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I CHOOSE MY BEGINNING




FOREWORD

Nadia’s story is proof that within each of us there is a unique expression of the human spirit. Hers is one based on our need for equality, survival, and dignity.

Part of what is so heartwarming about stories like Nadia’s is that, in telling them over and over again, they help to heal and repair the very suffering they express. Yet we can’t forget that sometimes retelling can be retraumatizing in itself.

Nadia is a survivor of genocide. Her life reminds us that such crimes are never accidental. They are designed, organized, and sustained through the systematic dehumanization of others. Survival in such circumstances is not only an act of endurance but an act of resistance.

What distinguishes Nadia is what she chose to do next. She did not allow her story to remain only her own. She committed herself to ensuring that others would not be forced to endure similar violence. She speaks not to relive the past but to transform it—and just as importantly, she listens. Across borders and generations, she recognizes familiar patterns of cruelty and control, and she responds with clarity rather than despair.

She is the youngest of eleven children, raised by a single mother whose influence continues to shape her life. Though her mother did not live to see who Nadia has become, her values—courage, compassion, and moral resolve—are present throughout these pages. Nadia writes of guidance that does not disappear with loss and of love that continues to teach us how to stand upright in the world.

Nadia comes from a culture whose history has often been carried through memory rather than written record. This book is part of correcting that absence—not to romanticize the past but to insist that lives, traditions, and experiences that have been ignored or erased still matter. Documenting truth is itself a form of justice.

In the years since Nadia first began telling her story, her example has opened space for others to speak. Truth-telling is contagious. When one person refuses silence, it becomes easier for many others to do the same.

Nadia has devoted her life to alerting people and nations to damage. Only when we tell our truths can we begin to correct the historical narrative and to become free. Because you have this book in your hands and heart, you too will be freer and better able to free others.

This book is a gift. It now belongs to your head and your heart. Pass it on.

Gloria Steinem
New York City, 2026




INTRODUCTION

TWO LIVES

The computer glowed in the dark Erbil hotel room where Abid, my husband, and I would spend the next few nights. As I watched it connect, my heart started to race. “I’m nervous,” I told Abid, almost laughing. What was there to be nervous about? I had logged into Zoom more times than I could count—for meetings with United Nations officials who had asked for my input on a resolution to investigate war crimes in Iraq; for conferences with my lawyer, Amal Clooney, to discuss ongoing lawsuits prosecuting rape as a war crime; to speak to presidents and prime ministers, figures who, before 2014, when I was kidnapped and enslaved by Islamic State extremists, I had never even heard of but who now, every once in a while, listened to me.

This Zoom meeting, though, was different. This was my first class as an undergraduate at American University—in January 2021, in the midst of the COVID epidemic, many classes were still online. I had spent years working toward this moment, studying English, filling out applications, consulting with friends who had returned to school, trying to find the nerve to join a cohort of people who seemed totally alien to me and yet whose company I longed for. Those people, I imagined, were confident and smart. They were young and carefree; Americans, mostly. They were used to being students. Unlike me, they all had a high school education, and they saw college as an opportunity to reinvent themselves; they had not, I assumed, lost half their family in a genocide. They were, to use a word I struggled to define and yet thought about constantly: normal. These students led normal lives, had normal hopes and aspirations, and believed, a belief supported by family and teachers and friends and countless examples, that if they worked hard enough, they would achieve their goals. The summary of my life, by contrast, sounded outlandish for a college freshman: I had been kidnapped and raped by terrorists, and because I talked about that rape and campaigned for its perpetrators to be prosecuted and sexual violence as a weapon of war prevented, I was given the Nobel Peace Prize. Was I normal enough to join these students? Was I smart enough? Was I healed enough?

Abid, whom I had married a few years earlier, was both inspiration and warning. I watched him as he studied for his master’s at American University, finishing essays while sitting on airport floors, listening to lectures a few time zones away while we waited for meetings to start, hardly sleeping except for quick naps on trains and subways. He was so tired, his dark brown eyes were often only half open; his hands shook when he tied a tie for a big meeting. But he’d persevered and had graduated. I loved him more than anything. If I turned down a meal, he was the only person who knew me well enough to ask, “Is it the food, or are you thinking about your family?” He would help me.

“You’ll do great,” Abid said now. “Don’t be nervous.” His voice, like mine, was thick with exhaustion. I had hoped to be on campus for my first day, picturing, despite COVID, students gathered around a table in one of American University’s classrooms. Perhaps I’d sit back and observe until I worked up the nerve to talk. At the very least, I expected to be in our DC apartment, in the same time zone as the other students, with the same thing on my mind that was on theirs: I wanted to learn.

Instead, at the last minute, Abid and I had had to fly for a full day and night from DC to Erbil, the capital of Iraqi Kurdistan. We checked into a hotel and set up my computer at a desk in front of the window; the city was dark behind me. It was late, and I was preoccupied by many things. Yet there was some benefit to being so far away. I wasn’t physically sharing a space with other students, so it was less likely that people would notice my obvious differences (I was more than a decade older than most freshmen, I had small indigo tattoos on my face, I spoke with an Iraqi accent, and I was still learning English) or that they would recognize me. Maybe, if I was sitting behind a computer screen, that feeling of being normal and of fitting in would come sooner. I could be Nadia the student and not Nadia the activist.

The class was about environmental policy and how it related to politics in various countries, including some in the Middle East. I had chosen the class because it was both foreign and familiar, a potentially new way of looking at the part of the world I had grown up in, one whose conflicts I thought I knew so well. As I had gotten so good at doing, I would turn off the parts of my brain that thought constantly about activism and my family. I would compartmentalize like a pro. I would think only about why I was in Erbil and what I had to do tomorrow when tomorrow came. In the light of the computer, I was Nadia Taha, the student.
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The first time I sat down to write my story, I did it because I wanted the world to know what had happened in 2014: Kurdish and Iraqi forces left my small village unprotected, and the Islamic State came to Kocho and killed or kidnapped everyone who lived there. I wrote about my life before the genocide, about my family and the Yazidi religion and culture, and about my memories of oppression and war. I wrote about my risky escape: My captor, likely thinking I was at that point too scared to flee, left the front door open, and I scaled the garden wall in a khimar. And I gritted my teeth and wrote about what had happened in between—my sale, enslavement, and rape by multiple ISIS members—in as much painful detail as possible. I hoped that the more people who read it, the less likely it would be to happen to someone else.

I called that book The Last Girl because I wanted what happened to me and thousands of other Yazidi girls and women never to happen again. But when I grew older and began working as an activist, I learned that the world was full of girls and women and boys and men like me and that every day more survivors emerged from tragedy to tell their stories. I wasn’t the last, but I didn’t have to let that stop me.

I became more aware, but I did not become hopeless. In the years since writing that book, I have devoted my life to activism, taking on three main projects. The first is to bring justice to victims of ISIS violence and build a community of survivors of conflict-related sexual violence (CRSV). The second is to bring attention to the plight of displaced people around the world, an attempt to shift focus to finding sustainable solutions for people who are in limbo, whether it means rebuilding their homeland or helping them forge real lives in a new place. The third project is me: I am creating as happy a life as I can with the people I love. I got married; I embraced the parts of my life I thought had been destroyed by ISIS, and I enrolled in college, a pursuit that felt just for me. I made friends, I found my independence, and I took control of my life.

Activism is a job that looks different on everyone; it is also a viewpoint, a way of seeing the world and all the bad things it contains and deciding that it is not unchangeable. An activist’s eyes are wide open, and in spite of everything she sees, her heart is open as well. My path to activism might seem improbable to many, including myself. I was born poor in rural Iraq, a member of a religion few people had heard of and even fewer understood and yet one that had been targeted by many over centuries. I am a woman in a world dominated by men, yet people from wildly different backgrounds, most of whom are young and eager but scared and on the verge of becoming disillusioned by the era they live in, often ask me: “How can I make a difference?” I am writing this book in part because I want to try to find an answer from my work, from my story, from my life before and after ISIS, and from the stories of others.

Many of these would-be activists approach me after I give lectures at universities, speeches at conferences, when I’m on the road during advocacy trips, or when I’m in the middle of conflicts. Often, they are survivors of CRSV. Emboldened by hearing others speak out, they share their stories for the first time. They want to know what happens now. How can they achieve justice? Whom can they talk to? With each connection they make, the global network of survivors grows more powerful.

Sometimes they have survived sexual assault outside of war. These women—they are mostly women—always start with a caveat: “Not that it’s the same thing,” they say before they go on to tell me the stories of their own sexual abuse. They were assaulted by relatives or people they thought were their friends or members of their own community whom they had trusted. Afterward, they were terrified to tell anyone because they feared they would not be believed. Those who did talk to others about what had happened or who brought it to the police struggled to be the perfect victims, a task I was all too familiar with. It’s true that there are a multitude of differences between conflict-related sexual violence and sexual assault in other contexts—only one can be prosecuted as a war crime. But there are similarities too. Both are such intimate violations that it can feel impossible to the victim to speak publicly so the guilty can be prosecuted. In both situations, the victim is often seen as complicit or naive, and sometimes the crime is downplayed as an unfortunate reality—the price you pay for being caught up in a war or going to a frat party.

I feel connected to every person who has ever told me their story. They honor me with their honesty and their trust. And talking to them helped me recover. Gradually, I started to see that in addition to being a part of the Yazidi community, I was a part of a global community of survivors, and the more we spoke and aligned with one another, the stronger we got. I wished only that when they asked me how to turn their pain into action, I always knew what to say.

“How can I be a part of something bigger?” a Brazilian student wanted to know, standing in front of the table where I was signing copies of my first book.

“How can I be an activist?” an American student asked after a speech I gave at her university. “A real activist,” she clarified. “One who actually, you know, changes something.”

A young Romanian told me his story of domestic violence, far too familiar after all my years of working with survivors, and asked how he could amplify his message. “How can I make it to the UN?” he asked me, his face wet with tears. “The world is so dark. How can I get people to listen?”

“How can I protect my daughters?” a Ukrainian policeman asked me in the middle of a war.

There is no single answer. I wanted to tell all of them about the time early on when I almost quit. The work had already become my entire life. More than my entire life, even. It had taken over every part of my existence—it determined what I ate, where I slept, what I wore, whom I spoke to. It even controlled my past, demanding that I dredge up my history day after day to illustrate the suffering of my people. I knew nothing but fighting for the cause. Don’t make your entire life your work is one part of the answer to how to be an activist. People will demand it of you, but it cannot be everything.

Surround yourself with the right people is another piece of advice. I almost quit about a year before winning the Nobel because too often the people around me wouldn’t allow me to grow beyond the work. They choreographed my every move. If I smiled on camera, they warned me not to: “Look more like you’re in mourning.” If I looked too sad, though, they said it was alienating to the groups I was asking for support. “Those are the ones you should smile at,” people told me, the same people who wanted me to disappear into the activism. “Say thank you,” they added.

“Don’t talk about sexual violence,” they said. “Talk only about war.” Also: Wear black all the time, don’t get married, don’t wear makeup, never say no to a request to give a speech or go to a meeting, eat enough so you don’t look too thin but not so much that you would be mistaken for content. Never stop. Activism, I was told, meant the total sacrifice of oneself and one’s personal happiness.

You can change the world without forgetting who you are, I would tell the Brazilian student. There is a difference between giving up and taking a breath.

We are stronger when we work with our eyes open, I would tell the Ukrainian policeman, the Yazidi survivor, and every one of the millions of people touched by sexual violence during war.

On the verge of quitting activism, I met Abid. A former interpreter with the US military in Iraq, Abid had been living in Nebraska for a few years on a special visa. I couldn’t say why, but when I met him, I felt a weight immediately lift off me. “If you could do just one thing for yourself, what would that be?” he asked me. “I feel self-conscious about my teeth,” I told him, even though admitting that made me feel shallow, embarrassed. I never would have told anyone else that I cared about the way I looked. Abid, though, didn’t judge me. He said he often felt the same way. “Nadia, I found you an orthodontist,” he told me a few days later, and the next thing I knew, I had braces like a teenager, and, like a teenager, I felt both self-conscious and excited. You are only one person, I would say to the aspiring American activist. Take care of yourself as well. The people who really love you will want to help.

I would tell the young Romanian survivor, Trust your gut, even though his instincts, like mine, had been warped by trauma. My sister Dimal told me that, even when she worried where my instincts would lead me.

People ask me how I became an activist. Perhaps they are looking for instruction, but I can only share my own story since my escape from ISIS in 2014. I severed ties with the people I felt were taking advantage of me, and I founded my own organization. When people threatened to take control of that organization, I fought back; they argued they had more experience, but I knew that no one advocated more powerfully for survivors than a survivor. I took care of myself first, which made me a better advocate for others. I shed the shame of what had happened to me with ISIS and the shame I had been told to feel about who I was—a survivor and a fighter who wanted to spend her life campaigning for the rights of survivors everywhere, but also a young woman who liked to wear makeup, who went to college, and who wanted to, and did, fall in love.

In August 2014, a group of terrorists calling themselves the Islamic State surrounded Kocho, my home village, in rural northern Iraq, and massacred or kidnapped nearly every single person who lived there. Men and older women, including six of my brothers and my mother, they killed, and I and thousands of other young women they captured, then sold, enslaved, and raped. The group targeted Yazidis, their rationale being that our religion, an ancient practice with similarities to Zoroastrianism, made us disposable and their crimes against us permissible. What has become known to most of the world as the Yazidi genocide shattered my home, my family, and my community. And it made me who I am today.
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“Do you need coffee?” Abid asked that night in January 2021, glancing at the tile of faces on my computer screen. My classmates stared into their cameras, smiling with first-day anxiety while the professor went over the syllabus. “Nadia Taha, do you need coffee?” my husband said, smiling at the name I had chosen to display, an attempt at anonymity. When a friendly classmate named Leshan messaged after we introduced ourselves to thank me for my work, I sent a wave emoji with a short message and turned off my camera.

I didn’t know it then, but college would be one of the most transformative times of my life. It turned out that the reinvention that my teenage American classmates were looking for, I yearned for as well. Everything was new, and in this newness I could be who I wanted to be. In a course on gender and feminism, I learned along with the other students and very often from them. My classmates discussed their proms, something we didn’t have in Kocho, and all of them seemed to have negative stories about the pressure to conform, the stress of finding a date, the financial expectations associated with getting the perfect dress. Why do they do it if no one likes it? I wondered, but I stayed quiet, not having my own prom story to share. I worried that because I was married, I might be judged, seen as old-fashioned or maybe just old. Eventually, I decided it might be good for other students to learn from my experiences too. When a classmate, concerned “for environmental reasons,” lamented the fact that sandals sent to poor families in the Democratic Republic of the Congo were made of plastic, I described how it felt to have your only pair of shoes fall apart in the sticky winter mud on your way to school without any chance of replacing them, and to my surprise, she listened.

The library felt impossible for me to manage, although every other student seemed to navigate the gigantic building full of books as confidently as they ordered lattes at their favorite coffee shops. “Don’t buy all the books on the syllabus,” a professor told us. “Just get them from the library.” As if it were that easy! Some books hid in sliding shelves; some were displayed with their colorful faces on the first floor. Some you could check out for weeks, others for only hours. Walls and walls of books; it looked as though the whole building were made of them. I went there every day, the way someone learning to drive might keep getting behind the wheel, and one day, as I was led to a book by a student who, because English was the second language for both of us, pointed silently instead of speaking, it clicked. “It’s like a grocery store,” I told Abid later. “When you finally notice the signs for tea, salt, cereal, it all makes sense.”

No one in my family had gone to college. No one had even finished high school. I worried I would be judged for my accent and my lack of a conventional education. I worried I would be criticized for my work with governments, particularly those the students dismissed as too conservative. Was it wrong to stand up for the child who, like me, would celebrate receiving new shoes, whatever they were made of? Was using more plastic worse than walking to school on bare feet? I truly didn’t know anymore.

To my own surprise, though, I never felt like I didn’t belong at school. I liked being in a place where not everyone looked like me or agreed with me or shared my background, my religion, my language. When I disagreed with other students in class, which, after the first year, happened often, I almost always felt comfortable sharing my opinions. We weren’t supposed to be the same. There was no such thing as normal. I was so studious in the classroom and as an observer of college life that at one point, Leshan, by then a true friend, sat me down and said, “Nadia, people think you’re boring because you study all the time.” I started going out just a little bit; I went to the Cheesecake Factory with Leshan and other friends and occasionally to a party, although I didn’t drink or stay out late.

Still, as close as I came to being only Nadia the student, I was pulled in many different directions and was never sure which path I should be on. While I was in college, I kept traveling for work, and although I never turned in papers late, I can’t deny that it kept me from having a typical college experience. And as happy as I was at school, as good as I was at compartmentalizing, and as determined as I was to graduate on time, the college part of my life was constantly being disrupted by the other, more challenging parts. Often, it was activism that poked its head around the corner and pulled me out of class. Like Abid would, I wrote papers on trains and airplanes and scheduled high-level meetings around my seminars. Sometimes, though, the interruptions came from a darker place, from a life I led in parallel with my work and studies. This shattered life was both the motivation for everything I did and a constant source of pain, a well of sadness in which, at any moment, no matter how happy I was, no matter how successful or in love or immersed in my studies I was, I could drown.

“I’m okay,” I told Abid when that first class was over, closing my computer. Outside the hotel window, the sky above Erbil was beginning to lighten. “We should both try to get some sleep.” I knew that neither of us would.
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An activist might be born out of tragic events, things that happen to that person. Or the drive to change the world might come from someone seeing bad things happen, feeling helpless watching them unfold, and vowing to defy that helplessness. Both are true of me.

My transformation from victim to survivor and activist came when I took control of my story and began to define myself not by what had been done to me but by the actions I was taking. I remembered my loved ones not as victims of genocide but as figures of strength and rebellion. I stood up to men and women in power, championing not just my people but survivors from all religions and ethnicities; helped in my small way to rebuild my homeland; and worked hard to grow as an activist and become a better partner and sister and friend. Every time someone asks me how to become an activist, I come closer to having an answer. I want to know what to say when someone who is just about to give up asks, “How can I, one person, make things better?” If a girl from rural Iraq, a survivor of rape and genocide with little schooling, no money, and no connections, can devote her life to change, then so can you, I can say. To change the world, I could tell them, you have to deal with the good and the bad. You have to talk to everyone, not just the people you agree with.

To the young Romanian survivor, I say: “You have a story you are willing to tell. Get anyone to listen, even if at first it’s just your family members or friends or me.”

To the Brazilian student, I say: “First, think of what you want to confront around you. Make local change, help your neighbors, unite people, and you’ll be surprised by how much power you have.”

I say to the young American student: “I started in a refugee camp. I didn’t have anything, not even privacy. I didn’t know if what happened to me would be used against me or not. I was just desperate for anyone to listen, and so I kept talking.”
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Since 2014, I have lived two lives. One is as a survivor of wartime rape and an activist fighting alongside other survivors of all races and nations and religions for justice and accountability. The other is as a woman and wife, a student and friend and sister and cousin, someone who loves makeup and dressing up as much as she loves reading about global politics and watching documentaries about music and art. This book is, more than anything, my attempt to look at both of those lives, so separate I feel like I live in two bodies at once, and become one full person, accepted by the world and by myself, capable of doing the work I want to do and worthy of being listened to by those who also want to make change.

But nothing comes easily. In the hotel room in Erbil, I packed away my computer and the few things I had taken out of my suitcase. Before the sun fully came up, an armored car would arrive to bring me back to my village. The remains of dozens of people massacred by ISIS had been identified using DNA technology, and their bodies were being delivered to Kocho.

It would be a long drive in the cold. My class and the awkward but happy online wave to Leshan would become a distant memory. In Kocho, I knew I had to give a speech—though what it would be about, I had no idea, something related to resilience after the genocide or the importance of working with the UN and providing closure to families. Something about justice. I would have to thank the officials who came that day. These things were expected of me. And after all that, I would find a way, somehow, to contain the range of emotions trying to take over my body and my mind, so that while the winter sun hung dimly in the Iraqi sky, I could finally bury two of my brothers.




SECTION ONE

SURVIVAL




ONE

WHAT CAME NEXT

The first time I told my story, I didn’t even know that it belonged to me. As the taxi crossed the border out of ISIS territory, Nasir, my companion on the long, dangerous trip from Mosul, sat rigid in the passenger seat. He stared through the windshield, speaking only enough to keep up the story we had agreed on with his father days before in their house in Mosul while the city rotted under occupation and my captor combed the streets looking for his escaped slave. “You are a married couple headed to Kurdistan to visit family,” Nasir’s father told us, handing me a fake ID so new-looking that surely no one would think it was real. “Don’t act scared—this trip would be pretty easy for people like that.” I had one fake story that could save me and one real story that I would have to try to survive.

I carried a small plastic bag that held some clothes, the forged ID that marked me as Sunni, and a bottle of water. Draped in black, I sat in the back of the taxi, staring straight ahead at the road and trying not to throw up. Fortunately, I wasn’t expected to speak; the driver, who was also from Mosul, was interested only in Nasir. “How is Mosul for you these days?” he asked. His cigarette smoke blew out of his open window and into mine, and I was grateful for the scarf that I could pull up over my face.

Nasir shrugged. “For us, it’s mostly the same,” he told the taxi driver. “Thank God we are alive.”

We made silent progress from the ISIS checkpoint to the Kirkuk checkpoint. How ridiculous that they were so close together and, apart from the flag, looked identical, and yet so many Yazidi girls had died trying to get from one to another, running from their captors but being caught an hour from freedom or stepping on land mines just a few paces from safety. I could feel the wound of what I had been through—the destruction of my village, the murders of my brothers and mother, my kidnapping and rape—widen as we approached. Yazidis could have been protected. We could have left for Kurdistan before it was too late if we had been allowed to, if we had not been abandoned. Now, as we approached the border, I didn’t know how to feel.

Iraqi Kurdistan, the territory just north of where I had been held captive, was my only hope for safety. But what, really, was this place inside of Iraq that was both my country and another world? To the people of Kocho, the small Yazidi village where I lived until I was taken by militants at the age of twenty-one, the Kurdistan of our imaginations was a few abstract ideas. It was the grand-sounding hotel where my cousin Arshad worked most weeks, collecting local newspapers to bring back to Kocho so we could read every word twice—Masoud Barzani meets the American ambassador; Iraq drafts anti-trafficking legislation; a recipe for baked eggplant—then use them to wipe the dust off our handmade windows.

Kurdistan was the source of all political power in Sinjar, the region of Iraq where most Yazidis lived and where the Kurds, always yearning for more national authority and autonomy, courted our support. It was where our Yazidi representatives in the Iraqi parliament lived—in Kocho, practically mythical figures who wanted to be seen as local heroes. But it seemed to us in our small village that they cared mostly about their own positions and gave Yazidis only enough to keep them coming back for more.

Kurdistan was also the hospital where I was taken as a teenager after being knocked unconscious by a snapping metal cord on our farm. It was where my mother, Shami, nearly died from the thought of losing me, the youngest of her eleven children. When it became clear I would survive, she commented dryly on the luxury of the hospital compared to what we had in Sinjar City. “Look at all the doctors and nurses,” we whispered to each other. Unlike in Sinjar, where there was always a shortage of medical personnel, the hospital in Kurdistan was full of people who could help. The medications weren’t expired; we were given enough food; the beds were comfortable. My mother even took a real shower. “What on earth are those Yazidis doing in parliament?” she said, rolling her eyes.

I could not have imagined that one day, Kurdistan would be where I logged in to my first college course, in a hotel room that I shared with my husband, Abid. I could never have imagined a future in which I addressed the Kurdish parliament as an activist on the subject of wartime rape or where I left a copy of the Nobel Peace Prize I would win. When I was kidnapped, I had never heard of the Nobel Peace Prize; I hadn’t finished high school. I knew that one day I would have to get married, but I planned to avoid it for as long as I could. I was young; I wanted to stay at home with my mother. I could never have imagined that one day an initiative I founded would help build a state-of-the-art hospital right in Sinjar.

Surrounded by ISIS in August 2014, praying about what was to come, I saw Kurdistan, just a few hours northeast, as a sanctuary. No ISIS militants had been able to enter the region, a partner of the United States that was guarded by American weapons and an American-trained Kurdish military called the Peshmerga. Before Yazidis fled to Mount Sinjar to hide from ISIS among the rocks and cliffs, many tried going to Kurdistan. We were, after all, Kurdish-speaking and often mistaken for or forced to identify as Kurdish ourselves. But at the border, Kurdish security had turned Yazidis away. “The Peshmerga will protect you in Sinjar,” they said. Then one day, those Peshmerga disappeared, and our images of Kurdistan the hotel, Kurdistan the politicians, Kurdistan the sanctuary vanished; now it represented only the betrayal that led to our slaughter.

Yet after six thousand Yazidi girls and women had been captured by ISIS, held in groups behind blacked-out windows as we waited to be sold to individual militants, Kurdistan once again became our only hope. Where else could we think of going? Sinjar was now occupied by ISIS; hundreds of thousands of Yazidis had been murdered, kidnapped, or forced to flee. Even if much of the rest of Iraq hadn’t also been occupied, I realized then that I didn’t really know my country, at least not well enough to know what parts of it might offer me protection. By the time I was taken, Iraqis had lived through Saddam, the war with Iran, the war with Kuwait, violent internal conflicts, and the long American occupation; we had been so savagely divided by politics and violence and poverty that physical checkpoints between villages were hardly necessary. We kept our distance from one another willingly. In Mosul, Yazidi students had to stick together for fear of being persecuted. Kirkuk saw a bomb nearly every day. Baghdad was much too far, and even if we made it to Iraq’s capital, would we be welcome? Were we welcome anywhere?

The idea of going to Syria, where so many Yazidi girls had been taken and where a yearslong war against a dictator had leveled many of the cities, felt like a death sentence. At least if we remained in Iraq, we could see, between the curtains on the buses ISIS used to transport us or through the painted windows of the homes where they kept us, familiar sights and smell familiar smells, and feel the comforting hot breeze that could have been carried to us through Kocho. I would rather be sold a hundred times in my own country than be taken to another, I thought.

Where could an escaped Yazidi slave possibly go? What was in the rest of the world, with its citizens who had looked the other way when the militants came to kill us? Who even knew how big that world was, how far it stretched, how full it was of people in courtrooms and military bases and presidential palaces who didn’t care that we were being raped and sold and killed? Forget them, I thought. Why would they help us now? All we had beyond ISIS was Kurdistan.

[image: Illustration]

It was dark when we crossed the border into Kirkuk; the police squinted at my fake ID, then waved us through. “You’ll need to go to Sulaymaniyah,” our new taxi driver said. Neither Nasir nor I had any idea where that was, and we were too tired to ask. “Fine,” we said. “Whatever you think.” We had no choice but to trust him.

In the morning, long after waving goodbye to the taxi driver, we realized we had been taken more than fifty miles east, the exact opposite direction from Erbil, the capital of Iraqi Kurdistan, where I was to meet my nephew. “He must have had business here,” Nasir said gruffly. He seemed irritated but not surprised that he had been swindled by the driver. People would do anything to make money during war.

We hired another taxi and it began driving us west. By now, I was a little bit more relaxed. I had taken off my face covering and was attempting to sleep when the taxi slowed down outside a gigantic checkpoint station. “This is the gate to Erbil,” the driver told us. “They won’t let me cross.” He pointed to a line of cars on the other side of the checkpoint. “One of them will take you the rest of the way,” he said.

Nasir shook his hand, picked up his small bag—a prop; he didn’t plan on staying in Kurdistan—and started walking toward the line of cars at the Kurdish border. I had hardly uttered a word since Mosul, worried my accented Arabic would give me away or that my voice would quiver or that I would say the wrong thing. I was so close to meeting my family, but my feet dragged. Memories of ISIS checkpoints made my body feel heavy and foreign.

“ID?” the Kurdish security officer asked. I took it out of my pocket, and the moment he saw it, he stiffened. “It’s fake,” he said. “Come with me.” He started walking toward the guardhouse.

I couldn’t bear to follow him. I thought of the last time I’d been inside an ISIS checkpoint, the paint peeling off the hideous walls, the smell of rotten fruit, the men who came in, one by one. What was going to happen to me here?

Finally, I spoke. “I’m Yazidi. I’m from Kocho.”

The officer, who a moment before had been treating me like a criminal, looked at me with curiosity. Not many Yazidi women had escaped, but the details of what was happening to us were becoming known throughout the region. He had probably never met someone who had been raped—at least as far as he knew. His sudden interest stunned me. The quiet anonymity that had protected me from Mosul went away in a flash.

“Yazidi?” he asked. “You were taken by ISIS?” I nodded, and what felt like an instant later, Nasir and I were sitting in a dark room at the base, bottles of water on a table in front of us, more guards around us, looking into a video camera. “It’s not for the public,” the officer assured me. “It’s just basic information, and it can help us stop ISIS and get Sinjar back.” He sounded excited, as if he knew that he was going to please his boss. When I hesitated, he tried to persuade me to talk. “With your testimony, you could help rescue other girls,” he said. Magic words. I had friends in captivity—cousins and sisters, neighbors. My niece and best friend, Kathrine, whom I had grown up with and who was like a sister to me, was with her captor in Mosul. I nodded. “I’ll do it,” I told the soldier.

Nasir agreed to do it too, but he asked for his face to be blurred in the video to conceal his identity. “I’m going back to Mosul, and my family is there,” Nasir said. “I don’t want to be public; I don’t know what Daesh will do if they see it.” Nasir was fearful of retribution from ISIS and from his neighbors. He wanted to return to his family as soon as possible. “You are an amazing man,” the officers told him when he had finished talking. “We hope you encourage other men in Mosul to do the same.”

I didn’t know how my own community would react to hearing the details of my story. Yazidis are conservative; discussing sex is taboo, and marriages are often arranged by families. I was prepared to tell my story to help Kathrine and others, but I was not ready for people to know the words were mine. “I also don’t want anyone to see my face,” I said. “We promise,” the soldiers said. And they turned on the video camera.

It was the first time I had seen a camera outside of a wedding. For some reason, I trusted the men, though they hadn’t even told me their names. I was the only woman in the room, and with Kathrine in mind, I spoke openly, holding back few details. I didn’t insist on covering my face in front of them. Why would I? In Kocho, you didn’t encounter the police every day, but you revered them almost instinctively; like most Iraqis, we Yazidis were conditioned to think that security forces had our best interests at heart. Our televisions told us this by broadcasting parades and tributes; the Americans said it when they visited our village to hand out candy and toys, and the Kurdish Peshmerga who came after them promised us security. Yazidi men didn’t have many options for work, so a lot of them joined the Iraqi army or police; my mother used to sew aprons and blankets out of my brother’s worn-out uniforms. Now, speaking into the camera, I was dutiful, like a schoolgirl. These men, I thought, were here to help me.

Hours later, in a taxi on the way to join what was left of my family in a half-finished house near Duhok, close to the Turkish border, I got a call from my older brother Hezni. He was losing his mind with fury. “How could you let them show you like that?” he yelled into the phone. Because of the tragedy, Hezni was now acting as the family patriarch. He had always been among the gruffer of my brothers—family members tended to call him “Uncle” or “Brother” rather than using his first name, thinking extra politeness might save them from his temper—and now he had become hard as steel. Still, this level of anger was new to me. “Kathrine is still missing,” he shouted. “So is Jilan.” His wife. “They could be killed because of you,” he said.

My nephew Sabah, who had taken Nasir’s place in Erbil, reluctantly pulled up a video on his phone. It was a clip from the local news. As the Kurdish landscape rushed by, I struggled to watch myself talk.

Nasir’s face had been blurred but mine had not. I saw myself sitting there in my dusty clothing. I had taken off the abaya when we crossed the border, and a headscarf was loose around my hair. I looked both old and childlike. My voice quivered in the video as I spoke. “I was taken from Kocho by Daesh on August fifteenth along with the other women and girls,” I said. “First they took me to Solagh, where I was separated from my mother, and then they took me to Mosul, where I was sold.”

It was not a short interview. The men asked question after question, probing for details. What did my captors look like? What did they keep in the houses? What happened to my friends, my cousins? Obediently, I told them everything. Although they didn’t ask directly if I’d been raped—was I “touched,” they asked euphemistically—I held back nothing. I said the word. “We are being raped,” I said. “Sold and raped.” I said it because I knew it would get attention; the soldiers winced when they heard it. Iraqi women and girls were being systematically raped in both our country and across the border in Syria, I said. We were being sold into slavery and raped again and again. Perhaps if the Kurds knew that, they would actually help.

“You know, we have more than forty family members in captivity,” Hezni shouted into the phone. “They have the same last name as you. Daesh could recognize me; they could find Nasir and his family. Do you realize what you’ve done?”

I had tried to answer all their questions. The room was small and dark except for the lights from the cameras, and I was so tired I could have put my head on the table and slept. No one offered me time to rest, and my interviewers didn’t call me amazing like they had Nasir. I’m not sure how I kept my eyes open, and I’m not sure how I got the words out. I couldn’t tell you a single thing about what those men looked like; I remember what they were wearing only because they were in the standard Kurdish uniforms adorned with the Kurdish flag. If I were in a room with them right now, I wouldn’t know who they were.

Yet they knew so much about me. They felt entitled to my story. They thought they had the right to ask about the worst thing that had ever happened to me, to my family, and to my people and that I was obligated to tell them every detail because I was a victim, and they were security. They were men.

Then, even though they’d promised not to, they shared my story with the entire country, if not the world, putting my face on everyone’s television and filtering nothing.

“Who took you, what are their names?” they asked me. I struggled to remember. There were a few people from Sinjar whom I had recognized, with some shock; they were no longer neighbors and friends but militants and kidnappers. “Names,” they repeated. “If we are going to find them, it would be useful to have their names.” I gave them what I could, wanting to be useful. But I was beginning to see how much my memories were fragmented by trauma.

“What happened to your family?” they asked.

“I don’t know for sure about everyone,” I said. After a two-week siege, ISIS militants had ordered everyone in Kocho to the village school; there, they separated the men from the women and forced the men, including six of my brothers, outside at gunpoint. I heard with my own ears, as did all the other women and girls crowded into our village school, rounds of gunfire coming from the direction where ISIS had marched the men. My brothers must be dead, I knew. But some things were too horrible to say out loud. “We don’t know for sure what happened to everyone in my family,” I told the soldiers.

“My mother and the other older women were taken toward Solagh,” I said. The nearby town was known for an institute of the same name. I prayed she was alive. My mother was my entire world. “Some of my family are in the camps in Duhok already,” I said. Would they let me go join them? I wanted to ask but didn’t.

“How many?” the soldiers asked. “How many men?” They asked this again and again.

How many men—what? I wondered. How many came to Kocho? How many were with us on the bus where the “touching” started? How many bought and sold us? How many men for thousands of Yazidi women and girls? How many men in Mosul would have turned me in? “I have no idea,” I told them. I didn’t even remember how many men had touched me; sometimes I thought I could count every one of their eyelashes, and sometimes I thought of them as one big mass, a giant crowd of men with no end descending on us.

“I didn’t count,” I said. I couldn’t say any more. It was the type of question that seemed very obviously beside the point. Numbers and names and addresses—the information the Kurdish soldiers wanted—were a sanitized accounting of what had been a long, featureless nightmare. It was like being told to describe the appearance of a black cloud so someone could find it in the middle of a thunderstorm. I knew what had been done to me. But I didn’t yet know my own story.




TWO

DREAMS

Every morning in our apartment in Washington, DC, I tell my husband, Abid, my dreams. People laugh when I admit this—“Oh, he must love that!” they say, rolling their eyes—but he swears that he does, and even if he didn’t, I don’t know that I could stop. Until I share them, they feel caged inside of me, pounding against the inside of my head to be let out.

Before 2014 I dreamed of people I knew in Kocho. In my dreams, the women wore their best clothes and had their hair done at the most expensive salon in Sinjar. The dresses they wore were gifts; buying a dress in your dreams was considered bad luck, and I tried to keep my dreams free of any dark omens. When I woke up, I would run to the dresser where I kept a photo album of bridal portraits, inspiration for the beauty salon I planned to open one day in Kocho, where none existed. In another dream I found a gold ring just lying in a field like an onion seed waiting to be planted. I woke that morning feeling blessed; gold in a dream is a very good sign. I figured it meant that I would surely open that salon one day, a place where the women of Kocho could gather and talk about anything they wanted without fear of being overheard by snooping men.

I guess back then, my mind was focused on simpler, happier things—my gigantic loving family, the small plot of farmland we were lucky enough to be able to rent from the village leader, the modest living we made off that land, our solid mud house that we were sure would eventually be replaced by a nicer concrete one. I was able to study every day and was on track to graduate from high school; I’d be the first in my family to do so. Along with my best friends, Walaa and Kathrine, I gently pushed back against the conservative expectations of my village—wearing jeans, growing my nails long. I did it to the point of exhilaration but not punishment. My mother baked bread every morning, singing to herself, holding me close whenever I wanted or needed her.

But older women in the village, including my mother, warned me not to think about all our blessings as I fell asleep, worried that the more those blessings appeared in the dream, the more likely they were to be taken away in life. “That leaves nothing happy for you when you are awake,” my mother said. She laid out the rules for what was good and what was bad to experience while you slept. Weddings, the most wonderful occasions in the village, were not a good sign if they happened in a dream; details of them could be used against people in real life. Finding gold or being given it was a good sign. “Like the ring I saw on our farm the other night,” I said, and she nodded. Laughing, though, was bad. If you laughed too much in your dreams, it meant your waking life would be free of such joy.

“It’s better to cry,” my mother told me. “Get rid of the bad stuff at night.” I pretended to understand, and as I fell asleep, I willed myself to follow the Yazidi rules. In my dreams, I would fail a class in school, then make the short walk back home—bonus points if it had just rained and my feet stuck in the mud—and tell my disappointed mother; she would remind me that they were losing money by letting me study rather than work on the farm. (In real life, she would never have made me feel guilty for going to school, and I had never failed a class.) I was pleased when I dreamed that I fought with classmates, although in reality I loved almost all of them.

Every night the entire family—my eight brothers, their wives and children, my two sisters, and an assortment of my many half siblings, children my father had with his three wives—gathered in my mother’s courtyard for dinner. It was a chance for us to eat together, usually a simple meal of vegetables and rice and bread, occasionally meat, and share about our days. My oldest brother, Elias, who was like a father to me, was renting a place in Sinjar City where he fixed cars; two of my other brothers, Jalo and Basee, were following in his footsteps. The work was a welcome change from digging wells by hand, dangerous labor that only the poorest men in the village would take. They were old enough to give us news from the jevat, a meetinghouse for Kocho’s men, presided over by our sometimes irresponsible but always kindly village leader, Ahmed Jasso.

Usually, there was nothing major to report. So-and-so sold his farm, Elias would tell us, dipping his bread into grassy sheep butter. “We have to decide if they can build a concrete house close to the school.” Before 2014, even during the American occupation, when the roads around Kocho became so dangerous that we couldn’t reach the family farm, news from the jevat consisted mostly of local issues, often little more than gossip. But the women listened closely to all of it; the jevat was not a place we were welcomed, so of course we were desperate to know what happened inside.

My brothers worked whatever jobs they could to avoid having to join the military or the police; the salary was better there, but the danger left my usually unflappable mother weeping in fear. Only Hezni had had a reasonably good experience as a police officer, even before the job saved his life by stationing him outside of Kocho in August 2014. Khaled, one of my half brothers from my father’s third wife, Sarah, was determined that he would make a living running his small
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