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1. Arrival
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The mountain peaks seemed close enough to scrape the airplane's wings as we began our  descent into Hamid Karzai International Airport. Excitement and nervousness took turns churning in my stomach as the crags reached up and gently swallowed us. We rushed past the foothills covered with cement box houses, past the parched fields, past the rows and rows of unused, broken C-130s.

A cloud of smog usually hangs over the valley where Kabul lies, but that day I recall it being clear blue all the way to the ground. I had come to join my husband, Yusef, whom I had met for the first time only three months before.

WELCOME TO AFGHANISTAN, THE LAND OF THE BRAVE, a big sign on the terminal building announced. WELCOME HOME.

Hussain, a little, round-faced man with an impeccable beard, helped me collect my two suitcases. He told me Yusef was waiting. I don't remember feeling particularly excited, but I do remember that the bustle and chaos seemed to fade away when I saw Yusef standing tall and straight, searching for me with his piercing blue eyes. He was at least a head taller than anyone else in the terminal.

I was wearing the abaya that I had bought in Yemen the summer before, a green headscarf with stripes and metallic threads running through it, and of course my brand-new diamond ring.

Yusef greeted me quietly and took my suitcases from Hussain. We left them at the house where I would be staying. The NGO director of the moment gave me a hug and told me not to drink too much water or I would die. He offered no explanation for the comment.

Yusef took me out for dinner at Barbecue Tonight, a restaurant near his apartment. We ate grilled chicken kebabs, rice, naan (Afghan bread,) and pickles. Afterwards he brought me back to the house and said goodnight. I wished that he could stay with me.

The bathroom of the house contained a sauna which the Swiss man who lived there had built for his Finnish wife. It also had a big porch with a living screen of blue and purple morning glories. It was a cluttered house, and full of loneliness, confusion and the pain of too many new things happening too fast.

In the bathroom, I found a bottle of alchohol-free nail polish remover and tried to clean off my chipped nail polish. I wanted to look pretty the next time Yusef saw me. Alchohol-free nail polish remover may be holier, but it is far less effective.

The upstairs neighbors had provided me with a little food so that I wouldn't have to go shopping right away, some apples, processed cheese, and a box of Wheetabix that tasted like soap.

I only stayed in that house about two weeks, then moved into the tiny annex that was built within the compound of another one of our NGO's houses. The plan was for Yusef to join me there after our wedding.

The first time I entered the gate I was attacked by a horrible little dog named Charlie, who belonged to another family on the compound. The gatekeeper, a frail old man with a face like a date, dropped the box he was carrying, which happened to be full of lightbulbs and other breakables, and ran to rescue me.

Apparently Charlie didn't like me because I was dressed 'too Afghan.' He didn't like Afghans. In fact, he spent a good portion of his life barking and growling at that same gatekeeper, who fended him off with a twig broom or a wizened foot.

Later, when I invited a neighbor woman and her daughters into the compound so they could use our hose to wash their carpets, Charlie danced and choked on the end of his chain the entire time trying to get at them. He and I eventually got used to each other, but we were never friendly.

Kabul is dusty. Pale, powdery dust grays the leaves of the trees, spirals down the street, gets into eyelashes and nostrils and between the teeth. You can dust a table or windowsill in the morning and draw a smiling face in the settled dust by dinnertime. The battle with the dust is one the women of Kabul, both the temporary and permanent ones, fight every day.

Tareq, a young Tajik who taught us Farsi proverbs and calligraphy, once said that exiles from Kabul miss every aspect of life there; when enough time has passed, they even 'grow sad after the dust.'

Besides dust, Kabul smells like grilling kebabs, exhaust fumes, open sewers, and the roses that grow in that sunny dust like nowhere else.
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2. The Wedding
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Two months passed between the day I arrived in Kabul and the day Yusef and I had set for our wedding. Those two months felt like forever. I laid out a row of paper flowers on my bedroom floor, one for each day that remained until our wedding day, and each evening I would throw one away. Doing that was the highlight of my day.

Even though Yusef and I slept in separate houses and he worked all day, we did end up spending a lot of time alone together, talking, sharing meals, lying side by side on the toshaks. Werner, his little German Mennonite housemate, was supposed to be our chaperone, but when I would come over to visit Werner would generally go into his own room and shut the door.  

While I  wanted to be married to Yusef, the thought of the upcoming wedding party itself made me feel sick. Yusef planned to spend thousands of dollars on a garish wedding hall, an elaborate dinner, hundreds of guests. The prospect of having to appear before all of his friends and colleagues in a sleeveless, lowcut dress at an event of such magnitude made me want to forget the whole thing and head back to America.

One day, while snuggling on the toshaks, I confided to him that I dreaded our upcoming wedding more than I'd dreaded anything in my life to date. He told me if that was how I felt, we could just have a little party at a private house instead. The dinner could be a potluck. We wouldn't have to spend more than a couple of hundred dollars to rent tables and chairs, and to buy flowers for decorating.

When he said that, it felt like the anvil sitting on my chest had been kicked off, and I began looking forward to our big day.

I was married in a rose garden with a dry fountain in the center on September 23rd, 2011, the day after Dr. Rabbani, the Mujehaddin leader and former president, was asassinated. Most NGOs in the city were on lockdown because of the assasination, but our NGO gave vehicles-only permission to move about the neighborhood so our guests could attend the wedding. Everyone from Yusef's NGO was there. A few people we didn't know got wind of the party and showed up, too.

It was a dizzying day. Yusef came to get me early; he was flustered and tense. We argued about something, exactly what I've forgotten. It was our first argument.

I had unpacked my wedding dress as soon as I arrived to minimize wrinkles. The day before the Big Day, I steamed and ironed it with help from the NGO director's wife. It was a simple dress, full skirt, fitted bodice and spaghetti straps embellished with beads and a long tulle veil, also decorated around the edges with sparkly glass beads.

I didn't like the dress much, but it was affordable, it was white, and it had been brave enough to travel all the way to Afghanistan with me. Several months of weight loss post-purchase made it sag in all the wrong places.

My new friend, Svetlana, an eclectic blend of at least three nationalities and ethnicities, did my hair using bobby pins that had little white flowers on the ends. She also used lots and lots of hairspray.

I did my makeup myself, painting it on until I could see it in the dark bathroom (the power was out.)

Another team member's wife made me a bouquet of orange and magenta daisies paired with white roses. I loved that vivid little bouquet. It seemed to embody all the passion and excitement and flaming Eastern color that Yusef and I were going to experience in our new life together.

Yusef chose the hymn, Be Thou My Vision to sing, and I chose Praise to the Lord, the Almighty, mainly because of the verse which says, 'Hast thou not seen how all thy longings have been granted in what He ordaineth?' I felt that described perfectly my feelings about being united with Yusef, and the remarkable orchestration of circumstances that had been necessary to make it possible.

When we had said our vows and kissed our first kiss (people laughed at me later for prolonging it but it was our first kiss and Yusef's eyes were so kind and his lips so warm) the preacher pronounced us man and wife. Our first act together as a married couple was to share Communion. Afterwards we walked back down our makeshift aisle hand in hand while my six flower girls pelted us with rose petals.

I tossed my bouquet to Svetlana, who caught it neatly and was married herself less than a month later.

Our NGO team had brought loads of food for our wedding lunch. Neither Yusef or I were very hungry. We played around with feeding each other bites of mashed potatoes and chicken while the children pounded on their soda cans with forks to incite to kiss again.

Our wedding cake was a white-frosted carrot cake with real dark red roses on top. Yusef made me shove a massive chunk into his mouth and was rendered speechless for several minutes.   

When the festivities were winding down, I changed back into jeans, tee shirt, abaya and a scarf in my favorite shade of apple green and got into the car that was waiting to take us to our room at the Serena Hotel, the fanciest hotel in Kabul.
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3. Honeymoon
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Yusef and I spent most of our honeymoon in Bamiyan, a province in the northwest part of the country, an area known as Hazarajat. This is the ancestral home of the Hazara people, who, according to legend, are the descendents of Genghis Khan's invading hordes.

The world's largest statues of Buddha once dominated the Bamiyan valley. Their faces had been cut off by one of the Muslim Mogul emperors centuries ago, but their bodies remained intact until April 2001 when Taliban soldiers occupying Bamiyan Province blew them up.

Though they were technically idols and therefore haraam, they were also an important part of Afghanistan's past, from the days when Bamiyan was one of the most important Buddhist centers in the world, and hundreds of monks lived in caves cut into in the cliffs.  

The Buddhas must have seemed like the guardians of the valley, to generations of farmers and shepherds. They can be seen from miles away, pink with the sunrise and warm gold in the evening. Now the empty alcoves looked desolate.

At the time we visited, a team of Japanese archeologists was working on putting the Buddha statues back together. They had carefully gathered piles of rock and rubble that don't look like much of anything, but are supposedly bits and pieces of the busted Buddhas.

We climbed the narrow staircase that runs up a channel inside the cliff to an overlook just above where the head of the largest Buddha used to be. A huge window cut out
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