort of awake, and he is calling for you!” Mary broke into a stumbling run, her ribs protesting at every step. Dropping to her knees onto the rug that had been used as the floor of the shelter, Mary ignored the grating pain of her ribs, even as anguished tears trickled down her face.

Jean had half raised herself up on an elbow, her anxious and worried gaze pin to Abdul’s pale face. Pam kept trying to get their young driver to drink some water, but he fought her, calling out in a thready voice for Mary.

Gently picking up his hand, Mary said, “Abdul, I am here. We have been so worried about you!”

Clinging to her hand, the young man almost shook with relief as he whispered, “My ladies…? How…?”

Noticing the effort that he had put in to say anything, Mary was determined to do most of the talking. She could hear the soft breathing of the rest of their tour at her back as she told Abdul succinctly, “For some reason, the bus blew up. It is pretty trashed, but we got all the water you had stored and as many belongings as we could scavenge out of it. All of us are alive. A bit battered and bloodied around the edges, but we are alive.”

Sagging with relief, Abdul took a couple of shuddering breaths and closed his eyes. He murmured, “Truly, God is good.” Pam gasped as Jean choked back a whimper when two thick, hot tears trickled from the side of his eyes toward the ground. Her own eyes burning, Mary reached out her hand and gently brushed the side of his face, combining her capture of the tear with an unmistakable sign of affection.

Her voice roughened by emotion, Mary told him, “Do not worry about us because we are tougher than you think. You concentrate on getting well, which means you have to drink the water that Pam keeps trying to feed you!”

Weakly, he nodded and obediently swallowed several times as Pam trickled water into his throat. Mary felt him start to relax and thought he would fall asleep again when he suddenly clutched her hand and opened his eyes. Panic in his face, he asked, “Jumal? Where are he and Haji?”

Mary was horrified, and she knew by the sounds around her that it was not just her that had forgotten the two other young men that were accompanying them. Stumbling her words, the group leader admitted, “I am sorry, but we forgot about them. I do not even know how to go looking for them.”

The area around her was very silent before Abdul’s thready voice strengthened slightly as he said, “They would stay about two hundred feet ahead of the bus. If they were able, they would have returned to help you. You will need to go find them if you can.”

Mary’s eyes filled with burning tears at the realization that there was another retrieval that had to be made, one that probably included the lifeless bodies of two people they had grown to like. The woman felt the reckoning for today’s events coming closer as she realized she would need to be one of those that made the trip.

Stiffening her resolve, Mary let only confidence resonate in her voice as she told Abdul, “We will take off to go look for them while you nap. When you wake again, I will let you know what we have found.”

Now looking gray with exhaustion, Abdul weakly nodded, murmuring, “Take my guns. Also, check the upper compartment for the big first-aid kit. If my friends are dead, do them the honor of retrieving the guns also. It would be a bad thing to leave them for others to use.” His voice trailed off at the last sentence. By the time he had taken another breath, Abdul had fallen into a deep sleep.

Mary sat for a moment, her eyes hooded as she looked at the sleeping young man. Obviously coming to a decision, the tired woman looked over at Jean and said with amusement in her voice, “This is what I get for spending all of these years refusing to go with you to the gun club and learn how to shoot. If I am not mistaken, you are the only person here who knows how to shoot a gun, and you cannot go.”

Jean responded hotly, “All I need is a…” Flatly interrupting her, Pam said sternly, “No. Just, no! We all know that you would if you could, and you have nothing to prove. We also know you lost a lot of blood, and in this heat would be more of a burden than a help.”

Turning her gaze to Mary, the sweet motherly woman said flatly, “I can shoot a gun, and I am actually pretty good. One of my children was interested, and I thought I should learn how to know what good safety practices were. I may not be the best marksman, but it would seem I am your best option for a companion on the scouting trip.”
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Chapter 15 – Scouting

Imploringly, Patty protested, “Pam, it will be dangerous!” Looking pained at the pleading in her twin's voice, Pam said firmly, “So is carpooling. I lost my babies less than a mile from my home and my husband shortly afterward. Life is dangerous, but withering away is an unacceptable rejection of the gift of life. This trip has taught me one thing, and that is even amid despair and loss, we can find joy and something to celebrate.”

When Patty did not change her look of pleading, Pam almost shouted, “Patty, we just survived a freaking bus explosion. As far as I am concerned, we are all living on borrowed time. If God wanted me to die today, my life could just as easily have ended two hours ago. So, stop with the whimpering and whining, and just make sure to hug me when I get back.”

Quietly, Geri offered, “I will stay here with Abdul and Jean and make sure that they drink water. You two had better get going because you do not want to be out after dark.”

Wordlessly Mary and Pam got up, gathering water bottles to take with them. Naomi and Connie volunteered to help them search the bus for both the guns and the first-aid kit, which Mary gratefully accepted.

Inching their way back into the wrecked vehicle, Mary had some problems getting oriented, but Connie moved unerringly toward a location on one side of the twisted and mangled front end. Draping her body over the remains of the driver seat, the woman gave a joyful shout as she straightened up, holding a pistol and a long gun.

Pam took both guns from Connie and examined them. Her smooth motions as she checked the weapons' mechanisms reminded Mary of Jean, and a little of her tension dropped away.

In the meantime, Connie and Naomi examined a ripped off portion of the bus that Mary could not mentally identify. Both women exclaimed, and then Connie cried out in triumph, holding up to sizeable packs labeled with the Red Cross. Naomi shouted, “We found the first-aid kits. I recognize the type, and it is similar to what we had at the Scout Jamborees. We can use some of the supplies to work on patching people up while you are gone.”

Somberly, Mary suggested, “We do not know what will find. On the off chance that either Jumal or Haji are alive, we probably need a few supplies to carry with us too.”

Wordlessly, Naomi opened one of the packs and pulled out a few supplies. Spying a scrap of fabric that have been still left on the bus, she tied the cloth around them and handed the package off to Mary.

Climbing out of the vehicle carcass, Mary and Pam made their way up the hill and onto the road. The two women looked back in the direction they had come and saw a huge hole that looked like it had been scooped out by a giant hand.

For a moment, Mary just stared until she realized that the force of the explosion had done that. Shaking her head, the group leader turned in the opposite direction and began to walk. Pam smoothly moved to her left side, lagging back a step. Mary noticed that the woman’s eyes swept from side to side and wondered to herself, What surprising new skills will be revealed over the next few days? I never would have picked Pam to either shoot a gun or have the reflexes of a hunter.

There was a clattering of stones behind her, but before Mary could check it out, Connie’s voice shouted to them, saying, “You were only going a few hundred yards. Naomi and I will stay here and if you need help, just call.”

Surprised, Pam and Mary looked at each other before reluctantly grinning. Mary responded in a loud voice, “I am glad that somebody’s thinking. That is a great idea.”

The two women searched both sides as they walked forward, hoping to see a sign of their two missing escorts. The road took a turn to the right just ahead of them, snaking its way around a large outcropping. As the two women moved closer, the acrid scent of fired munitions burned their noses, and instinctively, they slowed down and spaced themselves further apart.

Creeping closer to a good vantage point, Mary felt her heart pound in her throat and realized her palms were sweaty. She realized that she was repeating mentally, “Please do not let them be dead. Dear God, do not make us bury more boys.”

The sharp sunlight of Afghanistan revealed a scene from Mary’s worst nightmare. The two motorcycles were tossed as if knocked over by a giant fist. Haji’s dead body lay under the one remaining on the road. His sightless eyes stared into the unforgiving distance, and the pool of blood around him told the two women that there was no hope for him.

Frozen in shock, Mary clutched Pam and felt the woman shudder. Mary’s eyes flooded with tears and the pain in her strained ribs was overwhelming. Breathing in short gasps, Mary was inching her way forward, lock-stepped with her companion when a massive shadow slid over them. Landing ponderously on the ground, its ten-foot wingspan slowly folding against its sides, was a black vulture.

Both women yelled, “No!” simultaneously. Mary began to run forward, but Pam did not move. The group leader had no idea why her companion had stopped, but she was not going to let the bird rip into the young man’s corpse. Screaming like a madwoman and waving her arms, she paid no attention to the fact that the colossal bird had talons capable of ripping her face off. Her focused grief and rage did not permit rational thinking. Instead, it zeroed in on the bird, and she was determined to deny its desire to feed on her friend.

The snap of a powerful pistol firing stopped Mary cold in her tracks. The bird mantled, and when Pam fired the second shot, the massive vulture shook its dark feathers out and lumbered back into the sky.

Mary leaned over, her hands on her upper thighs, struggling for breath. The sharp agony of her ribs defeated her, and the only thing she could do was gasp for air. Pam’s rapid footsteps announced her arrival a second later next to the struggling group leader. Apologetically, the redheaded twin said, “I am sorry it took me so long to fire. I was so mad I could not remember where the safety was located.”

Getting her breathing back under control, Mary managed to gasp out, “You still managed to do what had to be done on time. I am glad you did not kill the vulture, but I just could not stand to see Haji ripped apart.” Helplessly, Pam patted the struggling woman’s back until Mary could once again draw a full breath. Her chest hurt more from the exertion, but she did not dare stop what she was doing.

Suddenly, Pam half-shouted, “Look!” Mary glanced up and saw that Pam’s grip on the gun had become white-knuckled, and she was staring at a place to the right of the road. When Mary followed her sightline, the group leader realized that two other people were lying on the ground and obviously dead.

The two women stood there clutching each other in fear and confusion, unsure of what had really happened here. Pounding feet behind them and the voices of Connie and Naomi snapped them out of their frozen postures. Naomi reached them first, frantically grabbing Mary and then Pam and patting their faces and bodies, terrified and needing reassurance that they were unharmed. Connie was close behind, sweeping her two friends into a tight hug. The shaking woman whispered, “You frightened us half to death!”

Mary heard the familiar sound of Naomi’s camera and looked over to see the woman was taking methodical pictures of the scene, even while tears poured down her face. With Pam standing guard over Haji’s corpse, the other three people moved as a group while Naomi continued to document the scene. Mary murmured, “I hope someone can figure out what happened.”

Connie whispered, “We already finished with pictures of the road and even put a reference in the photos of the hole so that if people want to know how big the explosion was, they can figure it out.”

Mary nodded in acknowledgment but just watched as Naomi carefully took pictures of one of the dead strangers. The group leader barely kept her nausea from erupting into vomit as she caught a glimpse of the unmarred portion of the man’s face. Crying out in horror, Mary cried, “That is one of the men that was following us. I thought I saw him at the last village but convinced myself that I was just overly tired.”

Connie kept a comforting arm around the woman’s shoulders as they made their way over to the second visible Afghani body. It was not a surprise to Mary when she also recognized this man as the other’s companion.

Thinking to herself, Every place I saw one, I also saw the other. They must have planned this when we were in the spice market. This is probably what Abdul warned us about when Patty talked about money in the middle of all those people. These men thought it would be easy to kill and rob us. And Haji, Abdul, and Jumal have paid for our ignorance, Mary felt the sharp pain of regret.

Pam’s excited shout ripped the woman out of her introspection and sent all three friends running back toward their sentry as soon as they understood what she was saying. Repeating it again, Pam yelled even more loudly, “Come quickly, the vultures are circling on the other side of the road from you, but I just saw a stone thrown from the ground at one of them. I think Jumal is alive!”

Mary ignored the sharp pain in her ribs and the rapid beat of her heart as she sprinted toward where the bird circled. Unable to run and yell simultaneously with her constricted chest, the woman was pleased when both of her friends began to call out his name.

When his bloodied and contorted form came into view, Mary began to sob. Slamming to the ground by his side, the sharp stab of agony from her ribs became a minor consideration. Now openly weeping, she clutched his shoulders and hugged him to her chest, murmuring nonsense words of comfort as she felt the reality of his heart beating.

Connie and Naomi worked as a coordinated team, first checking his injuries and then trying to contain those that were still bleeding. Their young escort had been shot at least six times, some of them resulting in nasty wounds that had ground in dirt and grime. Naomi’s face was stone, but the pain in her eyes told Mary that the situation was serious.

While the other two women worked to make him transportable, Mary’s mind chewed on the problem of moving him. Catching sight of his downed motorcycle, her ideas started to percolate. Abruptly, the group leader asked, “Can either of you drive a motorcycle?”

In a surprising response, Connie said, “Yes, I can. Although it is more correct to ask if you can ride a motorcycle.” When Naomi muttered a distracted negative, Mary raised her voice and yelled over to Pam the same question. Again surprising the group leader, it turned out that Pam did indeed know how to ride a motorcycle.

Mary began to smile as her plan came together.

It was less than a half-hour later when Geri heard the growl of two slow-moving motorcycles. Looking around her nervously, the woman could see nothing that would help defend her two sleeping patients. Luckily, before she could panic completely, the first motorcycle came into view, making a slow and careful zigzag down the side of the hill that their bus had tumbled. Precariously perched on the motorcycle's back was a trio with Jumal’s unconscious form sandwiched between Connie and Naomi.

Helplessly, Geri began to sob, the relief that she felt triggering an explosion of emotion that she had not been capable of releasing until now. Almost making her eyes pop out of her head, the second motorcycle followed closely behind, driven by Pam with Haji’s body slung over the back and piled high with the recovered weapons.

The oldest group member shook and sobbed, her hands muffling the sounds so that she did not wake either of her two patients. When Mary sank down to sit beside her, Geri saw the profound exhaustion in the woman’s face and the careful way she braced her ribs.

Apologizing, Geri stammered, “I am sorry. I have just been so worried about everybody.”

Wearily but gently, Mary whispered, “It is all right. This is your time to break down and cry. Just make sure that I get a turn also.”
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Chapter 16 – Encountered

Naomi and Geri had managed to set up two lean-tos using some of the bigger rugs and fabrics they had gotten on their trip. They and the twins had even cleaned out the smaller, sharper rocks on the ground and laid plenty of smaller rugs for padding.

The most protected of the two shelters was also the biggest. Abdul and Jumal had been carefully carried over to the new location using lash together stretchers that Naomi had put together using metal from the wrecked bus and braided cord one of the women had purchased the previous day.

Jean had stubbornly insisted on not being carried. Instead, the pale-faced woman had limped her wobbly way over to the new shelter, desperately clinging to Mary and Geri’s arms. Easing the panting woman to the third pallet that they had prepared, the two women had exchanged dismayed glances as they saw the new trickles of blood that snaked around her arms and legs.

Patty came over with a bottle of water and cajoled Jean into drinking some. Turning to say something comforting to the injured woman, the three friends saw that she had fallen asleep or unconscious. Mary murmured, “We may have to send somebody out on one of the motorcycles to try to find help. I do not want to run that risk, but with three seriously injured people and the rest of us walking wounded in one form or another, I do not see how this situation is going to improve.”

Involuntarily, the three women looked at the two young injured men. Both were unconscious, although Abdul had awakened several times for a brief period. Mary took solace in the fact that the young man was coherent but weak when he woke, but his repeated periods of unconsciousness worried her greatly.

Jumal was not doing as well. Geri had first washed out his wounds to the best of her ability, but it was not enough. Some of the injuries kept leaking. In desperation, the older woman had covered the gaping holes with sanitary pads to absorb some of the trickling fluids before applying pressure with compression bandages.

In between the tasks of setting up the camp and gleaning what they could from the bus, the women had taken turns patching each other up. There were so many scrapes, scratches, and cuts that they would have run out of items in the first-aid kit, so they just concentrated on the ones that looked the most dangerous.

There was not much they could do about Jean’s injuries. Geri and Mary spent an hour carefully pulling off and out the glass pieces they could see, but neither had the expertise to probe and retrieve anything from the deeper cuts. Mary was desperately worried that she had no way of treating infections. Her old friend’s temperature was going up, and her flushed face and increasingly disoriented look when she opened her eyes told the group leader that her patient was rapidly going to need more expertise than she could provide.

Leaving Patty sitting in the shade among the three patients, armed with several water bottles, Mary and Geri joined Pam in finding the best place to move the motorcycles and the weapons they had collected. They finally decided on placing that cache next to the invalid shelter, reasoning that it would be easier to conceal it there and the person sitting with her injured members could keep a close eye on the guns and transports.

Connie and Naomi were sorting through the bits and pieces of food and water that had been scavenged from the bus. Luckily, Abdul had been thoughtful and careful about always having water. They managed to extract six large intact water containers and two partially broken ones that they had carefully dragged to the campsite to use for cooking.

Mary was standing on the edge of their camp, trying to make sense of the pile of random bits and pieces. There was no way that she could picture a bus falling off the side of a hill, rolling, and crashing as it had, that would produce this type of damage to so many things. She was holding some shredded fabric and suitcase material when a harsh voice from the hillside startled her into dropping her handful of debris.

توقف و قرار دادن دست خود را تا سر خود را! a male voice shouted.

The stress and strain of their tumultuous day had been held back by Mary’s control, but the harsh and demanding tone of the unknown language was just more than the woman could handle. Fury erupted along each nerve and every muscle of Mary’s body. Setting her hands onto her hips as she turned, the woman shouted back, “If you want me to understand, you’re going to have to speak English because our translators are dead or unconscious!”

Mary refused to back down and stood defiantly, staring toward the direction of the voice.

There was a moment of quiet before the voice was heard again demanding in English, “Drop all of your weapons and put your hands in the air!”

Mary was beyond reason, driven to the absolute brink of rage. She took a small step toward the voice and stopped shaking with the power of her fury. The woman put all of her fear, anger, and grief into her answer, “Don’t be ridiculous! I told you our translators are dead or unconscious, and although we still have their weapons, the only one of us that really understands anything about them is also unconscious. If you think anything differently, you have been out in the sun too long! Either come in and help us or get the hell away from here!”

With that, she bent over, picking up the pieces and scraps that she had dropped and turning back toward camp. Dead men and accidents in a foreign land were confusing new experiences, while misbehaving males were a familiar challenge. After all, she had been married for decades and raised a male child.

Stalking back with steps powered by her anger, Mary joined the rest of her group around a pile of wood that Naomi was attempting to use for their cook fire. She met their astonished gazes with a twisted smile and shrugged her shoulders. Waving them to sit down, the group leader joined Connie on a makeshift bench and began helping to sort out the foodstuffs.

Naomi met her gaze and silently mouthed, “Go, girl!” as they waited for what came next.

Their camp was invaded with a rush of what seemed like a horde, one that was comprised of large, uniformed men with guns in their hands and festooned with belts, patches, and the confusion of unfamiliar accessories. With a precision that spoke of many repetitions, they spread out to surround and target the women with their weapons. The rapid movement and the shouting that accompanied it disoriented the seated group.

Naomi was so startled that she dropped what she was holding and took a couple of steps backward. One of the soldiers, seeing her movement, spun around and jabbed his weapon into her stomach, causing her to drop to her knees in pain. Clutching her belly and retching helplessly, the injured woman was a pitiful sight.

Mary’s fury was reignited. Jumping to her feet and ignoring the involuntary movements of two of the soldiers as they aimed their guns at her, she yelled, “Shame on you! We have just survived a horrible bus accident, and now you’re poking people in the stomach? What sort of idiot gave you a gun?”

The enraged woman had found an outlet for the fear, pain, and grief that had been building for so long. She handed the can of beans she was holding to Connie and advanced furiously toward the soldier. Seemingly oblivious to any danger that she might be in, Mary continued, “Any idiot could see that we are not holding weapons and that we are definitely not fighters! Now you apologize to Naomi and help her stand up. She needs to be in a hospital bed, not clutching another injury!” With that, Mary stood with her hands on her hips and stared at the soldier.

The man was so taken aback that he didn’t know what to do. He glanced between Mary and another, slightly older soldier with an agonized expression, clearly torn as to what his next action should be. His decision was made for him when the older man said, “Jarvis, secure your weapon and assist the woman.”

The relieved soldier immediately slung his gun and went over to Naomi, words of apology tumbling out of his mouth. The breathless woman nodded in acknowledgment but continued to struggle for breath against the pain, causing the embarrassed man to speak even faster. He helped her to her feet and then guided her to a nearby rock to sit down.

Mary snorted and said, “Geri, could you please go make sure that Naomi is okay and help the untrained idiot to check her out?”

Geri nodded her head and moved over to join Naomi and Jarvis.

Turning her attention to the force’s leader, Mary asked, “Shouldn’t they be better trained?”

The man, whose uniform showed both Corporal rank and the last name of Simmons, stared at her intently for a moment. He seemed to be searching her eyes and face for the answer to an important question, one that he wasn’t ready to ask out loud. Finally, he said, “Yes, ma’am. However, I think you have to cut him a little slack. Of all the things that we have encountered in our tour here, you all are the very last thing anyone would have expected.”

“Then perhaps you should have the rest of your men stop pointing guns at us and start looking the other way for possible problems,” Mary contributed.

Smiling broadly at her response, Corporal Simmons raised his voice and ordered, “Franks and Jones, picket east, Marx and Johnson, take West, rest stand down.” As his men moved to obey, the Corporal gestured to Mary to take a seat on a convenient rock and said, “Now perhaps ma’am, you can tell me how a group of what looks like my grandma, mama, and their friends end up in the middle of Afghanistan. And please leave nothing out.”

With a relieved sigh, Mary seated herself on the rock and began to fill in the story of exactly how they got there.
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Chapter 17 – Situation Summary

It had taken Mary about an hour to fully explain how they had ended up on a mountainside in Afghanistan next to a damaged bus. She noticed that quite a few of the soldiers were shamelessly eavesdropping, but it didn’t bother her. What did irritate her was that a couple of them made disgusted sounds at various points in her account. The most derisive of the men seemed to be especially critical of their very presence. She noticed him mainly because of a similarity to her son, Matthew. A pang of oft-repeated pain shot through her like a lightning bolt to the heart when she realized why he looked familiar.

Several of the women had come over to add their contributions to the accounting. They filled in information that Mary had not known or had forgotten. Corporal Simmons had looked more bemused as their story unfolded. When their explanations had finished, he ordered several men to examine the bus and their medic to look at their wounded.

The young NCO, who had requested Mary to please call him by his first name, Peter, asked for clarification on a couple of points, including the accident’s timing and if any of them had noticed the sound of a weapon firing right before the bus had seemed to jump. None of the women sitting or standing around the fire remembered anything that had seemed strange.

Before Corporal Simmons could continue his questioning, the corpsman that Peter had sent to check out the wounded shouted from the inside of the shelter, “Corporal, the woman here says that right after the explosion happened, she heard two guns firing in the distance that then were answered by their escorts’ weapons. She seems pretty positive, and the lady sitting here with her says that she knows what she is talking about.” After a pause, he added, “She says that the sound was higher in tone and sharper. Something about it being similar to a Heckler and Koch MP5.”

The Corporal’s face showed doubt, so Mary explained, “Jean is our gun nut. She not only hunts every season but has a sharpshooter rating from the local club. She loves weapons, and I would trust what she says, but you might want to look at the weapons we pulled off the dead bodies.”

Peter’s face went slack, and his mouth hung open. Mary heard gasps from the other soldiers that have been eavesdropping. One of them asked in a shaking voice, “Ma’am, do you mean you searched dead bodies?” Before Mary could respond, Pam interrupted ruthlessly.

Fire in her eyes and her mouth pulled into a straight line, the motherly-looking woman harshly demanded, “Of course, we did. Before Abdul lost all consciousness, he made us promise to retrieve his friends’ weapons so that they did not go to arm dangerous people. When Mary and I went to check on our two escorts, we found Haji dead, pinned under where his motorcycle had fallen. Jumal was barely alive and trying to avoid being lunch for a black vulture. I had to shoot at the blasted thing before it would leave him alone.”

Murmurs of sound came from their audience, but nobody asked anything specific.

Mary took over the narrative, saying, “Naomi and Connie had followed behind us when they heard Pam shooting. We saw signs of the ambushers and went to investigate. Both of those men were dead, and we decided that it would be stupid to leave their weapons to supply some other pair of bandits, so we took those too.”

Connie chimed in, adding, “We gathered the personal possessions and put them in individual sacks, in case there was someone who should receive the property.”

More harshly, Mary stated, “I hoped that the contents would help someone figure out where they came from and if they belong to a larger group.”

Corporal Simmons shifted uncomfortably in his seat, asking, “Could you describe the scene for us? Since you have moved the bodies and the weapons, it would be difficult for us to reconstruct what actually happened.”

Naomi had been sitting by the fire quietly, refusing to go lie down even though she remained curled over her aching gut. Mary knew that her curiosity was currently greater than her pain, but kept a careful eye on her in case she needed assistance. Hearing the Corporal’s comment, she straightened up slightly and stated, “I took pictures of the site before we moved things. If you would like, I can send you copies of those images.”

Smiling in gratitude, the young NCO offered effusive thanks, commenting, “That would be very helpful. I am trying to put this all together in my head but still have blank spots. Even if the pictures are very general, I think they will give us better insight.”

Naomi smiled a bit wryly, saying, “Just make sure that you have room on your device for more than 600 pictures. They follow typical forensic patterning, starting with general landscape pictures and then going down two more detailed levels of everything we moved or noticed. I just need to go get my camera, and I can download them for you.” When the group’s main photographer tried to get up, she gasped in pain and tightly clutched her abdomen.

Jarvis had jumped up as she gasped and rushed over to her, saying urgently, “Just tell me where your camera is, and I will go get it for you. You should just sit there and rest!”

Tears from the pain pouring down her face, Naomi nodded her head, telling him softly where to find her equipment. The young soldier rushed off, and the group around the fire was silent while he ran his errand. Mary could feel a complex swirl of emotion as it filled the air with threads of amazement, disbelief, and confusion. I wonder what their problem is? she thought to herself.

Jarvis rushed back to Naomi with her camera and another small bag. When the young soldier insisted on helping, Naomi had him start to the back and find her the pouch of extra chips that she always carried. Pulling one of them out, he handed it to the woman who had opened her camera in the meantime. Quickly, Naomi copied the loaded chip onto the other and ejected the copy.

Jarvis happily carried the copy chip over to the Corporal and then carried the camera and small bag back into Naomi’s pouch.

Once again, the murmur of conversation among the eavesdropping audience went on and on. Every once in a while, Mary would hear a derisive or nasty-sounding comment in the general discussion background. The constant sniping sound was ratcheting up her anger again, and she began deep breathing to calm down.

Returning to his earlier line of questioning, Corporal Simmons asked, “I believe I understand what you found, but what does not make sense to me is how did the dead body and the injured Afghani get back here.”

Looking at him blankly, Mary responded, dumbfoundingly, “We brought them here, of course. We thought it would be too difficult to carry them because they outweigh most of us individually, and we were already pretty bruised and injured from the explosion. But Pam pointed out that we could probably use the motorcycles, and it turned out that she knew how to ride one, and so did Connie.”

Connie chimed in again, saying, “I drove one of them, and we sat Jumal up behind me, tied to my waist. Naomi sort of perched against his back, so he did not fall down and pull me off the bike. Pam drove the other one, and we put Haji’s body facedown across the passenger seat. Since he could not feel the discomfort, we piled the weapons and other things on top of him and tied everything down. Mary walked because she was being macho and insisted it was not very far.”

There were sounds of muffled laughter from their audience, and Mary blushed slightly, remembering how adamant she had been.

Corporal Simmons started to ask additional questions when the team he had sent to investigate the bus returned. They informed him that the bus had clearly been hit with some sort of explosion and that there was no sign of matching damage embedded in the road above. This seemed to indicate something significant to the Corporal, who asked them several other low-toned questions that none of the women could hear.

He seemed unhappy with their responses and sent them off with further orders to explore other approaches and report back. The NCO fired off quiet commands to two other soldiers, and Mary watched as they headed off with Pam to inspect where the women had concealed the weapons and motorcycles.
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Chapter 18 – No Simple Out

Turning his attention back to Mary, Corporal Simmons said, “I just need to get this straight because I am having a lot of trouble wrapping my head around this. You are on a bus that blew up and ended up rolling down the hill and smashing against many different things. Your driver was severely injured, and so was one of the women in your group. All of you sustained damage.

“One of the people in your group is a sharpshooter-ranked self-proclaimed gun nut and identified specific models that were firing, even though the rest of you only noticed some strange noises. When everything settled down, you triaged your injured, extracted everyone from the explosion site, and began to set up a camp.

“Then, you set off on a scouting trip with a single pistol and fended off a bird with a ten-foot wings spread. You took forensic pictures of a battle site, searched two dead bloody bodies, and brought their belongings and other distinctive items with you. After which, you grabbed two foreign-made motorcycles and used them to transport your injured escort, as well as the body of the dead one, and all of the weapons you had found.”

Looking at her almost piteously, Corporal Simmons plaintively asked, “Is that an accurate summary?”

Looking at him and feeling totally unsympathetic at this point of the day, Mary reminded him, “You forgot establishing a campsite, building two shelters, scavenging items off the bus, and taking care of our wounded.”

The nervous laugh erupted from the NCO’s mouth, and a susurration of wonder erupted from the avid audience. Once again, Mary’s fragile hold on her emotions fractured, and she flashed into a rage, demanding, “That is materially correct. What is offensive is the fact that to you, this is unbelievable. No, we did not leave the dead body of our comrade, of the person who had been watching and caring for us for weeks out there for the vultures to pick his eyes out. Yes, we did what we could to survive. No, we did not abandon the young man that had possibly died trying to protect us.

“How could you believe that we would do anything less than what we did? Where did you think the principles of your service came from? Do you think they sprang full forged out of weapons or drill instructors? I tell you now, no! They did not.

“These tenets come from your mothers and fathers. You drink them with the milk of your infancy and are surrounded by them as you grow up. These are the principles that make us who we are, and the thought that middle-aged or old, female or male, we would do anything less is an insult to us, our culture, and our beliefs.”

Mary stopped breathing harshly and waited in complete silence. Eventually, Corporal Simmons answered tentatively, “Ma’am, I apologize if I sounded incredulous. I did not mean to insult you or the rest of the ladies in your group. I hope you will forgive me. None of us mean to offend you, and I hope you understand that.”

Wordlessly, Connie and Geri had come to their feet and moved to stand behind either side of Mary, their hands resting on their friend’s shoulders. Spastically, Mary nodded in acknowledgment but did not say anything.

Carefully, Peter Simmons said, “I think the best thing we can do right now, ma’am, is to call for medevac. We need to get you out of the area, and we are not really set up to handle civilians, especially those that are injured. We can expect a helicopter to pick you up sometime in the next few hours, so you just have to hang on a little while longer. They will have better medics and facilities for dealing with injuries than we do.”

Mary thanked him and watched while he moved over to where one of the other men had set up their radio. Turning to the rest of her group with a sigh, she said, “Well, we will need to get organized to leave, but let’s wait until we know the schedule and how much we can take with us.”

Talking quietly among themselves, her friends didn’t notice that Mary did not seem to be as relieved as they were. Her intuition told her that they were not going to be able to take the easy way out. Although the trip had started out so smoothly, her intuition kept telling her that something would go wrong, and it had.

Evidently, the difficulties were not at an end since Corporal Simmons came back to them with an annoyed look on his face. Following standard procedure, he had radioed for medevac. Instead of the usual 2-3 hours that they expected for response time, he found out that a combination of the growing conflict in the West and an encroaching weather front with high winds meant that getting the women out of the area by helicopter was not going to be an option in the near future.

Adapting his approach with impressive speed, the Corporal then deployed his men to establish a perimeter of sorts and set up watches. He refused with courtesy and respect the offers by several women to help with the sentry duty. This was undermined to some degree by a snort of disgust from the man whose appearance so reminded Mary of Matthew.

The Corporal also radioed his platoon commander to report the situation. After some discussion on the defensibility of the camp chosen by Naomi, the decision was made to maintain their location until the rest of the platoon could join them.

The rest of the unit had arrived soon after Corporal Simmons had explained the situation to his platoon Sergeant. It seemed to the bemused women that they were surrounded by an army, even though Geri had only counted forty-one men. They just take up so much space, Mary thought to herself.

Mary wasn’t sure whether it was the guns or the uniforms, perhaps even the laser focus of their actions that seem to suck up all the available space and air around them. The familiar sense of power and purpose brought tears to her eyes, reminding her of both her husband and son. Then her coping mechanism kicked in, and she began to organize.

Lieutenant Hampton was the platoon commander. He was a studious-looking man of average height with a quiet self-assurance that comforted all the women. The man spent some time talking to Mary both by himself and with the platoon Sergeant in attendance.

Mary had gone into more detail with him than she had with the Corporal, explaining that their trip was organized around a therapy group comprised of new widows and bereaved people. The overall group was much larger, but this tour had been arranged for those who liked textiles and the techniques applied to fiber arts. They were at the end of their second week of a three-week trip, which had gone very well up to this point.

Platoon Sergeant Brown had taken over the group examining the bus. He told Mary that the bus had been sabotaged. An explosive device had been stuck to its bottom and was probably designed to kill them all.

Mary was aghast and felt the chill of danger wash over her shoulders. When she told the two men that the only time their bus had been unattended was when they overnighted in the village, Lieutenant Hampton promised to pass that information on to his commander.

From her son’s remembered discussions with his father, Mary knew how important it was to have centers of resistance and covert attack identified. She was just sad that the rage and need to lash out had been so strong in someone that they carried out an attack on a group of helpless women.

The women heard the Lieutenant instruct his communications person to get a status on the possible medevac. Mary knew that it was prompted by his concern over Jean’s condition and Connie’s cuts. The man appeared to be distressed over the rough conditions they found themselves in and made every attempt to make things easier.

The officer’s attitude was slightly different toward Abdul and Jumal. Although he was courteous, the man did not express the same level of concern that he showed to the American group. This bothered Mary at some level, one which she was not eager to explore.

The group leader knew that she was not the only one who picked up Lieutenant Hampton’s bias when Geri had quietly informed her that she, Patty, and Pam would make sure that all of their invalids would be watched by them in shifts. The stress on the word “all” reassured Mary.

While she was sitting there, the Corporal who handled the communications for the platoon reported to Lieutenant Hampton that there was no change in the medevac timing. The platoon could not continue with their assigned patrol and projected return to base until the women could be moved out of the area. And that transport had to wait until a helicopter was made available.

The Lieutenant looked at the platoon Sergeant and shrugged his shoulders. In response, the grizzled noncom said in a quiet voice, “Sir, that puts us very short of supplies. I do not think we have any choice but to put everyone, including the civilians, on scant rations.”

The two men walked off, discussing different options, so Mary stood up and headed back to the rest of her group. It certainly seemed to her as if they would be staying in their temporary camp for the next day or so.

As the head of her group, Mary knew that it was her job to update them as she found things out. The woman dreaded having to tell them that they were going to have to stay one more day in the dirt and primitive conditions. It was just one more day of feeling at a loss, unable to get comfortable or make any plans. In this situation, they were at the mercy of others who had many priorities, none of which included an accidental group of newer members.

Mary’s friends took it better than she had thought they would. Nobody had a major meltdown. No one had hysterics. In fact, Pam and Patty offered to help with food preparation. Promising to make their offer known to the soldiers, Mary found her knitting bag and began to calm herself down with her craft’s familiar motion and cadence.

Quietly sitting in the sun, back against a convenient rock, Mary knitted and listened to the conversations and noises around her. She heard several of the soldiers complaining about having to be away from their base for Christmas Eve.

Oh, dear Lord! she thought, Tomorrow is Christmas Eve Day!

In all the excitement, Mary had lost track of the days. By now, their tour leader would realize that the small group that had gone off on the textile side trip was late. She wondered what the company was doing about finding them and thought about the scheduled celebration and Christmas Eve meal that they would miss.

Something needed to be done! Mary thought to herself.
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Chapter 19 – Christmas Eve

Christmas Eve day dawned sunny and a bit chilly. The women had spent several hours clustered together in their original campsite the previous evening discussing their situation and feelings. The soldiers had seemed just as happy not to have to interact with the women any more than necessary.

The seven friends were just pleased to have a calmer day than the literally explosive previous one had been. Using the techniques they had learned in the grief support group, the women talked about their feelings and reactions in a loose circle that included the invalids in the tent and their attendant.

The talks were not just a rehashing of the horrific explosion and its aftermath. Mary had reminded them of the date, and the women were just as determined as she to do something for the platoon since their absence from base camp for the usual holiday meal was because the women could not be left without support.

Different options were discussed, and eventually, they came to an agreement. The tasks that needed to be completed for their plan kept all of them focused and busy. Mary laughed to herself, thinking that it was another coping mechanism replayed. Just as the women had avoided falling apart by setting up the camp, they were now using the tasks designed to create Christmas for the soldiers to prevent any depression or sadness from overwhelming them.

There was some intermingling between the two groups, although it was minimal. The women had been invited to share the supplies the soldiers had. When Mary had tried to demur, the Lieutenant had said firmly, “None of us are going to be comfortable if we are eating and you are not. Please allow us to do this minor thing for you.”

The group leader had recognized that tone and knew that any argument she could bring up would be shut down, so she agreed gracefully. Going back to the rest of her group, Mary had sighed dramatically and told them that the officer was intent on them sharing in the troops’ food supplies. When Patty and Pam raised the expected protests, Mary had closed down the discussion, saying flatly, “This is for their comfort, not ours.”

Resigned to meals that were far worse than anything they would have done, the women made a point of going through the chow line and thanking the cooks politely. They sat down as a group and a part of their meal, transferring the remainder of it to carry back to their own campfire.

Mary always made it a point of carrying back a serving for whichever of the women was watching their invalids. As she was waiting for the serving to be put in one of the plates they had purchased during their shopping spree at the spice market, the group leader heard Patty and Pam complementing the two young cooks on something in their meal that had been done well.

The group leader was aware of a flush of pride in her friend that she would take the time to educate with praise instead of criticizing and condemning. I wonder how these two young men would react if they knew that the person critiquing their meal is a Michelin-rated chef? she thought to herself.

After the meal, they returned to their camp area to continue preparing for the Christmas surprise. Patty would take portions of their leftover meals and either incorporate them in some of the things they were trying to make for the celebration or put them together in a tasty soup. At first, the chef had been worried about the lack of stock, but Naomi volunteered a surprising talent.

Blushing hotly in gratified embarrassment, the longtime Girl Scout leader offered, “I taught the badge that awarded Woodland Hunter skills, which included snares. I set some and check in a while to see if we get anything that we can use for stock.”

When Mary could fight past her astonishment to talk, she managed to choke out, “That would be wonderful. I am sure that Patty can do something with any animal that you catch that is not poisonous.”

When the snares proved successful, they had two desert hares to use for a soup base. Naomi moved slightly out of their camp to skin and clean them, returning with the butchered meat, but only one hide. The look of surprise was so plainly displayed on her face that Mary immediately asked, “What happened?”

The former Girl Scout leader said in a slightly stunned voice, “I got caught by the young man patrolling that area. Instead of protesting or running to tell his Sergeant, he asked me shyly if he could have the guts and entrails that I had removed. Of course, I said yes, but I wonder why he wanted them. He seemed so happy that I cannot imagine what he is going to do with them.”

Mary shrugged the comment off and made sure that the people cooking got the prepped meat before shooing Naomi over to their latrine and wash area. The woman was busy scrubbing off as Patty happily skewered the hare pieces with sticks and seared them in the fire before adding the browned meat to the pot of hot water and spices she had waiting. The contented chef was humming while she worked, which brought a smile to Mary’s face.

The group leader knew how conflicted Patty had felt about cooking and realized this trip would help her friend move past the block grief had placed in her creativity. Feeling the weight of someone else’s gaze, Mary looked up to meet the brimming eyes of Patty’s twin, Pam. When the woman mouthed, “Thank you!” Mary was conscious of a flush of accomplishment.

The women had stayed pretty close to their own fire, trying to minimize any disruption of the soldiers' routines. Sometimes Mary just sat and watched as the men switched duties or gathered in clusters for mysterious consultations. They all seem to keep themselves busy with activities, but their actions were very different from the tempo around the women’s fire.

Overall, the dealings between the soldiers and the women were minimal. For the most part, that interaction was Mary’s communications with Lieutenant Hampton and Corporal Simmons. The platoon medic also visited at least twice a day, but the women were determined to supervise their invalids themselves. At this point, the medic was just being courteous. Further treatment would be done when the women were transported out of the area.

Mary thought to herself, At least he stitched up Jumal’s wounds, something that none of us were anticipating with any level of comfort. I am just glad that he knew how to locate and extract the little pieces of glass that were still in Jean’s leg. That was something that really worried me and, even though it was painful for her, I feel a lot better about his ability to help her.

Her fever looks like it is coming down after the antibiotics he gave her, and the IVs that he started on all three of them have definitely helped with the hydration issue.

Other than those three men, the remainder of the soldiers tried to avoid them. Mary caught sideways glances as the soldiers appeared to be trying to figure out who and what their group comprised. Most of the men seemed to be befuddled and confused, and those expressions were clearly seen on their faces whenever they look at the women.

Mary was amused to see that most of them seemed a little intimidated by her. She had always considered herself a nonintimidating caregiver, one that was a reliable presence at bake sales and PTA meetings. The soldiers’ wary looks when she cheerfully greeted them threatened to send her off into peals of inappropriate laughter.

Remembering how fragile Matthew occasionally got when he was nervous about something or someone, Mary vowed to herself not to take note of their submerged fear but simply chose to pretend it was not there. She continued to chat with them, even if their big eyes repeatedly reminded her of a nest of baby owls.

Almost every time Mary looked up, one or more of the soldiers were staring at the women. Their whole attitude was practically screaming the men’s need to understand why the women were not hysterical or more fragile. This both amused and angered the group leader because this meant they expected this group of older women to need constant attention and minding.

There were a few men that had a significantly different response to the presence of the women. Several of them seem to believe that the women were an incomprehensible and unexpected alien species transported to their world. Their watchful attention was not judgmental but appeared to be that of scientific observation.

Again tickled by a curl of mirth deep in her chest, Mary could almost hear the television announcer saying, “Yes, Jim, we now have rare footage of the newly discovered species of xenogravitus afghanisaurus. Although not particularly predatory, this omnivore appears to be calm in nature and exhibits more of the hunter-gatherer profile. It is typified by gray-dappled hair and wrinkled skin.”

The group leader’s thoughts were interrupted when the two young soldiers responsible for meals came up to Mary and asked her if there was a problem with their food. They had noticed that many of the women were not eating much. Instead, they were eating a small amount and then taking their leftovers someplace else.

One of the young men was especially concerned, asking if his cooking was so bad that they couldn’t eat what he had made. Mary reassured him and told him that Pam and Patty would be happy to give him a hand. When he demurred, Mary pushed the point, telling him that it would provide them with something to do. Capitulating, he agreed to let the two women assist.

Relieved, the men went back to their mess duties, not even noticing the pot of soup that Patty had cooking on the fire. When she and Mary exchanged glances, they both smiled in wonder at the lack of awareness that the two cooks had shown.

A short while later, Geri and Mary were walking slowly around the outside of the campsite while still staying well inside the perimeter. The day had started to cool off, and they needed another familiar pattern to keep them from feeling so alienated. They were used to evening walks at home, and just the short stroll they could safely make was comforting.

As two friends rounded a massive boulder, they stopped in surprise. One of the soldiers was standing at stiff attention while the platoon Sergeant yelled at him.

Both women had to conceal a smile at the soldier’s posture and expression. It reminded both of them of things that their sons had done. When the boys were caught doing something that they had every intention of repeating, each had worn identical expressions and had stood in similar postures. That look of “I hear you, but I’m going to do it again anyway” was a whole story by itself to any parent that had raised a son.

The story’s missing part was supplied by the dusty-covered and filthy animal crouched by the soldier’s feet. It was a spotted dog with ratty fur and thin sides. Clearly frightened by the loud voice of the Sergeant, it still clung to the young soldier.

“We don’t have enough food for the humans right now, Private Wilson! What part of short rations do you not understand?” yelled the irritated noncom. Noticing the women’s approach, he nodded in acknowledgment and left abruptly, taking the Private with him. The dog remained huddled in place, visibly trembling.

Geri looked at Mary and crooked her eyebrow in question. Mary smiled, and Geri grinned back, both of them remembering days of teenage sons. A moment later, those smiles turned bittersweet as familiar grief once again touched their hearts. After a few minutes, once their vision had cleared, they moved on.

Returning to camp, Mary stopped briefly in her tent before returning to the campfire area. One addition that all of the women greatly appreciated was that the young soldiers had provided them with a couple of extra tents so that not everybody had to be crowded into two shelters.

Somehow, the group leader had been given her own, which initially Mary thought was totally unnecessary. She was now beginning to understand its advantages as she left the things Geri and she had found on their hike safely inside the zippered enclosure.

Most of the women were around the fire when they saw Connie hurrying back toward them. She was holding something in her hand and smiling. That smile changed to shock and then disappointment when one of the soldiers bumped into her, knocking what she was holding onto the ground. It was the man that most obviously resented the women’s presence.

He stood there and looked disdainfully at Connie, staring her in the face while he deliberately stepped on what she had been carrying and grounded it into the dirt. Connie’s eyes were filled with tears at the combination of collision and cruelty.

“Oh. Sorry. Guess you’re going to have to wait for your treat until you get out of here. Or maybe it was a beauty treatment,” he sneered.

At that moment, Mary lost all thought of a resemblance between this man and her son. She would never again feel a pang of remembrance when seeing this man with similar hair and posture. The woman thought, He is a mean-spirited and angry soul, aching to spread his pain to everyone around him. My son was never like that! Looking like Matthew does not mean that they are the same. Such a person would never have a place in someone’s living heart, but that may be why he is so cruel.

Naomi hurried over and put her arm around Connie. Talking comfortingly to her friend, she guided the now crying woman back to the protection of the fire and the rest of the women.

Patty summed up their overall feeling, “Men! You can try to housebreak them, but teaching him not to bark, bite, and pee in corners is almost impossible!”

The laughter became general as they relaxed together, wrapped in their friendship and caring.
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Chapter 20 – Christmas

Christmas Day dawned clear and cool. Soldiers emerging from their little tents were greeted by the sight of three small, stunted trees, each propped up by a ring of rocks around their trunks and decorated with little fabric ornaments made of scraps. Each tree had a carefully written squad name on a piece of paper torn from Geri’s notebook. Beside each tree was a fabric sack, bulging with irregular objects.

The men were silent, staring in confused wonder at the decorated trees’ incongruous appearance in their camp. Lieutenant Hampton and the platoon Sergeant joined them in the amazed inspection. Before any of the men could voice a coherent thought, another sense was overwhelmed as the swirling air of a light breeze carried a mouthwatering aroma to tease their noses.

“Come on, come on! Do not let this get cold or go to waste!” The voice was Pam’s, and it drew the soldiers’ attention as if all of their heads were on strings. Mary thought it would have been funny to have taken a video, but she did not dare. On the other hand, the woman carefully filed that memory away, along with her gleeful appreciation of the looks of complete confusion and surprise. She knew that anytime she pulled that memory out to experience it again, it would fill her with warmth and joy.

Patty came out from behind one of the boulders balancing four filled plates. She smiled broadly and pointed with her chin toward several other rocks that had been arranged to form a rough table and draped with one of the lengths of cloth from the never-ending textile stash. “Breakfast is served! Don’t make me throw it away!” she said.

It was obvious that Patty and Pam had been cooking. They were wrapped in makeshift aprons, flushed and sweaty even at this early hour. Handing two of the plates to her sister, Patty took the others over to the two young men who had been cooking all of their other meals. She handed them each a plate, saying, “For the cooks, a special gift. A meal that you do not have to make as a thank you for all the ones you have done for us. Merry Christmas!”

Pam delivered her two plates, one to Lieutenant Hampton and the other to the platoon Sergeant. Grinning at Mary, she added, “You need to get your own, girlfriend.”

“But… But… How?” stammered the Lieutenant.

Mary took pity on the poor man and explained, “Patty runs a Michelin-rated restaurant. One of the things we have been doing was finding interesting spices and herbs on this trip. We decided to make the meals on Christmas Day for you guys. After all, it is our fault you are not back at your base right now.”

The soldiers needed no more invitation to get their food. There was a rush to form a line, and Patty and Pam were soon very busy filling plates and answering questions on the meal. The smell and appearance of it were different than what the soldiers had been used to. Much of it felt like home, and Patty was thanked repeatedly for giving them the pancakes and bread that they had missed so much. She had even managed to create some form of syrup that was a big hit.

The soldiers had almost finished breakfast when Mary turned to Lieutenant Hampton and asked, “May we give them their gifts now?”

The poor man almost choked on his mouthful of food, managing to gulp it down with the aid of a big swallow of water. “Gifts?” was all the speech he could choke out.

“Yes, gifts. We are all far from home and family this Christmas. Sometimes there are people we wish were here with us, and other times people with us fill the holes in our hearts that the missing left. This trip was grief therapy for us. We have all lost loved ones recently. Taking a trip away from the constant reminders of those that have gone was supposed to help us recover.”

All around her, the soldiers were listening. Forty-one of them and six women all focusing their attention on her words as they dropped into the pool of their consciousness.

Mary continued, “A day of traditional gifting and family feels even emptier when those customs are not observed. So today, we are standing in the stead of your family. Sharing not only what we have to give but who we are so that you have a family with you on Christmas.

“We know that you already have brothers in your patrols and your platoons. So we are standing in for the ones that cannot be here, hoping that our small gifts will let you know that it is not always the family you are born into that can care for you, but the ones that develop along the way.”

Rivulets of tears were running silently down Mary’s face as she talked. The same healing moisture wet all of the other women’s cheeks. There were damp eyes and scattered sniffles elsewhere, covered up by manly gestures of eye rubbing and coughing, but no one else said a word.

Wordlessly waving her hand at the other women, Mary moved toward one of the trees. She opened the bag lying next to it and started pulling out small fabric-wrapped shapes from inside. Each had a handwritten tag on it with the soldier’s name. The other women came and took Mary’s packages and delivered them directly to the man named on the label.

Lieutenant Hampton was amazed as each item was handed to precisely the right person. He saw that it was not a random gifting. Each present had been specifically targeted toward the man, not an anonymous soldier. Even Private Isaac received a gift wrapped in the blue-and-white of Hanukkah.

Mary had rejoined him and Sergeant Brown. The Lieutenant asked her, “How could you possibly have learned everyone’s names?”

Smiling cheerfully at him, Mary responded, “PTA. If you’ve ever had children in school, you have developed the ability to accumulate names like saving pennies. With this many women, all mothers, it actually was not very difficult.”

Mary appeared to be watching something important to her. So the Lieutenant and Sergeant found themselves looking in the direction of her gaze. They all watched in silence as Connie carried a package over to the man that had been so cruel to her earlier. She handed him a gift, and he stared at her helplessly. The woman looked him straight in the face and asked him, “Are you not going to open it?”

As he fumbled the opening of the package, removing its contents, she added, “I heard you talk about your grandmother’s sugar cookies. So we decided to make a small batch for you. I hope you enjoy them, but I’m afraid they’re a little crumbly. We ran short of butter.”

Connie then turned and walked back to the other women, a small smile appearing on her face once she had moved a few steps. It was not a mean smile but instead one of forgiveness and mischievous pleasure. The man behind her stared down at the gift and gazed after the woman, regret and apology drawn on his face.

The rest of the day was filled with a strange mixture of normal patrols and standing watch, interrupted by Christmas carols, storytelling, and family games. The arc of the day was recorded in a series of mental snapshots for Mary. As she looked around, her brain recorded special moments, and the woman stuffed them into a vault in her mind where she could re-experience them when the grief overtook her again.

Geri crowing in triumph as she won the fourth straight chess game against a stunned Lieutenant Hampton before jumping up and dancing around like a madwoman with a surprised but pleased Sergeant Brown.

Patty crowning the winner of the impromptu backgammon tournament with a woven garland, only to see him set it on top of his helmet as he went out on patrol.

The poker game that went on for hours, changing players as they went on and came off duty. Jean laughing as she collected a huge bet of seed pods from the table as her bluff worked, chortling again as she showed her cards to the disbelieving men.

Some of those flash memories were personal. Holding the large hands of the awkward Matthew look-alike as she guided him through the actions necessary to purl stitch with her larger knitting needles.

The awkward hugs from various soldiers that the women received, the men inarticulate in their gratitude, and the combination of tears and smiles on the woman’s faces.

Connie’s circle of intent RPG players as she ran a classic Dungeons and Dragons game using the dice that she took everywhere with her. The cheers as the party took down monsters and found treasure. The unalloyed joy on Connie’s face as she once again found people to share her love of the addictive pastime.

Naomi acting as the official photographer and taking pictures of each soldier as they showed off their gifts, participated in games and other activities. She was particularly sure to capture their embarrassed laughter as they received the kisses awarded by Geri and Connie under their “mistletoe.”

Mistletoe was not native to the region, but that had not stopped the inventive pair. The first soldier to see their construct stared at it for a few seconds before laughing so hard that he almost did not notice when Geri, smiling, kissed him on his cheek. As he walked away, Mary saw him holding his hand up to his cheek, smiling in a gentle expression of remembrance.

The cylindrical shape was painted red and white, with a paper cone front and a trio of fins attached to the back. Suspended from the area just above the fins was a stuffed toe sock with most of the body tucked inside, leaving just the toes to swing in the air. ‘Missle–toe’ was a visual joke with family kindness and mirth attached.

The feeling in the camp was more like a large family get-together and less like a military camp. Although the soldiers’ usual functions and structure were maintained by the platoon command, the Christmas Day celebration’s warmth affected all of them.

As the women got ready for bed, Mary heard laughter and content voices. The woman could detect no sad or grief-stifled speech, nor could she see the agonized emptiness of remembered pain. As she drifted off to sleep, the exhausted woman thought to herself, This is the best Christmas present that I have ever had!


[image: ]




Chapter 21 – Family of Many Sorts

Medevac was expected in three hours, and all of the women were packing up. There were last-minute decisions on what to take or leave. Mary made sure that she had the master list of the names, emails, and other details for each soldier, promising that they would be hearing from the women again. She looked around, seeing shadows of the camaraderie that had been built the day before.

Geri was talking intently with Lieutenant Hampton and two other chess players. She handed the platoon commander her travel chess set and hugged the astounded man. She gave each of the others one of her ever-present chess books with firm admonishments to read specific strategies.

Pam and Patty had groups of six each. Patty’s group included the camp cook and his assistants, as well as a few others with interest in cooking. She made sure to give them all her restaurants’ addresses, extracting promises of visits from each soldier. They pledged to look for unusual spices for her and send her pictures and their notes.

Pam had a more eclectic group. These were the men with no particular interest focus. They seemed to gravitate to Pam’s energy and enthusiasm for everything. Her unprompted hugs, unbridled love for life made them stick to her like moths to a flame. Her insistence that they each send her a list of three good things in their day every day was met with assurances that they would do so religiously.

The group around Naomi was the largest, numbering ten. She was intently explaining photography techniques, talking about action photos and lighting, and making software suggestions. She took careful note of the equipment and the tools that each man had and seemed to be organizing a photography book that would include each soldier’s juried photos.

The card players swarmed around Jean, sitting on a cobbled-together chair with rugs cushioning her back. All nine men were ardently discussing poker tours, bridge versus whist, and various competitive games. The gesturing crowd was uniformly happy, involved, and enthusiastic. Mary was overjoyed to see Jean’s smiling face in the middle of the mass of men, reflecting that unbridled joy had been too long absent from her friend’s face.

Connie was ceremoniously handing over her box of dice to the six gamers. They intended to set up online gaming sessions that would work with their duty schedule, while the woman was promising to send them hex paper and other important RPG items.

Mary looked at the four men standing next to her. Her eyes landed first on a pair of men that were carefully marking down the characteristics of the rugs that the women had purchased during their trip. They seemed to have an affinity for textiles and were quite interested in leveraging their presence in the country into a possible career after their enlistment was over.

The other two were the ones to whom Mary had taught knitting. She found it heartwarming that they were enthusiastically discussing their next project and talking about what yarns they would use. Both were struck speechless by her gift to them – her entire set of needles and all of her unused yarn. She even included her half-completed project.

When she told them that she trusted them to finish it well, they surprised her with hugs and whispered thanks. This time when she looked at Morgan, the man that had so poignantly reminded her of Matthew, there was no flash of pain, just a fond, warm feeling. He had become a person now, not a shadow. His angry, defensive nature had softened, leaving behind a man that could have been mistaken for her son’s brother.

The sound of a helicopter approaching was suddenly loud. The camp was boiling with last-minute hugs, admonishments, promises, and shared final laughter. As the medevac flight landed, the dust blew everywhere. Shielding their faces from the wind, the women were helped onto the chopper by willing hands, their belongings stowed by others.

The pounding of additional feet announced the advent of three stretchers. Even though Jean had forced her body up off her bed to say goodbye to the men, she still needed a lot of mobility help until a doctor could apply additional remedies. Abdul and Jumal were still fading in and out of consciousness. Mary wondered if they would even remember that the American soldiers had helped them.

The suddenly teary group waved goodbye to the men watching them. Each strained to look for “her” guys, smiling when they responded. The men were equally intent on finding “their” lady, making sure to make eye contact and smiling at the sight of them, many surreptitiously wiping eyes.

As the helicopter began to lift, Sergeant Brown was shocked into making explosive noise, which then turned into a full irruption of belly laughs when Mary stared into his eyes before smiling mischievously and holding up a small spotted dog to the window. She smiled and waved, the last sight for him to remember as the helicopter rose and headed for headquarters and the base hospital.

<<<>>>

The helicopter ride was exciting. All of the women were plastered against their windows, entranced by the view of the mountainous terrain. Each had been given a headset to both protect their ears and allow them to hear what the pilot was saying. Soon they would be back with the rest of their belongings, back to showers and soft beds.

Naomi was in heaven, taking pictures as fast as her shutter could move. Her flashing eyes and brilliant smile almost glowed in the dim light of the helicopter, echoing the emotions from the rest of their group. The small dog was calm and happy. Alternating between watching out the window alertly with an ever-changing choice of lap and wish to sleep, his tail never quit wagging.

Each woman contemplated their last couple of weeks, and Mary could see that none of them would have traded their experiences of the previous few days for convenience. They had each gained something, and each had lost some degree of their grief. It was a good bargain all the way around.

Mary’s contemplation was interrupted when she felt the crackle of paper inside her pocket. Curious, she pulled it out and saw a long-retained crumpled, dirty piece of paper with longitude and latitude numbers written on it. Unexpectedly, her contentment was brushed aside by a wave of longing and sadness. Caught by uncertainty, the woman sat frozen for a moment.

Making a sudden decision, Mary leaned forward to the soldier ahead of her and asked, half-shouting to be heard over the noise of the helicopter, “Is there any way that we can fly over this location?”

The group leader gave him the piece of paper. The soldier looked at it, curiously and motioned for her to wait. Getting up, the man carefully made his way to where the pilot was sitting and bent over to show him the note.

After a brief shouted exchange with the pilot, the soldier returned to his seat, smiling and gesturing a thumbs-up to Mary. She felt hit with a bolt of quaking and nervousness, one that resonated from her core, and chaotic emotions swirled and smashed until she was nauseous.

The helicopter abruptly changed direction, heading slightly off to their left. It traveled for about ten minutes before hovering in the air. Mary stared down at the rocky terrain below them, recognizing the same type of outcroppings and steep slopes that had nearly been the site of her death. The reality of their survival had a painful poignancy that burned her eyes and changed every inhalation into one that ached.

The pilot’s voice sounded in their headsets. “Ma’am, this is the location you wanted,” he said, “Was there something specific you wanted to see or do? I am afraid it is not safe for us to land.”

Naomi continued taking pictures, moving from side to side of the helicopter as needed. The other women looked at their group leader curiously, unsure of what she needed or why they were here.

Mary’s eyes were full of tears, and her voice was noticeably shaky as she answered the pilot, “Is there any way that we can have an open window or door?” A sudden comprehension flooded Geri’s face, and the oldest group member clutched the small dog in her lap against her chest before dropping her face to sob into the dog’s coat.

There was no answer from the pilot, but the soldier ahead of Mary unfastened the door on the side of the helicopter. The wind force was considerable, and the noise was worse.

All of Mary’s friends continued to stare at her with questioning expressions on their faces. Mary reached up and pulled something out of her bag before making her way carefully to the open door. The helpful soldier grabbed the back of her jacket firmly, stabilizing her against the shifting wind and moving helicopter.

The wind brushed the free-flowing tears from her face as she opened the box that she had carried for so many miles. As the air currents started to blow the box’s soft gray contents around in a spiral, she quickly dumped the ashes out of the helicopter. Watching as they spun and dispersed, the crying woman took a step back from the doorway and said, “Goodbye, my love. Rest well with our son.”
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Chapter 22 – Remembrance Group

It was the second meeting of the Remembrance Group since they had returned from the trip abroad. Mary looked around the room at her friends, thinking that things were a lot different now.

The energy in the group had changed, somehow moving past their shared stuck stage of overwhelming grief back into life. Patty had returned to cooking, using the spices that she had obtained to create innovative, elegant dishes that were getting rave reviews from culinary critics.

The chef’s energy had returned, and she almost crackled with enthusiasm as she talked about sending another box of cookbooks and useful tools over to “her boys.” Her pride in them was evident in her expression and posture, especially learning that their increased understanding of food preparation and flavoring had earned them both promotions.

When the first of the young cooks was scheduled to leave the military, she promised him a job at one of her restaurants. Patty had even talked with Mary about the idea of sending him to culinary school, which the older woman had thoroughly endorsed.

Patty’s twin had also come to some internal decisions during their trip. Jean now had company when she went to the gun club. Something deep within the motherly woman had found a different energy channel on that dusty road and their encounter with a black vulture. Nowadays, Pam moved confidently and assertively, filled with an energy that Mary had not seen in the years since Pam’s children had been killed in that horrific car accident.

Geri was talking to one of the newer members, a widower, about remote chess games with Lieutenant Hampton and the Skype sessions that she was conducting to teach chess to the soldiers in the platoon. He was looking very interested, and Mary was very sure that he would be committed to joining them by the end of the evening.

There was a lot of giggling coming from the other side of the room. Mary smiled as she saw that Connie was talking about the remote gamers in her latest D&D game. Apparently, when some of the platoon soldiers had been transferred to a different unit they begged Connie to start up a regular game with their new squad.

The new players’ mistakes were amusing Connie and her veteran gamers in the platoon, but they were coming along nicely, she thought. Every care package the group sent over it begun to include more RPG supplies, and the game master had even created a simple website so that they could download summaries of the adventures they had missed.

The number of players had increased, and even platoons without “her boys” were expressing interest in the scheduled games. Enough of them had come forward that Connie was thinking of occasional intra-platoon adventures. Occasional flashes of grief still flitted over her face, but Mary was very pleased that the withdrawn, tentative woman had transformed into a more confident and assertive one.

Of course, it may be that some of that confidence is coming from the motorcycles that Connie and Pam managed to ship back to the US. I still want to laugh when I think about the report of the local motorcycle club meeting and how the big male bikers reacted when the two older women walked in, saying that they wanted to join.

The men certainly changed their attitude when Pam told them nonchalantly, “No, we do not ride Harleys or rice burners. We have these two great military bikes we brought back from Afghanistan. We know those will not fail us.”

Mary acknowledged that their trip to Afghanistan had changed them all. Moving them out of their rut of discomfort into a place where they were unsure and needed to rely on each other had blasted them free of their frozen stance in the middle of their regrets and sorrow. They had been inches and even seconds away from death but had come through transformed.

One of the most powerful records of their evolution would be published in another few months. Naomi had taken her myriad of pictures and organized them into a book format, which also contained contributions from each woman and the surviving tour escorts. She had even been asked to do a showing at a prestigious local museum.

Right now, she was busy organizing her pack of photographers back in Afghanistan to contribute their own pictures to an expanded showing. Naomi even provided a quick slideshow to let them see the newest images captured at every meeting.

Mary had a collage of images that played on her computer screen, continually reminding her of the trip’s highs and lows, supplemented by those pictures captured by the increasingly expert self-named Photo Scouts. She loved the enthusiasm that Naomi and her group displayed, almost as much as she loved seeing the landscape of the harsh country she had come to like.

Abdul was slowly recovering. After they had gotten back to Kabul, it had not been difficult to get the young man the care he needed. All the women had worried about leaving him without family to support him but were surprised when help came from an unexpected source.

The day before the group was scheduled to fly back to the US, Jamila’s granddaughter, Mir, had calmly walked into the hospital room in Kabul, accompanied by an elderly female. After greeting Mary, the self-possessed young woman had informed the stunned patient that she was there to take care of him until he could be moved to her grandmother’s house for his recovery.

It took every bit of self-control Mary had not to start hysterically laughing at the look on Abdul’s face. Turning her head to the side and muttering to Geri, “I am so sorry we are not going to see this play out! He really does not have a clue of what is just happening, does he?” Also grinning, Geri uttered no reply but simply shook her head.

The young woman proved to be impressively competent, navigating the sometimes frustrating hospital policies, working with Jumal to organize transport, and even taking her chaperone on travels with the two men when they went to pick up goods from the various places and merchants that Mary had established while she was there.

On their last call, Abdul had requested Mary’s assistance in negotiating a marriage contract with Jamila, admitting that the old woman frightened him terribly. Although she had laughed, Mary knew that it was just another wise action, one that was establishing Abdul as her voice to the traders.

The goods they were getting from Afghanistan via a fledgling import company that Mary and Jean had created were outstanding. The associated online store offered the embroidered items as well as spices and rugs. Although the store was not very old, Mary found that they were consistently getting sold out and that the village women were extremely pleased with the results and the various traders were ecstatic.

Jumal was acting as Abdul’s driver until he recovered but was also going into partnership with the two soldiers who wanted to leverage their knowledge and contacts to build up a rug buying business. The small selection of unique and distinctive carpets that they had shipped to Mary was offered for sale in the online store. However, the high-quality products had caught the attention of a few well-known interior designers, who usually grabbed them before the general public got a chance to buy them.

Mary found herself busy also. The small import business, coupled with the online store were not too much of a load since she split the necessary tasks with Jean. Rather than going back to volunteering, Mary had stayed involved with her two knitters in the platoon, learning how to draft knitting patterns so that she could design items and garments that the two men would find useful.

They had entered into the spirit of her ideas, and somehow it had transformed into the creation of a book, using soldiers as models. Naomi and her crew were taking pictures, both of the drafted patterns and the garments made from them. Mary knew that even if the book never made any money, the pride that the young men took in showing their skill and contribution was one of the best gifts she could give them.

Mary heard the light, silvery laugh the told everyone around that Susannah was present. The young therapist had worried about her charges the whole time they were gone. She had gone so far as to meet them in the greeting area of the returning international flight, visibly relaxing as she realized that everyone had come home.

They had all ended up going out to a restaurant partway between the airport and home, hungry for the tastes of familiar foods and responding to the young woman’s echoes of frantic fear.

The women took turns recounting their ventures, and the young therapist was whiplashed from changing high emotions and the liveliness of their dialogue. Mary had not realized that they gained an audience until, at one point in her recounting of the scouting trip where they recovered Jumal and Haji’s body, she had paused for a drink of water. After a few seconds of silence, a youthful voice asked, “How big was that bird?”

The unexpected question had made Mary look around to see that the entire restaurant had turned toward them. Even the waitstaff and the bartender had leaned forward attentively.

Blushing deep red, Mary had continued her story. When Naomi pulled out her laptop and began to cycle through some of the images, the crush of people around their table became so dense that the restaurant owner arranged for them to tie into the building’s audiovisual systems. One of the people there owned the gallery where Naomi was now showing her photographs.

Connections, we move through this life connecting with people because of our decisions and actions. Just like our connection with Susanna helped us recover enough to go to a place that helped all of us restart our lives, now we have Susanna in our club, learning how to move through her own grief.

Mary picked her knitting back up and resumed the complicated pattern that she was stitching into the socks that would go off into the next care box for the platoon. She smiled contentedly to herself and thought that their time of gifting also was a time of healing. It felt good to be alive again.

Knitting at a steady speed, humming Christmas carols under her breath as she counted her stitches, Mary looked happily at the spotted dog curled up at her feet. She was content.
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Author’s Notes

A short story about this subject was published initially multiple years ago in a small anthology. When I decided to write another story that explored a later point in the characters’ lives, I thought perhaps I would publish a compendium that included both the first and second short stories.

However, the second story in the series, Price of Service, turned out to be long enough to publish by itself. It was significantly longer than the first story, so I decided to go back and look at the first tale to make sure that it was up to my current writing standards and flowed smoothly from one story to another.

All I needed to do was to add three or four thousand words to the first story to make it approximately the same size as the second, and I figured this would not be a problem.

My subconscious cynically sucked me in and then frightened me out of my wits with a loud, “Beep! Thank you for playing!”

Channeling some of the world’s turmoil today and building off losses that I have dealt with and other men and women around me have, the book exploded into something far longer. The short story started out about 4000 words and grew… and grew.

The story had become a full arc, a letter perhaps to my younger self of the myriad ways that I have woven my losses into the woman I am today. I am positive that the brash, gangly young woman of that time would not have truly listened to someone preach. However, I like to think that my story would have helped her understand and perhaps be a little prepared for the joy and tears of her life to come.

My beloved grandmother, Vi, once told me that losses, whether they be beloved pets, treasured possessions, or people, help form the person we become. At the time, I could not see past my sorrow to make sense of her words. Only as I have weathered other losses have I understood what she meant.

My worldview has been built layer upon layer, almost like an archaeological dig where my life events could be mined to reveal the development of aspects of the person I am now. I know that my behavior changed in each of those cases. Whether it was the death of my fiancé in Vietnam, which deepened my appreciation for those who serve and defend us, or a traumatic divorce that helped me develop a fierce determination to stand up for myself, each milestone impacted who I am today.

There is no perfect way to avoid loss. Even cutting yourself off from interaction with others will not protect you. Not living does not mean not hurting. Instead, embracing the feelings allows us to decide how to weave the whole spectrum of those we lose into a memorial that lives on through us.

We can choose what we do with those memories, the grief and joys that occurred in the spectrum between you and the one you have lost. We can decide to avoid similar relationships, to never again get a pet or avoid marriage. Alternatively, we can celebrate the good parts and be thankful for them like the precious gifts that they were.

I have found that even the bad parts bring benefits. By being willing to embrace the pain and move through it, I have learned that I have more strengths than my younger self knew. I also found that by not trying to close off my sorrow the memories of joy are untainted.

Remembering those we have lost does not have to be something that we avoid. Sometimes you have tears, sometimes smiles when you think of those in our lives before. Retain the joy and acknowledge the grief. Weave them into your heart and soul.

Do not cheapen the price they paid. Those that love us enough to put themselves in harm’s way for us are more than just tears and grief. They are the validation of who we are as a people, and their commitment and sacrifice will always be with us in spirit.

Ego Memini Me Semper

Taki
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Author Introduction – Taki Drake

The mixture of technology and magic is where my mind and heart live. In today’s world, it mixes engineering and creativity. In the worlds of my mind, technology and magic live intertwined. I hope that you will find my stories interesting enough to be frequent visitors to where my heart beats.

I am continuing to write my stories of intertwined technology and magic. The challenges of that are fertile grounds for many story lines and series. Several of those planned for the next few months have been listed below. I am happily writing each of them, discovering new worlds, new situations and new challenges. The wonder for me is the number of readers that are enjoying my visions and tales.

Enjoy the stories in the emerging genre of techmage!

Please feel free to contact me via email at taki@technologymage.com or visit my blog or my Amazon page.
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Unfettered Mage

Magic and Technology in a SciFi Universe

We Are Not Prey

Fleet of the Mage

Mage and Mate (with Paul C. Middleton)

Traditions of Childhood

Social Combat

Social Conflict - Feb 2021

Social Warfare - Sept 2021

Elemental Connections - Oct 2021

Mate’s Gift - Nov 2021

Mage Emergent - 2022

Mage Ascendant – 2022

Mage’s Sword – 2022

Fleet Genesis – 2022

To Shield and Shelter

Defending Heart and Soul

Time of Gifting - Jan 2021

Price of Service - Jan 2021

Achy Broken Heart - Feb 2021

Life’s Garden

The Mechanic Prince [The Imp Prince]

Kuchen in the Kitchen [Let Them Eat Pie]

The Cottage Garden (compendium)

Knitted Stockings for Christmas

Rune Force

Spilled Tea, Stolen Goods (with Summer Donnelly and Grant Morgan)

Denied - Feb 2021

Surf Diamonds - Apr 2021

Vorcian Imperial Chronicles

Pledged to Duty, Driven by Honor

Cadre Files

In the Cards

Power Nexus

Power Surge - Mar 2021

Burnished Blade -  Oct 2021

No Money for Marriage -  Dec 2021

Steel Harvest -  2022

Count Off -  2022

Deadly Mascot -  2022

An Attitude Adjustment

East Haven Chronicles (with Etienne LeFevre)

Seeking a new beginning? Welcome to your new home.

My Name is Lost

Predatory Behavior

Journey Toward Justice - mid-2021

Explosion of Skills - mid-2021

Purity of Balance - 2021

Pursuit and Cover - 2022

Ruins of Ambition - 2022

Test of the Guardian - 2022

East Haven Rebirth - TBD

BattleMage Investigates

Power of the Mage, Focus on Crime

Battle Cadre Arises - Mar 2021

The Case of the Frozen Hand -  Oct 2021

No Accounting for Taste - 2022

The Case of the Missing Sniper  - 2022

Sing a Song of Politics  -  TBD

The Case of Short Shots  - TBD

Explosive Echoes  - TBD

The Case of the Darkling Spear  - TBD

Badger Hole Bar

Come for a Drink, Change Your Life

The Badger Hole Bar Food Cookbook

Thru the Badger Hole

Grand Opening

Fashion Forward (with Kris Endicott)

The Gift of Fashion (with Kris Endicott)

Badger Hole Bar (4 book series) [Thru the Badger Hole,

Grand Opening, Fashion Forward, The Gift of Fashion]

The Remembrance Wall

Wedding Fashions - May 2021

Treasured Knowledge - Oct 2021

Dirty Bucket Brewery - Oct 2021

Alastair and the Dungeon - late 2021

A Matter of Trust  - late 2021

Kitten in Waiting - 2022

Death Walking - 2022

Clingon - 2022

Najeer  - 2022

Echoes of Knowledge - 2022

Becoming Sephera

When Beauty is More than Skin Deep

A Learning Experience (book 6)

You Just Go On - 2021

Life Rebuilt - Late 2021

New Paths - TBD

Standard of Honor

Rediscovering Heritage, Forging New Traditions

Shade of Honor

Coven Codex

Floating in Time

Road to Honor

Bridge to Honor - Jan 2021

Carp EDM - Nov 2021

Familiar Magic

When Magic is a Team Effort

Familiar Shadows

Familiar Trials - Fledgling

Familiar Travels

Unfamiliar Pathways 

Familiar Trials - Expert - Jan 2021

Familiar Trials - Master - 2021

Familiar Trials - Adept - 2021

Cookbooks

The Badger Hole Bar Food Cookbook

Marcella’s Garden Cookbook [Potluck Perils](with Kris Endicott)

Marcella’s Summer Bounty Cookbook [Diet of Doom](with Kris Endicott)

Marcella’s Autumn Harvest [Sanctuary]

Tasting Sampler

A Food Palate - Holiday Heartwarmers

Taking it on the Road

Your Goose is Cooked [The Great Turkey Hunt]

Let Them Eat Pie [Kuchen in the Kitchen]

Baba’s Kitchen [Kitchen Helpers]

Anthologies

The Expanding Universe: An Exploration of the Science Fiction Genre [An Attitude Adjustment]

Against the Tide [Judgment and Despair]

Inanna’s Circle: Flight of Imagination - Thru the Darkness [We Are Not Prey]

Inanna’s Circle: The Game Begins [A Learning Experience]

Holiday Heartwarmers: An Anthology of Short Stories [Time of Gifting]

Mysterious Hearts [Heart of Stone]

Cyber War: Digital Battlefield [The Backup]

CyberWar: Black Ice [CyberCoda]

CyberWar: Byte Conflict [CyberSong]

Phoenix Fantasy [The Quiet Pool]

Phoenix Imagining [Deceptive Practices]

The Goblin and the Grocer [Balancing Costs]

Prime Peek I [Gazillipede]

Haunted Hearts I [Echoes of Past Love]

Silent Thanks [A Thousand Flowers]

Shadowed Light [Death Walking]

Traveling Man [Daytripping]

Powerhouse Punch [Mara’s Honor]

Sensorium I [Recharge]

King of Cats [Over the Garden Fence]

Footsteps in the Snow [Knit One Claw Two]

Spirit of Thanks [Cranberry Stuffing]

The Hand You Were Dealt [Destinations]

The Imp Prince [The Mechanic Prince]

Treated to Tricks [Everyone Loves Halloween]

Tricky Treats [Traditions of Childhood]

Special Kind of Love  [Still Air and Soaring Wings]

Let Them Eat Pie [Kuchen in the Kitchen]

Your Goose is Cooked [The Great Turkey Hunt]

Janus Speaks [To Spin a Thread]

Fireside Tales [All I Want for Christmas]

Ticking of the Phoenix Clock [A Man’s Got to Do]

Weekend at Cupid’s [Misfire and Consequences, Keystone Concierge, Success and Challenge]
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Keep Connected

Keeping connections is so important today in our digital world. Readers can always reach me at taki@technologymage.com, or by signing up for my newsletter at http://www.technologymage.com.  I promise that one of these days I will actually stop writing long enough to publish one!

My blog is at http://www.takidrake-author.com/.

If you would like to learn more about the Phoenix Prime program or authors, please visit  pprcollective.com and look for her book-related merchandise here!

Thanks for joining me for this brief time.

Cheerfully, Taki
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