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Story Characters:

Jameela: a ten-year-old girl who lives with her family in a rural area of Afghanistan.

Ahmed: Jameela’s five-year-old brother.

Abdullah: Jameela’s fifteen-year-old brother.

Haleema: The children’s mother.

Merza: The children’s father.

Bibi Jan: The paternal grandmother.

Kaka Ghulam: The paternal grandfather.

Yunus: The children’s uncle who was killed by a landmine at age 20, youngest son of Bibi Jan and Kaka Ghulam.

Fatima: The children’s aunt, young widow of Uncle Yunus.

Aly: The children’s uncle, who lives in the city.

Aisha: The children’s aunt, Aly’s wife, who lives in the city.

 Story Synopsis:

Jameela lives with her family in a village in Afghanistan. They were already experiencing a great deal of difficulty during the domestic struggles of their homeland when tragedy struck. After coming in contact with a landmine while working in the field, Uncle Yunus was killed and her father Merza lost his leg.

In “Jameela’s Garden”, Jameela and her younger brother Ahmed try to understand the anger and estrangement demonstrated by their older brother Abdullah. With the guidance of their grandmother, Bibi Jan, they learn how they might help him get over the loss of his Uncle Yunus, with whom he was very close.

“The Wisdom of Bibi Jan” further demonstrates the grandmother’s role as comforter and adviser. Abdullah’s concern over the change in personality of a school friend due to the trauma of the war triggers Jameela’s revelation that she is having nightmares, and Bibi Jan provides her with a special cure for her fears.

Much more of what is troubling Jameela is presented in “Making Cookies”. Her fear of landmines is so strong that, much to Abdullah’s annoyance, she is frightened walking along a path that has been cleared. Bibi Jan uses the opportunity of making cookies to help Jameela come to terms with her father’s injury, as well finding for Fatima a positive means of expression of grief for Yunus.

Jameela is finding it very difficult to fathom the mysteries that are locked up inside “Merza’s Heart”. She mourns the loss of the cheerful man she knew before his injury, the one who was full of stories. Her innocent questions bring him to tears, but they also remind him of the man he used to be, and create the yearning in him to be that way again.

The sadness and grief of Fatima, young widow of Yunus, is felt by Jameela and Ahmed, who attempt to cheer her. Bibi Jan notices and suggests ways for the family to come together and celebrate good memories of Yunus, especially by singing Yunus’s Song.

When their village is shelled through the night, the family faces the grim truth that they must abandon what is most dear to them in “Leaving Home”. Each of them deals with this traumatic thought in his or her own way, but ultimately they know it is for the best and put on a brave front as they face the future.

In “A New Friend”, the family is staying with an old friend of Merza’s while they are on their journey to the safety of his brother’s place in the city. While there, Abdullah learns a valuable lesson about the nature of making judgments about people who are different in either the language that they speak or their beliefs.

As the family continues its journey to the city, Abdullah discovers that Jameela has brought her kitten from home and has kept it hidden the entire journey. In anger, he takes the kitten from her and throws it in the undergrowth on the side of the road. Jameela is angry with her brother and refuses to acknowledge his existence. It is up to Bibi Jan to find a way for there to be “Reconciliation”.

In “Merza’s Anger”, Merza’s loss of control over his temper has frightened both Jameela and Ahmed. The emotional upheaval wreaks havoc on both children, and causes them to be short with each other. While hiding, Ahmed overhears his father talking to Bibi Jan about his own insecurity regarding the loss of his leg. When the child is discovered, it becomes an opportunity for bridges to be mended between father and son.

Bibi Jan’s diplomatic skills are once again put to the test in “Making Peace”. While looking for Merza’s brother Aly and his wife Aisha in the city, the family is staying at a camp for displaced persons located in an old schoolhouse. While in the cramped quarters where they must make their temporary home, Abdullah gets into a fight with a boy his own age over the intrusion of his bicycle in the others’ living space.

As “Abdullah and the Ten-foot Soldier” opens, Abdullah, now living with his family at his uncle’s house for a week, comes down with a fever. He recalls his childhood dreams about wanting to grow up to be a soldier before he falls asleep. He dreams about meeting a giant soldier in the market who teaches him a lesson about the reality of war.

Therapeutic Elements:

Healing images and symbols: comforting and caring

Modeling of peaceful and virtuous interactions: caring for the sick, recognizing and praising virtuous behaviour

Problem Issues: sickness, idealization of war

Healing Strategies: condemnation of violence, teaching the value of peaceful living

Abdullah and the Ten Foot Man
“Stay in bed and rest,” said Merza, gently stroking his son’s forehead.

Abdullah lay with his head on his pillow looking at his father. He felt as heavy as a stone. His family had been living in the city at his uncle’s house for only one week and here he was, so sick he couldn’t move. He should be finding a job! Instead, here he was. The women would have to take care of him. As if they didn’t have enough to do already! 
“We need you to get well, Abdullah,” Merza said. “Your search for Uncle Aly and Auntie Aisha was successful except that you also found this illness. We would never have been able to leave that camp if not for you. We are all very grateful but now you must rest and heal.

Abdullah gave in. He felt his body burning with fever. He watched Merza leave the room, leaning on his crutches. Merza had told his family he would find work today, but Abdullah couldn’t imagine what work there would be for a man with one leg.
Abdullah stared at the ceiling all morning. Sometimes he was asleep and sometimes he was awake. His mind was full of memories and pictures. He remembered coming to this city with his father years ago when he was just a little boy. He remembered seeing AK-47s for sale in the street. He remembered a man selling piles of landmines and grenades. Big men in uniforms had stood around the stall looking at the weapons, laughing and talking.

When he had returned to his village Abdullah had told everyone he was going to be like those men when he grew up. He would be big and strong with lots of muscles. He would be so tough that when enemies came to his village to hurt people he would fight them. For a long time after that trip to the city, Abdullah had longed for a time when he would be able to give up farming and put on a uniform. He would protect the good people and kill the bad people. Abdullah remembered shooting so many men in his dreams. Abdullah’s head was hurting as he remembered these things. It felt as if there was fire in his head, and he was so thirsty!

All of a sudden he felt better, and he found himself walking in the sunshine.

“Well,” he thought, “I’m glad that’s over! Now that my fever’s gone I can find a job.”

Abdullah decided to take a shortcut through the marketplace. But the marketplace seemed very big today. He was surprised how big it was. Now he found himself getting lost!

“How do I get out of this market?” he wondered. Abdullah could hear people bargaining over prices. One man kept following him, trying to get him to buy food. Abdullah could smell the aromas of the frying food, he could see hides and wool for sale, and he could see all the animals. And what was this? Well, here was a big pile of landmines for sale! How clean and shiny they were! As Abdullah looked at the landmines he felt a shadow pass over him. He looked up and there, blocking out the sunlight, was the biggest man Abdullah had ever seen in his life. He was ten feet tall! He had on a uniform and he looked as if he had fought in many wars. He had a great, curling black beard. His huge arms were folded over his chest. He was looking right at Abdullah and he was frowning. Abdullah was frightened and he began to back away from the man.

“Where do you think you’re going?” demanded the man in a deep voice.

“Going?” said Abdullah. “Oh, I'm not going anywhere, sir. I'm just changing position. I'm moving a bit closer to these landmines. I need to look at them. My father told me to buy some good ones.”

Abdullah picked up the landmines in his hands, feeling them, looking at them. He pretended he knew what he was doing.

“Oh, I can’t fool him!” he thought at last. “I’m just a farm boy. I know how to tell the difference between good fruit and bad fruit but I don’t know the difference between a good landmine and a bad one!”

The ten-foot man began to laugh. Then he stopped laughing and began to frown again. He moved closer to Abdullah and pointed a gigantic finger at him.

“Have you ever tasted grapes from Shomaly, boy?”

“Oh!” said Abdullah, thinking very hard. “Just once, sir.”

“Were they good?”

“Very good, sir.”

“Juicy?”

“Very juicy, sir.”

“Sweet?”

“Extremely sweet, sir.”

 “Did they blow off your foot when you ate them?” the giant asked, leaning forward.

“Blow off my foot, sir?”

“A landmine will blow off your foot. Did the grapes from Shomaly blow off your foot?”

“No, sir. My foot was in good shape after I ate the grapes.”

“Did the grapes from Shomaly kill your sister?” he questioned, intently.

“Oh no, sir.”

“A landmine will be happy to kill your sister. Did the grapes from Shomaly blow off your brother’s fingers?”

“No, sir.”

“Make you go blind?”

“No, sir.”

“Turn you into a man with no legs who begs on the street for money?”

“No, sir.”

“Murder your best friend? Blow the legs off your uncle's donkey?”

“No, sir, no, no. The grapes of Shomaly did none of those things.”

“Then you should be very happy with those grapes.” He concluded, straightening up.

“Yes, sir.”

 “A man should be proud to grow such grapes, shouldn't he?”

“Yes, sir.”

“A man should be proud to grow the things that give life. A man should be proud to build things, to make his people happy. Is it not so?”

“Yes, sir.”

The ten-foot man looked at the pile of landmines in front of Abdullah. His mouth was pulled down at the corners as if he had tasted something terrible. He spoke again:

“A man should get rid of the things that bring death. Is it not true?”

“Oh yes, sir!”

The ten-foot man suddenly stopped talking. His face seemed pale. He seemed to grow weak. He leaned on the side of a food stall for support. He seemed to grow smaller, and there was a look of pain on his face.

Abdullah said, “Are you alright, sir?”

The soldier was definitely growing smaller. Now he was almost the same size as Abdullah! He turned to look at Abdullah, and then at last he spoke. He voice sounded like dust.

“No, boy. I am not alright.”

“But who are you, sir?”

“I am the ones who fought.”

“What do you mean, sir?”

 “I am every boy and every man in Afghanistan who took a rifle and fought and died. I am Faisal who left his young wife to fight the enemy. I am Rahim who left university to fight for his country. I am Aslam who gave up growing grapes. I have done brave deeds that the people will remember. I have done evil deeds that I want to forget. I am tired. I am so tired now...”

Abdullah began to worry about the man. He looked so pale, so sick, so tired. He was kneeling on the ground. He looked at Abdullah and the sweat glistened on his forehead.

“The grapes...the grapes of Shomaly,” the man whispered.

Abdullah looked around him. There was the colour and noise of the market, the people arguing, the smell of overripe fruit, the dust. He saw a small thin dog running under a stall with something in its mouth.

“The man is asking for grapes. He must be dying of thirst. I must find him some grapes,” thought Abdullah. But when he looked down the man was nowhere to be seen.

Abdullah began to run through the market. He began to yell for the man.

“Hush now, Abdullah. Everything’s alright.” Whose voice was this? Abdullah looked up and saw his grandmother, Bibi Jan. She was holding a cool, wet cotton cloth on his forehead. Abdullah was lying in his bed.

“Where did he go?” asked Abdullah.

“Hush, now,” said Bibi Jan. “You’ve been having a dream. The fever is going now. Soon you will be well.”

Abdullah lay still in his bed, listening. Later, when his younger sister Jameela came in to change the cloth on his head, he said to her: “I talked to a ten foot man!”

Jameela laughed. “Oh, Abdullah! There are no men that big! You are a Very Big Liar!”

Abdullah smiled. But still he couldn’t forget his dream. When his father came home Abdullah told him about the dream. Merza thought for a moment. Then he said, “Ah, yes. I believe I have met that man myself.”

“But why did he speak about the grapes of Shomaly?” said Abdullah.

“So juicy, so sweet!” answered Merza. “Why wouldn’t he speak about them?”

“Now you've made me want to eat those grapes!” laughed Abdullah, who was very thirsty.

“What a good idea!” said Merza. “If you’re feeling better tomorrow maybe we can go to the market and find some.”

So the next day Merza and Abdullah went to the market, and they found some grapes from Shomaly. And they were delicious. So juicy! So sweet!
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