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 AFGHANISTAN




 PROLOGUE

April 1983 ✦ BEIRUT, LEBANON

“Ange, I don’t think you should be riding anymore until after the baby’s born.” My husband made this not unexpected announcement as we led our horses, still breathing hard, through the paddock and under the shaded archway of the old brick barn.

“You can’t be serious, Tom. I’d go nuts if we couldn’t get out of the city every Saturday for these rides.”

Mohammed, the stableman who cared for the horses at the Kattouah Riding Club as if they were his own children, stepped out of an unused stall where he had been grilling his lunch over a small clay brazier. He had two lamb brochettes in his hand. He couldn’t understand a word we were saying, but he sensed the tension between us and was planning to defuse it with food. “Salaam aleikum,” he greeted, flashing his gap-tooth smile, handing us the sticks of sizzling meat and taking the reins from our hands. “This good, you like!”

When Mohammed led the horses away, Tom wrapped one arm around me and tipped my chin up until our eyes met. He was right, of course. Our first child was due in less than four months.

The Lebanese ob-gyn I was seeing had assured me that as long as I took it easy, I would be able to work at the embassy until I was in my seventh  month, then fly back to my parents’ ranch in New Mexico to have the baby. Tom would pack us out and join me in Albuquerque for the birth. After a month of leave, we would all go to Washington, D.C., where Tom and I would start Russian language training for our assignments in Leningrad.

“I stopped galloping three months ago, Tom. What if I promise not to trot or canter? ” I pleaded with a halfhearted pout.

“Ange, knowing how you ride, I’d say that would be an impossible promise to keep.” He laughed as he popped a spicy lamb cube into my mouth.

 

 

The following Monday, just as my taxi driver swung onto the broad corniche facing the Mediterranean, he tapped the brakes on his ancient Mercedes to avoid ramming the seawall and turned to gaze at a large yacht anchored just offshore. His unexpected stop threw me slightly forward in my seat, and I instinctively placed both hands over my swollen belly in that protective gesture of all mothers-to-be.

“I’ll get out here, driver,” I said in rapid-fire Arabic as I handed him a fistful of Lebanese pounds. I had reluctantly agreed on Saturday to Tom’s request that I stop riding my horse, but I still needed exercise. On this warm April morning, I would walk the final three blocks along the esplanade to the embassy.

For the past few months, our sector of Beirut had been relatively free of the sporadic bombings and gun battles that still raged in other parts of the city. A few American diplomats, including my husband, even jogged along the corniche before work.

My meeting with a group of Lebanese journalists had gone well, and I was planning to join Tom in his office for a lunch of falafel, hummus, and fresh pita bread I’d purchased from a street vendor. I grabbed the greasy paper bag of food from the backseat of the taxi and set off on foot for the embassy, absently patting my stomach and enjoying the fresh salt air. When  I glanced out to sea for an instant to watch a flock of battling seagulls, my life suddenly ended—or should have. A blast of hot air, followed by a roaring in my ears, threw me hard against the cement seawall. The bag of food flew out of my hand, over the wall, and sank beneath the waves.

As I struggled to my feet, I could see a roiling black cloud rising into the air where the embassy stood just around the corner. Cars parked close to the compound had flipped over and were on fire. People were lying in the street. They were bleeding. Their mouths were open. They must have been screaming, but I could hear only a loud ringing in my ears. I began to run through the falling debris, one hand still on my belly to protect my unborn child. The entire front of the embassy had collapsed. Where Tom’s office had been, there was nothing.




 ONE

June 2004 ✦ WASHINGTON, D.C.

The first ring jarred me awake seconds before my forehead hit the keyboard. I inched slowly back in my chair, hoping no one had noticed me dozing off.

Narrowing my eyes against the flat glare of the ceiling lights, I scanned the long row of cubicles behind me. I was alone.

The second ring and the scent of microwave popcorn drifting in from a nearby office reminded me I was supposed to meet some colleagues for dinner and a movie near Dupont Circle at eight. It was almost seven thirty.

The third ring froze me in place when I saw the name flashing on the caller ID.

If irrational fear could still paralyze me like this after all these years, then perhaps it really was time to give up.

It wasn’t only real danger that would accelerate my pulse and cause me to stop breathing like a frightened rabbit staring down the barrel of a shotgun. It was little things. Tonight it was a telephone call.

I forced myself to grab the receiver halfway through ring number four.

“This is Angela Morgan,” I said, struggling to suppress the anxiety that had formed a painful knot in my throat.

My computer beeped and coughed up two messages from the U.S. Embassy in Honduras. I ignored them and began taking slow, measured breaths.

“Angela, you’re working late tonight. It’s Marty Angstrom from personnel.”

Marty’s chirpy, nasal voice resonated like the slow graze of a fork down an empty plate.

He was stammering, obviously surprised that anyone in the Central American division at the State Department would pick up the phone this late on a Friday evening. I had apparently upset his plan to leave a voice message that I wouldn’t hear until Monday morning.

“Hello, Marty. It’s been a long time.” My heart was thundering. “Is this a good news or a bad news call? ”

“It depends,” said Marty.

“On what?”

“On what your definition of good is.” He chuckled.

The wish list I’d submitted to personnel for my next overseas diplomatic posting had been, in order of preference: London, Madrid, Nairobi, San Salvador, Lima, Caracas, Riga, St. Petersburg, and Kabul. I’d thrown in Kabul at the last minute, thinking it would demonstrate that I was a team player and increase my chances for the London assignment. But they would never send me to Kabul, not after what had happened in Beirut.

“Marty, please get to the point. Did I get London?”

I could hear him breathing through his nose into the phone like an old man with asthma. He sounded almost as nervous as I felt. Not a good sign. Was I being sent south of the border again just because I spoke Spanish? But why would that make Marty nervous?

Before I retired or was forced out of the Foreign Service for not getting promoted fast enough, I was hoping for just one tour of duty in Western Europe. Foreign Service Officers, like military officers, must compete against their colleagues of similar rank for the limited number of promotions available each year. Consistently low performers are drummed out long before reaching the traditional retirement age of sixty-five.

I desperately wanted an assignment in London, but I’d settle for Madrid. After all I’d been through—I deserved it.

“Well, you’ll be spending a lot of time with the Brits,” Marty replied eagerly.

“Meaning?” I put him on speaker and began to rearrange the stacks of papers on my desk. My pulse and breathing were returning to normal.

“Listen, Angela, I know you had some tough times a while back, but that was more than two decades ago.”

Tough times—a dead husband and a bloody miscarriage. Yeah, those were definitely tough times, I thought, looking over at the small silver-framed photo of Tom and me. We were sitting on our bay Arabian geldings at the Kattouah stables near Beirut. Our knees were touching. His horse was nuzzling mine. We were laughing.

Tom and I had met for the first time in 1979 at a private stable in the Virginia hunt country, where we’d arrived separately to rent horses for a few hours on the weekend. Although we were both studying Farsi in preparation for our first assignments as junior diplomats to the U.S. Embassy in Tehran, we had different instructors at the Foreign Service Institute. Our paths had never crossed until that warm summer morning, when the New Mexico rancher’s daughter and the southern prep school boy discovered the first of their many common interests.

“Ange, you’re going to get kicked out of the Foreign Service in another year if you don’t get promoted,” warned Marty.

That was true. After the embassy bombing killed Tom, and I lost the baby a few days later, the Department had ordered me back to the United States to recover, but not for long. I stayed with my parents for three months, was given a low-stress desk job in D.C. for the following year, and was then expected to start Russian language training and take the assignment in Leningrad where Tom and I should have gone together.

During that two-year tour of duty in the Soviet Union, I had developed  a taste for vodka—which became my painkiller and therapist of choice—an affinity that led to a series of less than stellar performance evaluations. After that disaster, I was exiled to Central and South American outposts where the Spanish I’d learned from my mother would come in handy and nothing I did would have serious policy implications for the U.S. government.

My father’s prolonged illness and my frequent trips out west to see him had made it impossible for me to take any more overseas assignments for the past six years. My career had been dying a slow and painful death in a series of dead-end positions at State Department headquarters in Washington.

“Continue,” I replied, growing weary of Marty’s little guessing game.

“You really need this promotion, Angela.”

This conversation was becoming unbearable. I focused on my breathing, willing my anxiety not to resurface.

“Marty, I’m going to hang up the phone right now if you don’t tell me where the Department is sending me.”

“Okay, you’re going to Afghanistan in December.”

Oh, God, this has got to be a joke. I laid my head down on the desk blotter and closed my eyes.

“Marty, I don’t know a thing about Afghanistan,” I whispered into the speakerphone. What I didn’t add was that serving in another Islamic country, war or no war, was an experience I didn’t think I could handle.

“It doesn’t matter. Neither does anybody else. You put it on your bid list.”

“It was the very last post on a very long wish list, Marty,” I said, trying to maintain my composure.

“Listen, Ange, at this point we’re filling positions in Afghanistan and Iraq with anyone remotely suitable who volunteers. We may eventually have to start forcing people to go, but you’ll get more brownie points if you go willingly now. I know this was your last choice, but it’s only for a year, and I promise to try and get you an onward assignment to someplace great . . . like London!”

In 2004, the United States was fighting not one but two wars. The one in Iraq, begun the previous year, was sucking most of the air out of the State Department. Meanwhile, the “forgotten war” in Afghanistan had been relegated to the back pages of The Washington Post and a few understaffed offices at the State Department.

I shared the sentiments of many of my Foreign Service colleagues, who believed we should have stayed out of Iraq and completed our mission in Afghanistan. A few brave souls actually spoke up and even resigned in protest. I’m ashamed to admit that I, like many, kept my head down, stayed focused on my less controversial part of the world, and tried hard not to think much about either war.

“Marty, I don’t speak Dari or Pashto.”

“Your personnel file shows you have an extremely high aptitude for foreign languages. It says you got the highest score ever recorded at the Foreign Service Institute when you took Farsi.”

“That was twenty-five years ago, Marty, and no one in my Farsi class was ever sent to Tehran because the Iranians took everyone in the embassy hostage that year. You’ll see in my file that my husband and I were put in Arabic language training, reassigned to Yemen for a year, and then sent to Beirut.”

Marty ignored my comments and continued. “I am told by unnamed sources that you still read and are able to recite Rumi in the original Persian.”

“Who told you that?”

How could this be happening? Rumi’s poetry, which had given me such comfort in the months after I lost Tom and the baby, was now being used by Marty as a rationale to force me back into the same conflict-ridden part of the world that had taken them away from me.

“Is it true? ” Marty asked.

My eyes were now brimming with tears, and the knot in my throat was returning. Fortunately, no one was in the office to witness my mini-meltdown.

“Ange?”

“So what? Rumi is the most popular poet in the United States.”

“True.” Marty chuckled, irritating me even more. “But most Americans read his works in English translation.”

I was too upset to respond.

“The Department doesn’t have many Farsi speakers left,” Marty continued, “and they need someone up north who is fluent in Dari.”

“I just told you I don’t speak Dari, and what do you mean, ‘up north’? I thought I was being assigned to the embassy in Kabul.”

“Remember I said you’ll be spending a lot a time with the Brits?”

“So am I being assigned to the British Embassy?” His question puzzled me.

“You won’t actually be in Kabul. You’re going to be spending a year with the British Army at a PRT in Mazār-i-Sharīf.”

Me? At forty-seven, they were assigning me to a Provincial Reconstruction Team, a military outpost that conducted surveillance patrols in the northern provinces? And not even a U.S. camp, but one where I’d be doubly an outsider—as a civilian and an American.

“We’re putting you in a one-on-one Farsi–Dari conversion course next month,” Marti continued. “You should be fluent by December. They say Dari is just like Farsi, but easier. With your language aptitude, it shouldn’t take you too long to pick it up. Your Arabic won’t be very useful, but I hear your Russian may come in handy up there.”

“My Russian?”

“Yeah, they say some of the warlords in the north speak Russian. And the Russians still have an interest in what goes on up there—even after all these years,” he added with a conspiratorial flourish.

“Look, Ange, they want you in Mazār by early January, and you’ll need a few days in Kabul for briefings before you head north. Will that be okay? ”  Marty was now sounding almost apologetic. “Is Christmas a big deal with your family? Will they be upset if you aren’t home?”

“Not really,” I said, glancing at a favorite old photo I had tacked to the cloth partition in my cubicle. Mom and I were halfway down our winding driveway at the ranch in New Mexico setting out luminarias for the annual Morgan Christmas fiesta. Her long, dark braid fell over her shoulder as she bent to help me light one of the candles.

I remembered how much I had looked forward to coming back to the States from my overseas postings for the holidays before she died—but that was almost ten years ago. After Dad’s long illness and his miraculous recovery last summer, he had surprised my brother and me by marrying one of his nurses, a much younger woman from Albuquerque. The new Mrs. Morgan wasn’t big on the whole family Christmas thing.

“Hey, Ange, watch out for those British officers,” Marty added in an awkward attempt at humor. “I think you’ll be the only female up there and with those big green eyes you’re not too bad looking even at your age.”

I winced, but let it roll off me. “Thanks for the kind words, Marty. Shall I file my sexual harassment suit now, or just let it simmer until Monday morning? ”

“Sorry, I’m kidding, Ange, nothing serious, okay? So, have you ever been in a war zone? ” he asked, trying to change the subject.

“Does Beirut 1983 count?” I replied, gazing again at the photo of Tom and me. I recalled the moment just after the photo was taken when he had leaned over in his saddle to kiss me.

“Oh, yeah, of course. Sure it does. Sorry,” Marty said, his voice softening. “You’ll do fine in Afghanistan. They even give you two R and Rs, so you’ll be able to come home twice. Hey! You could use one of your free trips to go check out London in case I’m able to get you that dream assignment. Have a great weekend, Ange.”

My colleagues were not surprised when I called to say I wouldn’t be joining them for dinner. It happened often. I walked home in a daze.

My apartment, a few blocks from the State Department, was still the only place I felt completely safe. Other than my solitary evening jogs through Foggy Bottom, I spent far too much time alone there.

Tom and I had shared this place for the first eighteen months of our marriage. It was a small one-bedroom, which we had leased to friends when we were sent to the U.S. Embassy in Yemen. Our plan had been to sell it when we came home after a few tours of duty overseas and buy something bigger for the three kids we were going to have.

I put on an old jazz album that Tom loved, kicked off my shoes, poured a glass of wine, curled up on the couch, and stared out the window at the diamond and ruby lights spinning around Washington Circle. This was not how I’d planned the final years of my diplomatic career. This was not how I’d planned my life.

Ever since Beirut, I hadn’t handled stress—or living—very well. This evening’s call from Marty had been almost more than I could bear. I walked barefoot into the bedroom, my toes sinking into one of the carpets Tom and I had bought in Yemen, which I had imagined in the living room of the Victorian townhouse we were going to own. The wall behind my bed was covered in photos of the two of us: Tom and me laughing with our arms around each other on the front porch at my parents’ place in New Mexico; clowning with embassy friends in front of one of Sana’a’s medieval mud-brick towers; Tom taking his horse over a triple bar jump at the stable in Beirut.

Although riding was the passion that had bonded us the instant we met, our styles could not have been more different. Tom’s parents had enrolled him in lessons as a boy. By high school, he was competing in stadium jumping and three-day eventing for juniors. My brother and I had been taught to ride with English and Western saddles by our father but it was our no-holds-barred  races across the high desert of New Mexico that had shaped my more aggressive riding style.

During our two overseas diplomatic assignments together, Tom and I sought out fellow horse lovers as soon as we arrived. Lebanon had been more problematic than Yemen because of the security situation, but we had discovered the Kattouah stables hidden in a valley just outside the Beirut city limits. The small group of regulars—expat and Lebanese riders—had welcomed us like family and had teased Tom constantly about his concern that I might harm the baby or even give birth during one of our Saturday rides. I had not been on a horse since I lost Tom.

I went to the bookshelf, pulled out one of his small, leather-bound collections of Rumi’s poetry, and pressed it against my chest. When the tears began to flow and I dropped it on my pillow, it fell open to a well-read page. I curled up on my bed, whispering the words in Farsi until I fell asleep.




 TWO

August 2004 ✦ ARLINGTON, VIRGINIA

Ali’s Afghan restaurant in south Arlington, redolent with sautéed garlic and the sweet charred odor of roasting lamb, thundered with the sounds of men talking and laughing above the tunes of a Bollywood soundtrack. Over the course of my four months of Dari language training with Ali’s uncle, Professor Ahmad Jalali, this restaurant became like a second home to me. I wanted my language training and these lunches to go on forever—anything to put off my eventual year in Afghanistan.

The State Department had given me no choice: Learn Dari and go to Afghanistan or get ready to retire early if I didn’t get promoted in 2005.

Professor Jalali was spending six hours a day, five days a week alone with me in a small windowless room at the Foreign Service Institute. Our weekly trips to his nephew’s restaurant were essential for both our sanities. And it didn’t hurt that the food was delicious.

When I reported for my first day of instruction, I learned that he would be my private tutor and that as few people as possible were to know how fluent I was expected to become in Dari. Jalali had been ordered by his supervisor not to discuss my language ability with anyone. Marty said it had something to do with a request that I quietly assess the accuracy of certain interpreters at the PRT who were rumored to be concealing information  from the Brits. I was too despondent to make additional inquiries about the reasons for this secrecy.

My evenings were spent alone in my apartment studying Dari, reading Rumi, and flipping endlessly through the photo albums Tom and I had assembled during our few years together. I ran my fingers over his curly blond hair and laughing face in each photo where we were waving and smiling or wrapped in each other arms for our obligatory “kissing shot”—each one with mountains, monuments, stables, or beaches in the background. I had almost thrown them all away in a drunken rage many years ago. Thank God I’d saved them. The only pages I still couldn’t bear to look at were the ones with snapshots Tom had taken after we found out I was pregnant.

Professor Jalali, known to all as “Doc,” was a diminutive Afghan of Tajik extraction. He had a thick gray crew cut, horn-rimmed glasses, a broad smile, and a Ph.D. in Persian literature from Kabul University. Doc had been a teacher in Mazār-i-Sharīf before fleeing Afghanistan after the Soviet invasion.

“Uncle, is this the woman who is going to live in our beloved city? ” asked Ali as he rushed out of his steaming kitchen and wiped his hands with his apron on the first day Doc took me to Ali’s restaurant. Where Doc was the complete image of a meticulous professor, his nephew was the total opposite. The loud, smiling, rotund chef stroked his short black beard and shook my hand vigorously when Doc introduced us.

“Hamid,” Ali shouted in Dari to a tall young man leaning against the kitchen door, “bring palau, ketfa, and bulonie for my uncle and his guest and don’t forget the naan.”

As soon as the steaming trays of rice, lamb brochettes, savory pastries, meatballs spiced with cinnamon, and hot flat bread were placed before us, Ali stepped behind me and folded his hands over his broad chest. In a booming voice, he announced in English to his kitchen staff and the other customers eating lunch that his uncle Professor Jalali was teaching “his very  best Dari to this brave American woman, this angel,” who had volunteered to spend a year living near the city of his ancestors in their war-torn country.

Not exactly volunteered, I thought.

I shot a look at Doc, hoping he could find a way to rescue the situation. He knew that the degree of my language skill was not to be raised at Ali’s restaurant or anywhere else. As well meaning as Ali was, someone that gregarious was bound to spread word of my fluency throughout the Afghan population in D.C.—and to his relatives in Mazār-i-Sharīf.

“Angela Morgan,” Ali continued, “when you come to my restaurant, I will call you Farishta. This is our Dari word for ‘angel’—like your American name.”

Doc smiled at me, patted my hand, and said, “Farishta is a good Dari name for you. I should have thought of it myself.” He looked up at his nephew and winked quickly at me. “Ali, you must always speak to my pupil in Dari, but very slowly or she will not understand what you are saying. She’s only a beginner.” Ali nodded gravely before returning to the kitchen.

 

 

There was little training available in late 2004 for American diplomats assigned to Provincial Reconstruction Teams in Afghanistan. Some of my colleagues were being sent out with no language instruction at all. Our only other preparation was a week of lectures on current Afghan history and politics, which raised my anxiety to new levels with its relentless focus on the conflicts that had led to the 9/11 attacks.

I soon discovered that there was far more to Afghanistan’s past than the events of the last few decades or even the last few centuries. The faded tourist posters plastering the walls of Ali’s restaurant reminded his customers that Afghanistan’s violent and colorful lineage was thousands of years in the making. Alexander the Great, Darius, Zoroaster, Marco Polo, and Genghis Khan, all players in the endless cycle of conquest by invaders and their ultimate  defeat, looked down on Ali’s customers and inspired me to learn more about Afghanistan’s ancient works of art, architecture, and literature.

“Look, Doc,” I said, pointing at one of the faded posters, “your nephew likes Rumi!”

Doc snorted and shook his head.

When on the first day of class I had mentioned my love of Rumi’s poetry and reminded Doc that Rumi had been born near Mazār, he had wrinkled his nose, straightened his glasses, and made it quite clear that we would be reciting a lot more of his favorite poet Hāfez than my man Rumi.

“Angela, my dear, you must understand that Hāfez sings. Rumi merely recites,” he chided me gently.

Doc was persistent, but he could not change my mind about Rumi, whose every verse reminded me of Tom. Soon after Tom and I had met that morning at the riding stable in Virginia, we began reviewing our lessons together every day after Farsi class. We were so young and so idealistic—excited about being diplomats, representing our country overseas, and helping to make the world a better place. The attraction between us was growing, but we had both been too shy to do anything about it until one evening I hosted a study group at my apartment and Tom came. After everyone else had gone home, he recited one of Rumi’s love poems to me in flawless Farsi and I wouldn’t let him leave.

Before Doc and I could begin another argument about the merits of our favorite poets, Ali came bursting through the kitchen doors carrying a small laptop computer. “Uncle, my brother has just sent me photos from last week’s buzkashi game. You must see them! Khan Cherik’s horses won again, and my brother tells me that Governor Daoud is livid,” he said, laughing.

Ali pulled a chair between Doc and me to show us his photos of the fierce riders on their rearing stallions. “Look,” said Ali, touching the screen with a greasy finger, “there is your nephew Qais on my brother’s favorite stallion. You see how well he sits? ”

I was captivated by this game, which reminded me so much of the wild gallops of my youth across the high desert of New Mexico. As Ali showed me the photos, Doc explained the rules of the game. Hundreds of riders mounted on powerful stallions, bred only for this violent competition, battled one another for the privilege of dragging a headless calf around an enormous field at a full gallop. I was mesmerized by the power, beauty, and fierce courage of the buzkashi horses.

Ali, sharing his uncle’s delight in my interest in the game, loaded a DVD of The Horsemen into his laptop.

“This, Farishta, is buzkashi,” declared the beaming chef. “Watch closely, because I doubt you’ll be able to see a real game while you are in Mazār. Afghan women do not attend these competitions.”

Doc explained that the movie featured actual Afghan riders, some of whom he had seen compete in Mazār as a boy.

“Farishta,” he said in his most professorial voice as the movie continued, “only if you understand buzkashi will you ever understand Afghanistan.”

I threw up my hands. “But, Doc, how will I ever understand this game? It’s too confusing. There are so many players, and they move so fast I can’t figure out which rider is on which team.”

“Precisely,” he replied.




 THREE

November 29, 2004 ✦ WASHINGTON, D.C.

Language training was over. I had been deemed sufficiently fluent in Dari, and the dreaded departure date was only three weeks away. Every night, I was being shaken awake by stomach-churning, heart-thumping panic attacks and night sweats. Was this more menopause? Was my post-traumatic stress disorder resurfacing or was I now getting a combo package?

The term PTSD had been coined by the psychiatric community only three years before that April day in Beirut when the American Embassy exploded in flame-licked clouds and collapsed with Tom inside. Three days later, when my baby was stillborn, I almost bled to death before a Lebanese neighbor found me lying on the floor of my apartment and took me to a hospital.

I could have resigned at that point but I liked the travel and the prestige of being a diplomat. The pay was good and I really didn’t know what else I would do. I needed serious help to cope with my trauma, but there was none available. The culture of the State Department was to deal with such events the British way—with a stiff upper lip and a stiff drink. Short of being hauled out in a straitjacket, Foreign Service Officers, like military officers, would never voluntarily consult with a shrink and risk losing their security and medical clearances. For years, I struggled without professional help to  overcome the trauma and loss of that week—an effort that included significant amounts of legal self-medication and a string of disastrous relationships.

When the excessive drinking, which had started in Leningrad, the pills, and the parade of unsuitable men caught up to me and were about to drag me into a hole from which I would never emerge, I locked up my emotions, threw away the key, and buried myself in a series of inconsequential diplomatic assignments.

Intellectually, I knew that my anxiety about going to Afghanistan was irrational. Although it was technically a “war zone,” the possibility that I would be wounded or killed was minuscule.

Mazār-i-Sharīf was on the north side of the Hindu Kush, where the only fighting in the past year had been between competing Afghan warlords and their militias. All U.S. and allied combat operations were in the south along the Pakistani border.

By December 2004, the flood of U.S. government employees and contractors going to Baghdad was getting most of the attention inside the Department of State. All Green Zone–bound volunteers were required to attend a security course, which included several days of first-aid training as well as weapons and explosives familiarization. There had not been any similar preparation available for civilians headed to Afghanistan. Hoping that some training—any training—would help to calm my fears about going, I managed to talk my way into one of the classes two weeks prior to my departure.

Despite the fact that even in combat zones American diplomats are not authorized to carry weapons, the Department of State had decided that its civilian personnel going to Baghdad needed practice firing some of the small arms used by our military. It was never clear to me what untrained civilians were expected to do with weapons they had handled and fired only once,  but I was hoping the afternoon “shooting party” would help me overcome my pre-deployment jitters.

“All right, gentlemen—and lady,” said our bearded instructor as we filed into the armory next to the firing range, “today we’ll be loading, emptying, reloading, and firing an AK-5 assault rifle, a Sig Sauer pistol, an AK-47 or Kalashnikov—that’s the one the bad guys use—a Colt M4 submachine gun, and a Remington shotgun. Any questions?”

There were none as we stared in silence at the well-oiled firepower arrayed on long metal tables before us.

“Have any of you ever fired a weapon? ” he asked. Two of us raised our hands. The other fellow was a former Marine gunnery sergeant. The instructor turned to me, “Ma’am, would you like to share with us which weapons you have fired? ”

“My brother and I used to go rabbit hunting,” I said, regretting immediately that I had raised my hand, “with an air rifle.”

I didn’t mention that I was a pretty good shot. That became apparent when we filed outside with our loaded weapons and I began blasting away at the targets and ripping out their center circles. I channeled my fear about going to Afghanistan into each shot. My classmates were impressed.

The next three days of first-aid training had quite the opposite effect. Our instructor, Mike, a gruff but compassionate former Special Forces medic, had a genuine desire to prepare us for what we might face in a war zone. He also kept us in a moderate state of terror so we would pay close attention to everything he said.

Mike was a gentle giant, with skin the color of polished ebony and a shaved head that glowed like an eight ball under the fluorescent lights in our crowded classroom. He showed us how to assess swelling and discoloration, when and where to apply pressure, how to treat a sucking chest wound with a credit card and duct tape, and some very creative ways to use Super Glue.

On day two, we held a drill where groups of four practiced conducting triage after a bombing. Our job was to determine who would be given immediate first aid, who could survive for a while without treatment, and who would be left to die.

Carrying notepads, several of us followed Mike through a simulated disaster site, stepping carefully over the prone bodies of our moaning classmates in the auditorium of the training facility. The victims had covered themselves with realistic pools of latex blood and anatomically correct wounds.

I was moving along at a good clip, bending over each victim, and shouting, “Can you hear me?” before checking them for breathing, bleeding, pulse, and broken bones. The fifth victim was a man in his mid-twenties with shaggy blond hair and soft brown eyes. Just like Tom.

It was too much. I doubled over and broke into a sweat.

Mike was next to me in seconds. He knelt at my side, placed one hand on my back, and began to talk me out of the panic attack that had overwhelmed me. My eyes were closed and I was gasping for air. I bit down on my tongue to keep from screaming.

“Morgan!” he shouted. I whipped my head around and looked him in the eyes. “Check the shadows. Do you see a second bomber hiding? ”

I scanned the perimeter and saw only the walls of the auditorium.

“No,” I responded, my breathing still ragged.

“Look again and tell me exactly what you see. Every detail!” He was shouting over the bedlam in the auditorium.

I began to describe the color of the walls, the shape of the windows, the size of the doors, and the length of the curtains. My breathing became more regular.

His hand was now resting lightly on my neck. He was subtly monitoring my breathing and heart rate.

“When did it happen? ” he asked softly.

“Beirut, ’83,” I said, my voice barely audible.

“The Marine barracks?” he asked.

“No, the embassy, my husband. The building collapsed. I couldn’t help him.” I was sobbing.

“Jesus, Morgan,” he said sitting down on the floor next to me. “And I’ll bet you haven’t talked to anyone about this.” I shook my head.

“Are you sure you’re ready for Afghanistan? You’ll probably be the only civilian at that PRT, not like the rest of this bunch who are all headed for the overpopulated and well-stocked confines of the Green Zone in Baghdad.”

“It’s in the north—Mazār-i-Sharīf—there’s no fighting up there. I’ll be fine,” I replied. “And yes, I’m ready.”

“Okay. If this happens again, you’ll know what to do? ”

“Yes.”

“You see someone else freeze, you’ll know how to bring ’em out of it? ”

“Thanks to you, I will.”

“Morgan, you can’t keep this bottled up forever. We are only as sick as our secrets, sweetheart, and this one’s eating you alive.”

“I know. I’ll talk to someone when I get back.”

“Good. Now, let’s get the rest of these Green Zone weenies squared away.”
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