
At 7,000 feet they encountered the first patches of snow on the northward facing slopes. The 

areas of snow expanded, gradually covering the mountainsides. At 10,000 feet the taxi emerged 

from a layer of mid-level clouds into brilliant sunshine and a pristine blanket of white. 

Jo blinked, the unexpected brightness making her eyes water. The inside of the car became 

warm and comfortable in spite of falling temperatures, and she changed her position again. Her 

thoughts drifted to Kabul—the phone call she would make, and the pleasure of hearing her father’s 

voice. 

She became drowsy in the sun and warmth; her head alternately bobbed and jerked. She 

retrieved her jacket and stuffed it behind her head. Leaning back, she closed her eyes and fell 

asleep—a welcome respite from homesickness and the worry about her father’s health. The miles 

passed and she started to dream, a disjointed sequence in which a group of Afghans were talking 

and arguing. In the dream she couldn’t make out what the problem was, and she frowned, wanting 

them to go away. The voices became louder and more intrusive. Someone spoke loudly right next 

to her, and with a start she opened her eyes. Her stomach lurched. She had fallen asleep with the 

car in motion, and now she woke with the dizzying sensation that it had stopped. 

She sat up and rubbed her eyes. Squinting, she looked between the turban-covered heads in 

front of her. She had lost her sunglasses long ago, and now she regretted not replacing them, but 

sunglasses were hard to come by at the bazaar, even used or broken ones. Her eyes adjusted, and 

she made out a line of cars and trucks that had stopped in front of them. Shimmering in the distance, 

a swath of snow obliterated the narrow, two-lane road. 

The driver turned around and glanced at Jo. He spoke mainly for her benefit. “Barf kuch,” he 

said. —Avalanche. He killed the engine. Trucks and taxis came up behind them and stopped, the 

stranded vehicles lined up in a row much like toys on a giant shelf. 

Car doors opened and thumped shut in the silence of the mountainside. A couple of men walked 

to the front of the line for a better view. Truck drivers climbed down from their cabs, ready to 

exchange news and have a smoke. Some gathered in small groups alongside the road. Others 

hunkered in circles, squatting with their haunches up to their heels, elbows hanging down on each 

side of their knees. 

Jo thought about getting out of the car, but even with the “honorary man” status she could not 

imagine herself hunkered down having a smoke. She smiled. It was a ludicrous image: squatting 

with the men, her skirt hanging down between her knees, a cigarette dangling from her lips. 

She chose instead to remain in the taxi. Two of the Afghans stayed with her: the teacher to her 

left in the back seat and one of the businessmen in the front. 

Beneath a towering summit, the taxi was stopped in the right lane. Jo sat feet away from the 

mountain face. They had almost made it to the Salang Tunnel, she noticed with a pang of 

disappointment. The first snow gallery was not more than a hundred yards away. 

Little sheds built over the road and supported on each side by pillars, snow galleries were 

intended to keep the approach road to the tunnel clear of snow and falling rocks. Like covered 

bridges, she thought the first time she saw them, the kind she had seen in the Midwest. 

The men on the roadside talked quietly. The air was still; the silence complete except for the 

rise and fall of their voices, the sound carried away on wisps of blue cigarette smoke. At two miles 

above sea level, every rock and ridge had a brilliant edge in the rarefied air. 

The Afghans had simply shrugged when they were stopped by the avalanche. Insha’Allah, if 

God willed it, they would be rescued. Jo leaned her head against the back of the seat, as much in 

frustration at their predicament as the Afghans’ acceptance of it. They were stranded, plain and 

simple, and she was irritated at the delay. 



Saber kardan. —Wait. That’s all we ever do, she thought. Wait. Wait for something to happen. 

Wait for things to get better. She resisted looking at her watch. They would be rescued when they 

were rescued. Impatiently looking at the time wouldn’t change a thing. Trying to keep her mind 

occupied, she mentally reviewed the list of things she would do in Kabul after she made her phone 

call, the supplies she would pick up, the people she would see. She sighed and absently stretched 

her legs, taking advantage of the extra room. Saber kardan. Wait. How long had it been? An hour? 

And then a vague anxiety started to float around the edges of her mind. Uneasiness crept up 

beside her almost unnoticed until she gave it her full attention. 

She brought her head up sharply as it came to her. Within hours, the Salang Road would be 

closed. Winding its way through the mountains, the road had no guardrails. No lights. Driving the 

convoluted twists and turns, clinging to the narrow edges of a ravine was dangerous enough in 

broad daylight. Navigating the road in total darkness would be suicide. In order to ensure drivers 

enough time to complete the crossing before dark, Afghan authorities closed both entrances by late 

afternoon. 

Jo allowed herself a peek at her watch. It was now midday. What happened if they were still 

here when the gates closed? They would be stranded overnight. And the minute the sun went down, 

temperatures would plummet. Jo made a quick sweep of the car. She had nothing for protection 

except the jacket she had grabbed before she left home. She could only hope the body heat of eight 

people in one car would keep them from freezing to death. 

I’m an experienced Volunteer, she thought. I will cope with this. And yet, she could not avoid 

contemplating the seriousness of her situation, and what it would be like to spend a night in the 

Hindu Kush Mountains at 11,000 feet above sea level. They would be in complete darkness. They 

would have no food or water. No way of calling for help. 

Waiting suddenly took on a new dimension. The window of opportunity for rescue was closing 

by the minute. Jo had a sudden, fierce longing for the normal, ordinary rituals of everyday life. 

Once mundane—even tiresome—they were now priceless beyond compare. She wondered how 

she could have taken it all for granted: the uneventful days of teaching, the cup of tea with Nan 

and Mary every night before going to bed. Engrossed in her thoughts, she glanced out the car 

window, watching the men without really seeing them, so preoccupied she almost didn’t notice 

when they all got to their feet. They stood and turned around, facing back toward Baghlan. 

Jo twisted in the car seat and looked out the rear window. 

A narrow crescent of metallic orange emerged over a snowy ridge. When the bulldozer came 

into full view, propelled by massive, revolving tracks, she slumped in relief. She had been more 

frightened than she wanted to admit. After the silence and helplessness of waiting, the industrious 

chugging of the engine filled the air with a welcome sound. They would get out before dark, after 

all. The driver revved the engine to full throttle, set the blade down and began to clear the road. 

A heavy, ice-crusted snow pack covered the mountainsides. A recent snow squall left a mantle 

of new powder resting delicately on top. The gun was cocked. In a matter of minutes the vibration 

from the bulldozer engine would pull the trigger. 

Jo didn’t register the sound of the muffled explosion; she had sensed an unexpected movement 

and was turned toward the mountain, wasting a precious second staring in confusion at the 

undulating wall of snow, mystified when the sunlight disappeared. 

With childlike bewilderment, she stared at the closed doors and windows of the taxi, at the 

snow penetrating through the cracks. She inched back in her seat, terrified by the sudden, sure 

understanding of a deadly force, the black hugeness of it, pushing against the car. When the taxi 

shuddered and moved beneath her, a switch tripped in her brain. Adrenaline shot through her. 



The man in the front seat was shouting in Farsi. What? Jo understood nothing: only the silent 

scream from the depths of her being, commanding her to escape. The teacher wasn’t moving. She 

clawed past him and pulled on the door handle, leaning into the door with all her strength. When 

it opened she almost fell into the swirling snow. 

The shed seemed to be infinitely far away. She ran as she had never run before, forcing her 

legs through the rippling drifts, trying to make them move faster as she floundered and struggled 

to keep her footing. She couldn’t fall now. Others were with her, running in a river of snow that 

swept them forward in a frantic race for survival. 


