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Disclosure




Due to the sensitive nature of working in Afghanistan, all the names in the book have been changed, except mine, my family’s names, those I have permission to use, and the names that I consider public knowledge due to media coverage. Most of the events on the journey of the Salang Pass occurred on the first journey like described, but I traveled it many times in those early days. So it became difficult to remember what details I saw that first journey compared to the multiple journeys so details like seeing the tents selling honey and villages clinging to mountainsides were condensed into one. Some areas, places, names, and details where events took place have been changed to protect Afghan friends and co-workers’ identities, since even working for foreign agencies can be dangerous for them and their families. The conversations and the events have not been changed.
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To John, Malcolm, and Emily who journeyed with me—


and to the people of Afghanistan, may one day

your beautiful country have peace.


​Timeline




John and I visit Afghanistan for a two-week trip—summer of 2004

Malcolm is born in America—June 2005

Move to Kabul, Afghanistan for six months—October 2005

Move to Mazar-e-Sharif in northern Afghanistan—April 2006

Emily is born—July 2008

Move to Faizabad in northeastern Afghanistan—May 2009

Move back to Kabul, Afghanistan—August 2013

Move back to Minnesota—May 2014


 

 

​Introduction








“That’s it! We can’t fit one more thing in here. Melissa, do you think we can buy sheets when we arrive?” 


“I don’t see why not. Take them out, John.” Famous last words.

Why and how do you pack up your family and move overseas?  How do you do this when you are moving to a landlocked country that has been at war for the past thirty years—and has no working postal service, no ground shipping, and we can’t even send a shipping carton?

First, you have a gigantic garage sale, and sell almost everything. What’s left still ends up being way too much stuff to fit into large-sized gray totes that could weigh up to 70 pounds each; three total, one for my husband, the baby, and me. The fourteen-pound baby needed as much stuff as his parents.

Now in the fall of 2005, as we checked in our three totes and juggled our extremely over-weight hand luggage, baby stroller and carry-ons through airport security, it wasn’t “my stuff” I was afraid to leave behind. I was sad to leave the kitchen table and the Ansell Adams prints, but it was our parents, siblings, aunts, uncles, grandmas, grandpas, friends, and church family I wanted to pack up and move overseas with me. In a matter of moments, my whole support network was left on the runway of the Minneapolis airport. 


Not being accustomed to traveling with a small baby, it was hectic going through security, but once I had boarded the airplane, I had a quiet moment to think about our journey and how we got to this point.

For John and me, it started with an infamous day in U.S. history that marked many other people’s lives. In 2001, we were seniors at a Bible college in Minnesota. As part of our college’s study-abroad program, we both had spent nine months of our junior year in other countries. I in Kenya, and John in a place called Peshawar, Pakistan. John had spent nine months teaching high school and university students English. Many of them were Afghan refugees who had fled to Pakistan due to the unrest and the atrocious government that was in power, the Taliban. 


For us September 11, 2001 started like any other day. John and I were in a college classroom when suddenly a person interrupted the class to let us know something terrible was happening. A feeling of confusion was in the air, and several students started to get up. The instructor, not understanding the totality of what occurred, told us to sit down so he could finish class. Everyone left class when the television in a nearby lounge was turned on. In horror we watched replays of an airplane crashing into one of the twin towers. Not long afterwards we watched as another airplane smashed into the side of the adjacent tower. Then both towers collapsed.

Later, stories about the horrors of what had been happening in Afghanistan under the Taliban government began to emerge. Perhaps, the stories had been there all the time, but John and I, like many others, listened for the first time. My heart was stirred, and I prayed a simple prayer, “Lord, use me there.” Our senior year continued. We had previously become engaged in August 2001, and we planned on getting married after graduation in the summer of 2002. Both of us graduated with degrees in Cross-cultural Communication and Missions. We had always planned on working someplace overseas. After getting married, we moved to Rochester, Minnesota, where I enrolled in a two-year nursing course, so we had a little time to figure things out. 


At first, not wanting to commit to working in an extreme place like Afghanistan, we explored other places. Through a long time of prayer and inquiry, we decided on exploring moving to Afghanistan late in 2003. John desired to do this because of his work with Afghan refugees in Pakistan, and I did because the stories about how Afghan women had suffered touched me deeply.

In the summer of 2004, after I graduated with my RN degree, we took a two-week trip to visit a family that John had lived with in Pakistan, and who had since moved to Kabul. During our ten days there, we connected with a Christian international aid and development organization through which John could work as an English teacher and I as a nurse. We returned to Minnesota. I started working as a Registered Nurse, and John became certified as a teacher of English as a Second Language, and raised support for the volunteer organization we would work with.

Then, we became pregnant with our first child. Having visited Afghanistan in the summer, I knew many international families already lived there. It would be challenging, but we could still go. In June of 2005, Malcolm was born. Almost four months later, we packed up our belongings ready to make the biggest move of our lives.

We spent the first six months in the capital city of Kabul, learning one of the languages spoken in Afghanistan, Dari, a Persian dialect. Then the organization we joined wanted us to move north to the city of Mazar-e-Sharif where they had an English language institute. After Malcolm was a little older, I planned on working as a nurse part-time.

That morning in October 2005, I felt like I was carried away in a whirlwind, and before I could even catch my breath, we had boarded our plane in Minneapolis. In what felt like a short time, we landed on a runway in New Delhi for a ten-hour layover, in a completely foreign place. The next ten hours were spent with my four-month-old baby in a lounge with dim lighting, dirty couches, and a big, grizzly bartender. This should have indicated to me that many things were going to change in the near future.

Finally, we boarded our destination flight to Afghanistan.

Three hours later, we landed on the dusty runway leading to the international airport of Kabul. Deep breaths went through me as we descended the stairs leading to the airstrip below. The full sunlight hit us that autumn day as we waited for a bus to come and take us to the airport buildings. Military vehicles and choppers could be seen on various parts of the runway, reminding me of the ongoing conflict that the National Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) alliance, along with the Afghan nation, was in with the Taliban.


As we waited patiently, a young Afghan woman approached us; her eyelashes thick with mascara, and her headscarf perched loosely on her jet-black hair. Smiling, she pinched Malcolm’s cheek. “What a little doll!” she said in perfect English. We would discover most of the Afghan people were bystanders in the current conflict. Their daily lives interrupted by explosions, suicide bombers, and military patrols. Some were seeing their home country for the first time ever, because they were born overseas from immigrant parents. They came to see a land they knew only through stories and another’s eyes.

Finally, a gigantic beat-up white-and-blue bus came and we boarded it, and swayed toward the customs building. After making it through the long lines of people entering the country, our passports were stamped with approval, and we stood around the chaotic baggage claim waiting for our three plastic totes to arrive via the luggage belt. The ancient-looking belt churned into motion as we anxiously awaited our meager possessions.

Fortunately all the totes arrived. In those days there were no carts lined up for travelers to use. Porters aggressively forced rickety luggage carts toward you. Our luggage was grabbed and loaded, whether we liked it or not, and we slowly exited the airport, walking behind the man whose cart carrying all our possessions lurched erratically left and right.

A woman, who later would become one of my closest friends, approached us carrying a baby girl in her arms. In a European accent, she asked, “Are you the Meyers?”


“Yes!”  We were happy to have anyone identify us.

“I am Mirjam. I will take you to the car.”  I looked at her baby, maybe ten months, streaked with dirt that she picked up from the airport floor during their long wait. The fine dust seemed to permeate every crevice and chink. I glanced down at Malcolm, wondrously clean, and I groaned thinking, Is this how my baby is going to look living here in this dirt-covered country? As we approached the car, Mirjam saw our three totes and warily said, “You have brought a lot of stuff!”


I thought of all we had left behind, and how all we owned had been reduced to these three totes, and I wondered: haven’t I given up enough? Little did I know of the challenges we would face. I was naïve about how much I would have to adapt my everyday life to live in Afghan culture, especially an extremely conservative Muslim culture. Yet, little did I realize how much I would gain, and how many changes lay ahead. 


We lived in Afghanistan for almost nine years. Moved four different times: Kabul, Mazar-e-Sharif, Faizabad, then back to Kabul again. In the year 2008, I flew home to America to give birth to our daughter Emily.

John worked as an English teacher for three years, a Regional Manager in Faizabad for four years, where we had a community development project, hydro-power project, and adult learning education project. When we moved to Kabul, he moved into the role of Director of Regional Managers that supported the seven different regions in Afghanistan where projects were in operation. I had various part-time jobs during my years in Afghanistan. I worked in a government-run hospital supporting their nursing school, helped direct and teach at a bilingual preschool for four years when my children were little, worked with Birth and Life Saving Skills (BLiSS), which was a community development group for women to learn about safe birth practices, and in Kabul, I worked at an eye hospital.

Over those years, I heard a multitude of stories, learned spiritual lessons, and I started to write. In the end, I hope I was a blessing to the Afghan people in many ways—as I feel the Afghan people greatly blessed me.


 

 

​Chapter 1


Traveling the Treacherous and Breathtaking Salang Pass to Mazar-e-Sharif


An Invitation to Go on a Journey




In the pre-dawn hours, Kabul was a silent, slumbering giant. For the past six months, I had lived in this notorious city located in eastern Afghanistan, navigating its jarring side streets that gave way to freshly paved roads. During the day, I walked these streets where commuters pedaled their 1950’s-style bicycles. On the same street, trucks carried adolescent soldiers toting AK-47s, while overburdened donkeys, fruit-sellers, and uniformed school children co-existed with women who were wearing smartly cut suits while bedecked in ornate headscarves and three-inch stilettos. I would soon realize that travel across the city was easy—when the people of Kabul were all safely tucked away in their beds. 


That morning, my husband, John, and our nine-month-old son, Malcolm, and I were about to travel via the Salang highway to our new home in the northern city of Mazar-e-Sharif. We had finished a six-month language school in Kabul and were moving north so John could begin his job as a teacher of English as a Second Language. I later hoped to be able to work or volunteer as a nurse.

In the midst of changing our blond-haired and blue-eyed son’s diaper with a flashlight clutched between my teeth, a horn honked. Several other expatriates—people from all over the world who would be traveling with us that day—were all waiting when the passenger van, a tunis, finally arrived. 


I turned and shut the white wooden door of the home we had occupied during a phase in our lives when we completed intensive language study and had started new jobs with an international aid organization. I glanced at John, our eyes locked for a moment, affirming the mutual understanding of our commitment to go ahead. Then together the three of us went through the gate into the muddy street and climbed into the vehicle. We greeted the other travelers, three adults and their two early-elementary-aged children. After saying a prayer together for safe travels, the driver nodded to my husband, and the door slid shut.

During this late fall of 2005, the nation still pulsated with hope. Buildings, roads, ancient ruins, and businesses were repaired at an industrious rate, and in those days, the nation enjoyed a time of fragile peace. The eight-to-nine hour trip we embarked on via the Salang highway that day wouldn’t have been possible several years earlier. The Northern Alliance, an anti-Taliban resistance group, while fighting the Taliban, blew the tunnel entrance shut, hoping to stall the tide of the Taliban washing over the land.

In the last few years with the joint effort of several countries, the historic road had reopened, the tunnel unearthed, and with this gesture, the long-abandoned trade route flourished again. Storekeepers and restaurant owners dusted off their locked doors and reopened a world that has always been part of Afghanistan—one of trade and commerce operating since the days of the ancient Silk Road.

As of that morning, I had not yet discovered these things. My time in Kabul had given me a taste of Afghanistan, but during my travels I really began to experience its heart and its history—albeit a broken one.

Besides the Taliban, its most recent invaders were the Soviet Union in 1979, and not surprisingly I kept stumbling upon the imprint that they left all over the country. As the driver flew through the city, we passed a dilapidated mustard-yellow Soviet wheat silo and bread factory; its current function was to simply testify about a former occupation, and to act as a landmark for directions. 


Seeing how this monstrosity loomed in the middle of the city, I thought of the humble mud tandoors, where Afghans baked their bread. In contrast, I discovered these yellow fading silos dotted the landscape in almost every predominant city along the Salang Pass. I would come to learn that the Russians in an early partnership with Afghanistan in the 1960s first helped the Afghan nation build its infrastructure.1 The bread factories were built to feed their workers, which later fed the Russian army’s stomach when it invaded Afghanistan. The Russian’s audacity and advance planning struck me that morning as we passed it. Then the whipping wind blew the trees, and I imagined this relic of a former era someday eroding away.

Sometimes my life feels as if some unknown force is blowing the seconds, minutes, and days quickly by, and like water flowing through my fingers, it cannot be grasped or grabbed or held onto.

Looking back, the outer limits of Kabul disappeared, and the tunis jerked as we began our ascent. At the next corner, we saw a gushing snow-fed mountain stream. The van chugged up a steep hillside, and veered to the right. Our driver, a broad-shouldered, somber man, hit the brakes, commanding the vehicle to an abrupt stop. 


Hundreds of sheep and goats spanned the narrow road. As the animals engulfed the tunis, a tiny old woman, wearing brilliant green and blue clothing, seized an enormous black ram by its gnarled horns and stubbornly directed him out of the flow of traffic, laughing the whole time. Her face was full of wrinkles caused by the unyielding elements of the earth. Seeing these nomadic peoples traveling with their flocks of sheep and goats made me begin to question what century this was because these encounters transported me back to an ancient land—and a certain book.

Part of why I was on this journey was because as a teenager, I found a message of love in an ancient text. Within the historic pages of the Bible, I had read about similar images and nomadic tribes. But, it wasn’t until I set foot on Afghan soil that I encountered them in the flesh. As we passed the sheep and the goats moving into the surrounding hills to feast on the spring grasses, the scriptures became alive, and I began to connect it to my own life in a way like never before.

Throughout the scriptures, a multitude of stories tell about people moving. For the past year, my family and I had been on this huge transition of coming from America to settle in a foreign country. With trepidation and resolve, my husband and I gave up our jobs, boarded an airplane with Malcolm, and moved to a war-torn nation. Now, when I finally felt like I was beginning to find my way, we were journeying again. 


The laughing woman and her animals passed, and we continued to ascend the winding mountain road. Small villages made up of rock and mud clinging to mountainsides where people have dwelled for centuries popped into view. There, as the sun crested over the horizon, I glimpsed a family. They sat on top of their flat mud-roof house with a mountain stream roaring underneath. Piles of cotton surrounded them, and the father, mother, and several children meticulously fluffed it up and pushed it back into the long mattress casings used in every Afghan home. Farther down the road, crude signs appeared that read, “Honey,” and ten-year-old shopkeepers waved sporadically as the vehicles chugged on by. Their makeshift stores housed jar upon jar of the sweet nectar.

Around nine, we pulled over to a wayside restaurant to have breakfast. As we stepped out of the vehicle, we were amazed. The jagged mountains rose above us, like a gigantic cathedral designed by God, battered by the wear and tear of Mother Nature and Father Time. The waiter, in his early teens, came to take our orders. New to Afghan traveling cuisine, we were surprised to find the menu choices were limited to kabobs, naan (the traditional flat bread), tea, and sodas. After the twists and turns on the road, meat was the last thing we wanted. A pot of tea and some bread were ordered. Piping hot green tea was poured into glass cups from a copper kettle, refreshing our little traveling group as we sat on the floor around a plastic tablecloth. One of our traveling companions pulled out a small round cake he’d purchased from a Kabul bakery, and we feasted on cardamom-flavored cake, along with the bread and tea, while seated in the cool mountain air. Despite the beauty all around us, I continued to wonder about the changes ahead.


After enjoying the refreshing tea, we scouted out a bathroom, which was nothing more than a mud brick outhouse, the doorway covered with a ragged sheet. Then back in the van, we continued our ascent. Gradually, the tunis slowed because of traffic congestion as we neared the entrance of the Salang Tunnel where we saw the remains of an old work site covered with a dusting of snow. Forty years prior, they housed Russian workers, many of them boys on the brink of adulthood. These adolescent boys had achieved the monstrous feat of digging through sheer granite, precisely at 11,034 feet in elevation, but with the crisp air and cold winds, it must have felt like the top of the world.

Finally, it was our vehicle’s turn, and we entered the roughly mile-and-a-half long tunnel void of any electric lights. In the beginning, shafts of light streamed in every couple of feet through cracks and crevices in the tunnel wall. Old broken gas pipes ran along the inside of the tunnel. The road was worn away in spots, causing our driver to maneuver around a lot of potholes. The exhaust was thick, and although all our windows were rolled up tight, it seeped in. The passengers in the car fell silent.

The darkness engulfed our traveling entourage as we arrived at the heart of the tunnel, submerged in stone, high above thousands of feet of earth. The air was stifling, and the headlights of the vehicle dim. For a second, I worried about the van having a flat tire in the middle of this beast, but then shook the terrible thought away. Creeping forward, at last, a far-off light appeared. Abruptly, a gigantic camaiz barreled down on the tunis, and our driver, clenching the wheel, lurched the van to the side as the truck roared past, leaving us shaking in our smallness.

The dim light grew into a blaze, and we burst forth free from the belly of the stone creature. The windows were cracked open, and in flowed the crisp, fresh air. Malcolm stirred, blinked, and I reached for his hand to assure him I was still there. The tunis turned a corner onto a road that cascaded down the mountainside. It was dangerously narrow at parts, without any side rails to prevent us from careening off the cliff.

The swaying motion continued, and I dozed for what must have been several hours. Upon awakening, I realized that the road had flattened out. All the snow and greenery had gone. Several camels in the distance regally traversed their own path. Was it perhaps a mirage from the days of the Old Silk Road? The dust rose, and I wondered what the city of Mazar would be like. After passing through a narrow gorge of rock, a lush city emerged where the snowy blossoms of the apricot trees bloomed.

“Is this Mazar?” I asked the driver, growing hopeful because it was so lovely. 


“No, it’s Tash-kur-ghan, a village near Mazar.” 


A river ran through the village, and the contrast struck me—land with life-giving water was also a land void of this precious commodity. Shortly, we reentered the desert, and the van began to coast. I suddenly sat up straight, realizing the driver wasn’t doing it to save gas, the tunis had broken down.

Miles from Kabul, with only rudimentary language skills, John and I were the only ones in the vehicle who could communicate with the driver. The driver, his dark eyes exhausted and weary, demanded his fee for the day, proceeded to empty our belongings from the vehicle, and explained this was as far as he could take us. A few small shops lined the road near our broken-down vehicle. Soon words were exchanged between the driver and John, and also some of the shopkeepers. I stood helplessly by with the others in our traveling group, bouncing Malcolm up and down on my hip, and straining to hear and make out the few phrases I understood, trying to grasp what would become of us.

John explained in his broken Dari about the urgency for us to arrive in Mazar before sunset. An hour later, five adults (not counting the driver), the two small children, Malcolm, and way too much luggage, crammed into a hatchback taxi. It was now after midday, and a sweltering sun had replaced the lovely spring weather. So we would all fit into the taxi, being five-feet-tall and the size of a young teen, I was elected to sit up front on the lap of the one of the other woman traveling with us.

Now Malcolm was stuck in the back without me, and after only a couple miles down the road, began to scream. John tried to offer him a cookie, anything to keep him quiet. “John, where’s his pacifier?” I asked, awkwardly turning my head to see his face. 


John said, “In the back of the taxi in the diaper bag.” With all the commotion we hadn’t planned well. We needed to stop, so I pleaded with our new driver who was hunched over the wheel, probably wondering how he had gotten himself into such a mess with this strange group of foreigners and their wailing baby.


When he pulled over to the side of the road, I quickly got out, opened the back of the vehicle, grabbed Malcolm’s pacifier and favorite blanket and thrust them at John, hoping it would help. It didn’t.

An hour later, the city of Mazar came into view. A dust storm had started, and dirt and grit swirled around our vehicle. Glancing out the window, all I could make out was drab mud walls. The temperature had risen to over ninety, and sweat poured down my face—and everyone else’s in the taxi. 


My heart sank…of all the beautiful places we had passed that day, we seemed to have come to the most desolate spot.

“What have I done?” I whispered. “God, where have you taken me?” 


Had you known me as a child, Afghanistan was the last place you would have expected me to end up. But, life can be like that. Sometimes, it leads us to the unexpected places, and in this case, it led me into the heart of a proud nation struggling to throw off the beasts of poverty as well as a horrific world image.


As a teenager, I started to travel with Christian groups to developing countries that were extremely different from my sleepy Midwestern hometown of six hundred inhabitants, and in these travels I not only encountered beauty, but also extreme poverty, and I began to glimpse the heart of God for those in such situations.

For the first time, I encountered real pain caused by war, dictatorships, famine caused by land depletion, injustice of sexes, and personal tragedies. I wasn’t just seeing them on the television, reading about them in magazines, or hearing about them on the radio. I couldn’t change a channel or click off these images.


In these places I witnessed street children who were addicted to sniffing glue wiping the windshield of a taxi or selling sticks of gum for one and two cent coins. I visited orphanages where row after row of iron beds housed rejected children who were wailing for someone to come and love them, or worse, they stared blankly into space, having accepted the reality that no one ever would. Women in torn and dirty clothes, clutching babies pacified with opium to quiet their cries of hunger, pulled on my arms and the back of my coat, pressing me for a bit of cash. And, my perception of the world that had been based on my Midwestern upbringing, now shattered like glass. 


In contrast with the heartrending injustices of the world, in my other travels, I also encountered the salty blue-green ocean, the plains of Africa alive with exotic creatures, carpeted mountains, rainbow-encircled waterfalls, and flamingo-filled lakes. I witnessed children playing in ghettos whose laughter splashed and somersaulted over the open sewers
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