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FROM CALIFORNIA TO KABUL

1o beng accosted by the media. Now TV trucks were suddenly
rolling down FFremont Boulevard and sticking microphones in
the face of kabob-sellers whose English wasn't great, asking them
inane questions about Osama bin Laden.

As someone whose heart was in community involvement ancd
who served on a number of regional boards, I had always prided
myself on my familiarity with the diverse
populations I lived among. But here was an
extraordinary group of people |
knew nothing about. Their sto-
Nes Were intnguing and poignant.
Some had come here 20 years B
ago as adults, their careers inter-
rupted, and set about rebuilding
their lives, Others had arrived as
young children and were in some

ays as American as any local
20-somethings, in others utterly
Alghan, | was impressed by their
ability to move scamlessly be-
tween these two worlkds.,

[ attended meetings and host-
ed a panel discussion in order Lo
help the community learn more
about the 1ssucs Muslim women
were facing after September 11,
Afghans are incredibly social people. As 1 got
to know many of them, there was always an
event to attend-—a family celebration, someone
visiting from the East Coast-—with food, Irends,
and conversation. Even after many vears in
Amenca, | discovered, they still held Afghan-
istan close to their hearts and were often filled
with nostalgia for the life that had been so
abruptly taken from them. Many longed to
return. By the ime the Taliban fell that win-
ter, they were talking about going back to their
country for the first ime in two decades, and
I was begging them to take me, 100.
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v chance came
in carly 2002,
when [ was part
ol adelegation
going 1o Kabul
to investigate reconstruction needs
after 22 years of war—the Soviet in-
vasion, the civil war, Taliban rule, and the American invasion—
that had utterly destroved the city physically and politically. One
ol the few non-Afghans on the trip, | should have been able to sce
the country from a detached, objective perspective, but it didn’t
happen that way. Iwas immediately overwhelmed by a leeling of
belonging: This was a place 1 was supposed 1o be. In his memoir
An Unexpected Light, Jason Elliot writes of Afghanistan: “'[ was
not the only outsider to have felt so at home among strangers, or
s0 at peace amidst the curous exigencies of war. . .. Onoe snared,
one never fully keaves; a portion of one’s heart is forever woven
into the fabric of that place.”

[Lwas an unforgettable time in Afghanistan. Entire generations
had never seen or felt peace and were now overcome with high
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emotion and incredible optimism. You could leel the passion of
the people. Although 1 was still in ofliee in Mountain View, | was
so moved by the women | met on my tnp—Afghan and Afghan-
Amencan-that [ started my own small nonprofit and spent the
next two years going back and forth to Kabul on city-council
breaks. I was most interested in the women who had shipped be-
tween the eracks. My first project was in the Kabul women's prison.
where inmates were being held for things we wouldn’t consider a
crime, such as running away from
home cither to avoid an arunged
MArNAge Or 10 Marry someone
they had chosen against their fam-
iy’s wishes. There was no func-
tioning justice system at the time,
and when we lirst arrived, most
of the prisoners had never even
been before a judge 1o be charped.,
much less tned.

These women were impor-
tant to me because they were
conskiered outside the approval
of society and not deserving ol
help, We spent $35,000 rebuild-
ing the rooms they lived in-—-plas-
tering and painting, lixing
windows, hanging curtains 1o
provide privacy from male guards. It was
nothing next to the millions of international
funds that were being spent every day on re-
construction, but just that little bit made a
dillerence in their lives,

On subscquent trips | worked in materni-
ty hospitals helping to identily needed med-
icines and surgical equipment and buying
them with money raised in the States. and
even taught Jam-making. This was an old
hobby of mine and a traditional part of the
culture here, where the usual breaklast is flat-
bread with jam-—but after gencrations of war
and migration, many women had lost the
knowledge normally passed on from their
mothers. Though jam-making is a fun week-
end diversion for many in the States. for
women in Afghanistan, many of whom arc
nol allowed to work outside the home, mak-
ing a product in their Kitchen they could sell to neighbors pro-
vided a much-needed boost to their incom,

[t was during a break from making vats ol mulberry jam in the
kitchen classroom at a local community center in June 2004 that
a fnend took me to see the Kabul Beauty School—and get a salon
service. The school, which originated in the women's ministry
and has since moved to a small, lovely house in the Qalla-c-
Fatullah neighborhood, teaches women 10 become Western-
trained beauticians. It also provides literacy training, English
lessons, and sorely needed health information. It was started three
years ago by aid worker Mary MacMakin with the help of Vogue
and major beauty-industry players like Clairol , MA.C., and Paul
Mitchell, which donated money and products and sent American
sialon prolessionals to teach the lirst ¢lass. Since then, more than
100 students have graduated, opening theirown — up front » 158
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