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Imagine living in Afghanistan for almost two years and never walking one of its
streets, never going into any shop, buying local food or clothes, and never visiting
anyone’s home. This describes my life working as the Justice Advisor at the US.
Embassy in Kabul from 2008 to 2009.

| saw Afghanistan primarily from inside armored vehicles, looking through double
pane windows, often dirty, at Afghans in their battered cars or intricately painted
trucks, bicyclists, and pedestrians, many of whom were women hidden beneath their
blue burqga.

Wearing a flack jacket and sometimes a helmet, | went to meetings in Kabul's
governmental buildings protected by security personnel with M-4s and flew over the
countryside to attend events with armed guards as flight attendants.

My freedom was confined to the heavily fortified U.S. Embassy compound. | lived
where | work and that was in an area no more than ¥ square mile. My office was in a
bomb-proof building with doors so heavy they forced me to use the strength of my



legs to open, with steel panels that blocked access to my office in the event of an
emergency, and with drills that were not for fire, but for bombs and missiles. Since
Afghanistan was not conducive to tourism, my only visitor was Flat Stanley.

My home was my hooch, a 10’ x 12" shipping container furnished with a single bed, a
desk, a TV, a small refrigerator and microwave, a portable closet, and an indoor
bathroom. When the piercing “duck and cover” siren sounded a warning of an
impending attack, | was required to get under my bed and then later race to the
bomb shelter.

| ate all my meals in a cafeteria that served deeply fried and overly sauced food, fresh
salads, and an occasional perfectly cooked vegetarian dish. Desserts were at a
minimum and cheap wine was expensive.

Why, you ask, would | endure the lack of freedom and leave behind the comforts of an
American home?

Because peace, security, and liberty had eluded Afghans for decades. Afghanistan has
been the victim of a tragic past, of vicious marauders, foreigners invading, and locals
battling each other for control culminating with the Taliban in power. Pursuing an
Islamic movement, the Taliban imposed an oppressive sectarian agenda. Many
Afghans lived in mud homes and took their water from a well. llliteracy ran high, and
food and human rights were scarce. Women were stripped of their identity, mobility,
and opportunities for education and employment. Underage girls were forced by their
families to marry to settle debts or family disputes.



I knew that working in Afghanistan would give me a precarious but also precious
opportunity to enhance the lives of the Afghan legal community. Prosecutors and
judges in some provinces were illiterate, while others had the equivalent of a high
school education. With the assistance of other American attorneys, we endeavored to
develop, through comprehensive training, a skilled cadre of justice sector
professionals committed to serving Afghanistan. | enjoyed attending the graduations
of prosecutors who were proud to receive their certificates of completion.

| worked with American correction officers to ensure the humane, safe, and secure
treatment of all Afghan inmates, some of whom served lengthy terms for minor
crimes, while others languished in prison beyond their release date due to inefficient
record-keeping. Although they were in cramped conditions and heavily guarded, the
inmates in many prisons | visited were polite and eager to have their pictures taken.

Women suffered at the hands of the criminal justice system in Afghanistan as some
were incarcerated for a crime that does not exist in the West, running away from
home. Others who were raped were found guilty of adultery. Women were allowed to
have their children under the age of seven accompany them in prison.

On our one day off, Fridays, | often went to a military base to buy Afghan gifts. One of
my favorite vendors was a 12-year-old boy who sold trinkets. | encouraged him to
study hard and promised to buy him a gift if he got good grades. “What would be the



best gift you could receive?” | asked him. “A soccer ball from America,” he answered.
Guess who got good grades?

To cheer up my mornings, my sister sent me a bird feeder, which | hung in front of my
hooch. Although birds were flying all around my hooch, none came to the bird feeder.
| threw the sunflower seeds on the ground and sandbags surrounding my hooch to
guide the birds to the birdfeeder above and eagerly looked forward to waking up to
the sound of birds chirping.

All | could hear was silence as not one bird came to my bird feeder. Instead, the
sunflower seeds germinated and a forest of sunflowers grew, even growing out of the
sandbags. Before going to work, | spent every morning sipping my homemade
cappuccino in what became affectionately known as “sunflower alley.”

After twenty months in Afghanistan, | was sorry to leave my Afghan colleagues and
friends who, at great peril to themselves, worked hard to develop a democratic
society.

The road to justice and equality is, indeed, long, but Afghans are no different from
American citizens. They dream of a better future for themselves, their children, and
their country. They dream of education and health care, of the comforts of home, and
of a society that flourishes from legal enterprises, not illicit drugs. They dream the
same dream as Americans, that one day, equal opportunity will be more than a creed,
it will be a reality for all.



