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CHAPTER ONE

[image: ]WHEN THE SISTERS heard the roar of U.S. military planes overhead, they clambered up the wooden steps onto the roof of their uncle’s mud-brick farmhouse. “Maybe they can see us!” cried Nunu happily. She shouted to the sky, for once not caring who heard: “Go! Good luck! But don’t kill any innocent people.”

Zia laughed with her, glad to have something, at last, to celebrate. The Americans were here to free them from Saddam. She watched her little sister waving at the distant black specks, skipping over the mud and straw in her fancy shoes. A few days ago, Nunu had overheard on her shortwave radio that American troops were marching through Iraqi villages, going door-to-door, and ever since then she had been getting up an extra hour early in the morning just to do her hair and makeup. So far, no war heroes had shown up, but it was so good to see Nunu happy that Zia hadn’t even teased her for it. They could feel the electricity in the air: after years of oppression, the government was about to be overthrown, and Iraq would be free—a “freedom” they had only ever known through their mother’s stories of Iraq’s glorious past. After weeks and months of waiting, these military planes were their first, welcome sign of that immense promise.

As the sound of the planes died away and Nunu scanned the horizon for more, Zia’s own thoughts grew darker. In her mind she followed the bomber planes to Baghdad, 115 miles to the east, where her father, stubborn as ever, had insisted on waiting out the invasion to protect their house from looters. As a child she had heard bombs falling around their neighborhood during the Iran-Iraq war, and she remembered the terror, as she moved through adolescence, of the American bombing raids on Baghdad in 1991 and 1998. She couldn’t bear to imagine anything happening to Baba, or to her beloved city—though she tried to tell herself that some destruction was necessary and understandable. Her throat tightened as she remembered Baba’s admiration of the “incredible precision” of American bombs, and his insistence that the Americans weren’t interested in targeting civilians. That had been three weeks ago, though, and they’d had no news from him since. Though she knew it was forbidden to doubt her own father, she still whispered a silent prayer, under her breath, that he’d be safe.

Nunu skipped toward her across the roof. “Zia, let’s go tell Mamina! Now that the Americans are here, soon we’ll be able to go home!”

As they climbed down the ladder into their uncle’s home, Zia wished, again, that women’s lives would change with the Americans’ arrival. She was tired of being an outcast. As the eldest daughter, Zia had unconsciously stepped into the patriarchal role usually assumed by the eldest son, earning income in her job, driving the car, tutoring Nunu, and even handling financial matters with her uncles. She liked being in charge, even though she knew her outspokenness had earned her a reputation as “unmarriageable” around the neighborhood.

“The Americans are advancing toward Baghdad!” Nunu cheered when they found Mamina, folding her prayer mat in the bedroom the women shared downstairs. Their mother’s darkly lined eyes lit up, and she gave them a tight, perfume-scented hug. Even with her hair hidden under a veil, Mamina radiated the warmth and beauty of a woman twenty years younger, Zia thought. This time, they all felt sure, the Americans would get the job done.

Mamina sighed contentedly. “Like he parted the sea for Moses, we pray God makes a smooth path for the Americans. Then, my dears, you will know how it feels to be proud of your homeland—you’ll see the progressive, cultured Iraq your father and I loved so much when we were young. Iraq was once a paradise for women, and the Americans will help us restore that. I dream that you will be able to live as you wish from now on.”

Zia caught Nunu’s eye and they both collapsed into excited giggles like children, unable to believe this fantasy would soon be real. Clapping her hands, Nunu cried, “Mamina, when the American soldiers see us, maybe they will fall in love and want to marry us!”

“Shhhh!” Mamina scolded, though her eyes belied her joy. “Keep your voice down. Remember we are in Hit.”

INDEED, LIVING WITH Uncle Jalal, the women were all too aware that not every Iraqi was celebrating the end of Saddam’s twenty-five-year rule. Although their uncle’s family had agreed to shelter Zia, Nunu, and Mamina because Mamina’s sister, Sahra, was married to Jalal, the imminent invasion had awoken dormant religious tensions across the country. They, like most of the other townspeople of Hit, were conservative Sunni Muslims, while Sahra and the rest of Zia’s family were Shia. It was a divide that had arisen in the seventh century, over which group held true claim as descendants of the Prophet’s rightful successor. Saddam and his government were mostly Sunni, and during the quarter century he’d been in power Saddam had deepened the distrust between the two groups by overtly favoring Sunni villages, granting them more reliable electricity and public funding. Although in recent years most residents in the educated areas of Baghdad dismissed infighting between religious sects as backward, and intermarriages like Sahra and Jalal’s had become common, there was still strong religious feeling in conservative tribal centers. As the American invasion neared, politics had begun to increasingly break down along these religious lines, with provincial areas like Hit remaining deeply loyal to Saddam while the more urban Shia were suspected, often rightly, of supporting and even helping the USA with the imminent invasion.

THESE TENSIONS WERE certainly making the evening meals increasingly awkward. That night, as Mamina, Zia, and Nunu sat cross-legged on the floor around the embroidered tablecloth, they tried not to betray too much of their excitement. Inevitably, though, as the family began to eat, roughly tearing off pieces of flat bread and using it to spoon the stuffed onions, rice, cucumbers, and kebabs, the discussion turned to the war. Everyone had heard the planes overhead that afternoon, and knew that the long weeks and months of suspense would soon be over, for better or worse.

Jalal’s mother, eyeing her guests, openly praised Saddam. “He is a strong man who will stand up to the infidel Americans.” She looked around the room bitterly, her fierce face swathed in a black abaya. The tribal tattoos on her wrists were visible as she waved her arms in defiance. Mamina glanced in alarm over at Zia, knowing how hard it was for her daughter to keep her opinions to herself when she was angry, but Zia just shot their hostess a hostile look and swallowed hard. Nunu, who never said anything in public anyway, kept her eyes downcast, refusing to risk anyone’s disapproval. Mamina hurriedly tried to move the conversation to safer ground. Saddam’s secret police could be anywhere, and no one had dared criticize the dictator for more than two decades. It wasn’t yet safe to start.

Luckily, Jalal’s sister, who was far less interested in politics, soon dominated the conversation. She wanted to gossip about the woman next door, whom she considered “barren” because she had only two children: “I have sixteen children, mostly sons,” she haughtily reminded her city cousins, and the dinner discussion soon settled into a polite appraisal of these young men’s virtues.

After dinner, Nunu and Zia retreated to the bedroom to listen to the news on Nunu’s little shortwave Sony radio. Although most channels were government-controlled and spewed pure propaganda, the girls had found an international station, Radio Monte Carlo, where they could get reliable outside information. They listened anxiously for news about their Baghdad neighborhood, praying nothing would happen to Baba and their neighbors, but there wasn’t much information available. “Do you think our relatives are listening to these same stations, too, from London?” Nunu asked.

“Maybe,” Zia mused. The family had little contact with their family members who lived in exile. They suspected their phone calls were monitored by Saddam’s Ba’ath Party, so they didn’t dare speak openly with exiled family members on the rare occasion when they called them. Letters addressed to foreign countries were also opened and screened, and Iraqis had no access to the Internet or email. “I hope our uncles are not too worried. I wonder if they’ll want to come visit, now that Iraq is going to be safe again.”

As snatches of broadcasts interrupted the static, the sisters talked about how different life would be once Saddam was defeated: Zia would finally get her medical degree, and Nunu would “marry Redha al-Abdullah”—a famous Iraqi singer—and “have seventeen children!”

“And they’ll all be boys!” Zia added. They laughed. These impoverished, aggressively conservative villagers were looked down upon by the well-educated city girls, who had grown up among much more liberal attitudes, even under Saddam’s brutality. Baba generally let them wear pants and makeup, if they wanted to, but here the old women’s abayas covered their faces, hands, and feet. Barefoot young women and their dirt-smudged children carried urns of water alongside the roads. Few of the women in the village had gone to school beyond elementary, while Zia had graduated from university and Nunu would too, in a few years. These villagers’ lives were not governed by the modern strictures of Parliament, police, and the court of law, but instead by a small band of tribal elders and Islamic clerics whose families had ruled the region for generations.

Still, Hit and Baghdad did have one thing in common: the center of town had a monument to Saddam. Every town and city in Iraq was peppered with government-ordered murals and statues of the dictator. There was “Uncle Saddam,” the loving patriarch; “Muslim Saddam,” shown in religious attire to underscore his devotion to Islam; and, most frequently, the armed “Warrior Saddam,” perpetually victorious against the modern-day evils of America and Israel. Everyone knew these symbols, but it had been a long time since any of the government’s rhetoric held even an echo of truth; Saddam had stopped caring for or protecting his countrymen long ago. Nunu and Zia found the statues both ridiculous and terrifying—even the smallest act of vandalism to one of these images could mean a painful death.

Mamina came into the bedroom and found her girls gossiping about Saddam, Jalal’s family, and the backwardness of Hit. Nunu looked up at her mother. “Saddam has done nothing but steal from Iraqis for two decades, and yet they are still loyal to him over the Americans. How can they defend him?”

Mamina settled on the bed between them, curling her fingers absentmindedly through Nunu’s glossy hair. “Did you know Aunt Sahra and I grew up in a world very much like Hit? There were twelve of us children, and your grandparents were very poor. When we were young, Iraq had few roads, and no cars or airports. Most people in these rural areas traveled by donkey or walked, married their cousins to preserve family unity, and never ventured beyond their villages. The old ways are deeply ingrained, and there was never a lot of reason to change. You can’t call them backward just for carrying on the ancient traditions—after all, Iraq is famously known as the cradle of civilization. All great history and culture began here. The epic of Gilgamesh was first told by Mesopotamians more than five thousand years ago; the ancient tales of Kalila and Dimna inspired Aesop’s fables, and, as you know, the story of the Arabian Nights is set in a Baghdad neighborhood right near our apartment. We have much to be proud of.”

“But Mamina,” Zia pointed out, “you left your village, and you’re not like Uncle Jalal’s sister. And you’re always telling us that women can be as good as men at some things. These people certainly don’t believe that.”

Mamina sighed. “One of the things I loved best about Iraq, in the years before you girls were born, was how we led the Arab world in culture, education, and women’s rights. Iraq had the best of both worlds—the ancient heritage and modern, secular policies. When I was in elementary school, General Kassim overthrew King Faisal the Second. He was just a puppet for the British government, which had been running Iraq for almost forty years. We adored General Kassim. For him, Iraq’s women and children were just as important as the men. When an interviewer asked him why he wasn’t married, he said, ‘Iraq’s old women are my mothers, the young women are my sisters, and the baby girls are my daughters.’ ” Mamina laughed. “That made us all want to marry him! Under his rule, the public schools gave out milk, yogurt, and vitamins, the government tested children’s health annually, and medicine was free. In the winters our headmaster gave the poorer students pieces of thick material and dinars to take to the tailor for jackets.”

“That’s what Saddam should be doing if he wants to have those statues of him as our ‘uncle,’ ” Nunu interjected. “Instead we have nothing to be proud of—no nice shampoos, no fancy cheeses, no fruits, bread, or milk half the time, and the markets have nothing to sell.”

Mamina reminisced about the period of great freedom, creativity, and intellectual activity in the 1950s and early ’60s, which flourished after the country began to grow rich from its oil reserves, and as the strict ways of conservative Islam started to fade into the background. Much the same had happened in the neighboring countries of Saudi Arabia, Egypt, and Iran, as young Arabs embraced Western styles and attitudes. Then, in 1963, to everyone’s shock and horror, General Kassim was assassinated by a little-known group with Syrian ties called the Ba’ath Party. Women cried in the streets, and the whole country was plunged into mourning.

For a long time, though, even after the new Ba’ath leadership came to power, Iraq continued to prosper on its exploding oil wealth. The political ideology of Ba’athism was a secular, pan-Arab socialism that was generally well received. In those years there was talk of returning Baghdad to the capital of a cosmopolitan Middle East, as it had not been since the thirteenth century. The phrase “Cairo writes, Beirut prints, and Baghdad reads” was popularized, as Islamic traditions took a backseat. When eighteen-year-old Mamina met Baba, he was one of thousands of forty-something Iraqi men who had returned from Europe with PhDs, bearing tantalizing stories and impressions of the modern West.

But there was a darker side to the Ba’ath Party. Not long after Kassim’s death, a rising soldier in the party named Saddam Hussein began bragging that he had personally assassinated Kassim. Although no one believed him, he nonetheless rose through the ranks in the late 1960s and ’70s, eventually taking complete control as president in 1979. Terrifyingly, in one of his first acts, Saddam executed all the top party members whom he suspected of betraying him, including the minister of education. Appalled, Mamina and Baba watched the executions broadcast on state television, and worried that “He who begins in blood, ends in blood.”

At first, however, Saddam’s social programs proved to be popular. Furthering the initiatives of General Kassim, he used the country’s oil wealth to eradicate illiteracy, improve health care, and provide free higher education. He even encouraged women’s rights, and soon women were allowed to own property, join the police force, drive cars, and have bank accounts. He mandated that all children enroll in school, especially girls, and he won a UNESCO prize in 1982, the year Zia was born, for improving girls’ education.

He even selected a remarkably strong representative for women’s rights, Manal Yunis, to head the General Federation of Iraqi Women, which was the only women’s group allowed in Iraq. Iraq’s women were surprised and delighted by her policies, joking that “All men hate Manal Yunis!” She helped strengthen women’s rights after divorce, fighting for a law that granted women custody of the children, mandated alimony payments, and eliminated a rule that, under certain conditions, prevented a divorcée from remarrying for seven years. Yunis instituted day care at many of the government ministries and introduced partially paid one-year sabbaticals for new mothers. She wasn’t completely progressive, however, and one of her policies banned birth control pills, which had become popular among married women who already had several children.

Yet Iraqi women felt they were moving forward under Saddam, particularly given the way conditions for Muslim women elsewhere were deteriorating. In the late 1970s and ’80s, many neighboring Muslim countries had begun to reject Western ideas, worrying that the abandonment of Islam was causing only economic and cultural decay. The Arab world had been agitated by the Israeli army’s victories against Egypt in the 1967 and 1973 wars, and fundamentalist fervor for the destruction of Israel and the overthrow of pro-Western Arab governments was on the rise. In 1979, when neighboring Iran underwent an Islamic revolution, clerics and angry citizens toppled the U.S.-backed shah, seized the U.S. embassy in Tehran, and established a strictly religious, Islamic government. (Mamina had been surprised at the vehemence of their anti-Americanism, since at that time Saddam had good relations with the United States.) When the Iranian revolution degenerated into mayhem, stories emerged about the brutal treatment of women, in Iran and other countries that gravitated to Islamic rule. Women were being beaten or stoned to death for wearing nail polish or showing a little of their hair. In such an environment, Mamina and Baba were proud that their country had chosen Western traditions over religious fanaticism.

But the good times wouldn’t last. When similar stirrings of religious fervor appeared in Iraq in the 1980s, Saddam’s efforts to brutally crush them would drag the entire nation into the gutter. He began by banning all religious groupings, including Friday-night mosque sermons, and discouraging believers from wearing the Islamic headscarf. Soon, senior Shia clerics were being assassinated, and their young followers were disappearing. Criticizing Saddam’s regime was equated with treason and punishable by torture and death. Worrying that the Shia in Iran would encourage the Iraqi Shia to rise up, Saddam launched a war with Iran in the early 1980s, and the population suffered through years of terror as low-flying Iranian fighter planes regularly dropped bombs across the neighborhoods of Baghdad. By the time the war exhausted itself in 1988, it was estimated that hundreds of thousands of Iraqi men—many of whom had been kidnapped and forced into battle—had lost their lives; but Saddam spoke only of “victory.”

Disillusion set in, and in an effort to contain rising dissent, Saddam banned free media and foreign travel and began a propaganda campaign that included erecting billboards and the monstrous statues of himself across the country. His government-controlled television channels began showing only positive images of Saddam and Iraq and demonized Israel. Just three years later, in 1991, Saddam made the disastrous decision to invade oil-rich Kuwait, provoking the ire of the Americans who had been his longtime allies. The Iraqi army was driven back by U.S. forces. Saddam’s government was weak, but rather than overthrow Saddam itself, the United States encouraged hundreds of thousands of Shia in southern Iraq to rise up against him. But the American support never arrived. Although their friendship with Saddam was over, the Americans decided at the last minute that toppling him would empower neighboring Iran. Saddam brutally crushed the southern Iraqis, bulldozing tens of thousands of the dead into mass graves. To deter Saddam’s further aggression, the United Nations imposed sanctions on Iraq in 1993, forbidding all imports and exports, locking the country in isolation and driving almost all Iraqis into poverty as salaries plummeted and inflation ran wild. The supermarket shelves became bare. Fathers began to marry off their daughters younger and younger.

For a long time, as things got worse, Mamina had comforted herself that, at the very least, her daughters would grow up among strong female role models, friends and family members who were lawyers, doctors, and engineers and who enjoyed many more liberties compared to women in other Arab countries. Given the short workday, nationalized health care, and close family circles, Iraqi women had for several years been able to maintain both a family life and a full-time career—a balance, Saddam’s government pointed out, that had not been attained even by women in many Western countries. By the 1990s, though, the happy times had definitively ended, and women’s rights became a forgotten luxury as mothers struggled to fill hungry mouths.

After Saddam’s own sons-in-law tried to defect and tell the world of his chemical-weapons programs in 1996, Saddam unleashed a brutal police state that tortured people just for criticizing the regime. His secret police, the Mukhabarat, would imprison anyone whose loyalty was in question, and it paid tens of thousands of dinars to spies in neighborhoods, offices, and university classrooms. The social fabric of society was shredded as friends betrayed friends and family members turned on one another.

Baba, too, was suffering. Saddam had nationalized the German company where Baba had worked and filled the management ranks with Ba’ath Party loyalists. Eventually, Baba was pushed out for his refusal to join the party, and he started his own lucrative construction company, but its building sites were looted during the Kuwait war, and by the time the UN sanctions started, he could no longer import materials. Eventually, he lost his business, as did so many other Iraqis. Many of Baba’s friends joined the Ba’ath Party, either for the money and power or merely to protect themselves. Some became rich, driving Mercedes and flaunting their wealth, but on principle, Baba still refused. Within just a few years, corruption and poverty destroyed a country that had once been at the forefront of the Arab world. Mohammed joined tens of thousands of other young professionals who began secretly fleeing the country, but not everyone could leave. Zia and Nunu’s generation came of age in a time that knew only dictatorship, repression, hunger, and barbarism. No one in Iraq talked about women’s rights anymore. They had no human rights.

As Mamina lay on the bed in the farmhouse in Hit, gently stroking the hair of her sleeping daughters and thinking about the arrival of the Americans, for the first time in more than fifteen years she felt hope. She wanted so badly for her girls to understand that women’s equality was not just a Western concept that the Americans would introduce. It was a proud Iraqi tradition that they must all work to restore.

A FEW NIGHTS later, during dinner, when they heard a bomb land and felt the ground vibrate, Zia grinned boldly at Uncle Jalal’s mother, thinking how her parents’ dreams were finally coming true, how Iraq would soon be restored to its glory days, the way it was in Mamina’s stories. The next day, they heard that Hit’s communication tower had been bombed. Nunu’s shortwave radio still worked, and it assured them that U.S. troops were advancing toward Baghdad, though they had been slowed by the dust storm. Everyone started talking at once. Would the Americans get rid of Saddam, or back out at the last minute? Would the Iraqi army defend the government or defect? How fiercely would Saddam fight back? The next few days passed slowly until the radio announced, to the Shia women’s surprise and delight, that the Americans had taken Baghdad International Airport.

After that, the news moved quickly. American tanks had knocked through the gates of Saddam’s Republican Palace and rolled down Abu Nawass, a major street in their family’s Baghdad neighborhood. Zia and Nunu danced around the room.

“Saddam is falling, Saddam is falling,” they sang, no longer caring who in Hit overheard them. Saddam’s information minister, Saeed al-Sahaf, came on to the state-run station to deny the presence of American troops on Iraqi soil, but the women just laughed at the ludicrous propaganda.

“The Iraqi army is controlling the situation,” he announced.

“Oh yeah?” joked Zia to the radio. “Which situation are you controlling?” The Americans were clearly winning. Saddam’s huge statue in Baghdad’s Firdos Square had been torn down, the news reports were saying, and Iraqis were beating his face with their shoes.

Nunu couldn’t believe that. “How dare they do this? They will be killed!”

Zia hugged her little sister. “Not with the Americans here. Saddam’s army is afraid of them!”

Suddenly, after all these weeks of tension—all these years of fear—it was over. Saddam’s army had barely put up a fight.

Within hours, Mamina, Zia, and Nunu piled into a car full of other refugees staying at the house next door and headed home to Baghdad and Baba. Aunt Sahra and Uncle Jalal would return separately to Baghdad later. The women squeezed in together and put a stick with a white cloth out the window, to indicate they were civilians.

As the car pulled away, Mamina thanked Jalal’s family for housing them, but goodbyes were forced, as the family’s opinions had turned ugly. “Those who welcome foreigners onto Iraqi soil are dirty, shameless kafirs,” Jalal’s mother spit out, using a derogatory term for non-Muslims. Never would they support the occupation of their country by a Western, Christian army—to them this was clearly forbidden in the Quran.

“Saddam will be back,” Jalal’s sister muttered.

“We pray to God that never happens,” Mamina replied loudly, surprising even herself with her directness and marveling at her defiant tone, which she had not heard in twenty years.

A FEW HOURS later, the scene in Baghdad was beyond anything the sisters could have imagined. Cars jammed the roads back into the capital, despite the plumes of ink-black smoke dissolving above it into the cloudless horizon. Shell casings and shattered glass littered the streets. Though they had seen war before, this was much bigger. An entire nation was in revolt, a government in shambles and its dictator overthrown. A state of silent shock settled over the car, punctured by gasps, as the enormity of events sunk in. Suddenly Zia didn’t know if she felt more happy, nervous, or terrified. Although smoldering, Baghdad was still standing, and while physical devastation was widespread, there was little sign of bloodshed. Zia, Nunu, and Mamina squeezed one another’s hands quietly in the car, each hoping nothing had happened to their home.

Far more shocking still than the destruction, however, was the joyous mob scene in downtown Baghdad, so different from the somber faces they had left behind in Hit. Just as the radio had said, Iraqis were banging murals of Saddam with their shoes and climbing atop his statues to beat them. Nunu marveled again at the scene, unable to believe her eyes. Only two weeks earlier, those men would have been tortured by electrical shocks or had members of their family killed for such behavior. Yet now people were cursing Saddam openly, and it was the Ba’athists who hid in their houses. The streets teetered with wild, carefree energy. Men with AK-47s leaned out car windows, shooting celebratory gunfire into the air. Drivers blew their horns musically and groups of men jumped up and down, playing instruments and cheering. Iraqis shouted to the American soldiers parked in their Humvees: “Yes, yes, Bush! Down, down, Saddam!” Zia knew exactly what they were all thinking: The nightmare is over.

Their car was caught in a long line of slow-moving traffic, which they soon realized was caused by a military checkpoint. Seeing U.S. soldiers standing on the familiar streets where she and her siblings had learned to ride bicycles made Nunu feel like she had stepped onto a movie set. The Americans were tall and rich-looking, with well-made uniforms and expensive gear attached to their broad chests. To the sisters, they looked like celebrities in their black sunglasses and helmets.

One approached their car with his finger on his rifle’s trigger, and Zia’s heart pounded. She and Nunu were the only passengers who spoke English.

“Do you have any weapons in the car?” the soldier asked gruffly. His helmet said HARRIS.

“We are civilians,” Zia said. “We have no arms,” she added nervously.

They held each other’s gaze for what felt like forever. At last, he smiled at Zia and stretched out his hand, but Mamina interrupted in her limited English. “Thank you, thank you,” she said, holding back her daughter’s hand. “God bless you. Bush good.” As the car moved on, the soldier’s gaze followed the sisters, and Nunu waved prettily. “They are so flirtatious!” Zia gasped, not unhappily.

WHEN THEY FINALLY arrived at their street, Baba was standing outside with their neighbor Abu Hassan, his wife and son, and many others. They looked exhausted, their cheeks unshaven and their clothes wrinkled, but they were all, thankfully, alive. Baba threw up his hands in celebration when he saw them come around the corner. Everyone was laughing, full of giddy joy as they kissed in greeting. All the neighbors were pointing to a nearby residence, where a high-ranking member of Saddam’s government had lived. Someone had scrawled graffiti on his front wall: Let the Ba’ath Party Fall.

Despite the wear of the last several weeks, Baba’s face looked flushed and youthful, as though the twenty-five years of Saddam had been suddenly erased. “The Americans have done it,” he said, clapping his hands and grinning at his daughters. “They stood up to Saddam. They were the only ones willing to do that.” Zia couldn’t remember the last time her family had been so happy.


CHAPTER TWO

[image: ]WHEN THE NEWS came that Baghdad International Airport had fallen, the soldiers of the U.S. Army’s 354th Civil Affairs Brigade cheered wildly. Shortly thereafter, the unit packed their duffel bags and began traveling in convoy up the supply route that snaked from Umm Qasr, near Kuwait, toward Baghdad. On the stifling, slow drive through southern Iraq, Lieutenant A. Heather Coyne couldn’t resist taking a few photos of herself to email back to her friends in Washington, D.C., who knew her as Heather, an examiner in the White House’s Office of Management and Budget; a wonky bureaucrat with a desk covered in policy papers, who wore a sensible gray suit and had a degree in Arabic from the Defense Language Institute. Her decision, at almost thirty years old, to quit her job and join the army had thrown her off her career path—and her coworkers, all vying up the White House ladder, were shocked she’d give it all up. But this is what it’s all about, she told them. While she was scared and nervous about poison gas attacks, her fear faded as the WMD attacks never materialized. She felt alive and excited to be liberating the Iraqis, and to be center stage in this world event. Her D.C. friends would certainly never recognize her now, sweating under forty pounds of gear and a bulletproof vest, and with the chin strap of the Kevlar helmet digging into her smiling cheeks. The gear was cumbersome, but she didn’t mind; it gave her a certain authority, which she knew she needed as a relatively recent recruit and as one of the few women in her unit.

When, after two weeks of travel, they finally arrived in Baghdad, the mood coming down the chain of command was victorious. There had been no WMD attacks, and practically no resistance at all from the Iraqi army; the only disturbing news was about rampant looting of national institutions such as universities, the library, and the museum. When she had asked her commanding officers why the U.S. soldiers weren’t doing more to halt the looting, they pointed out that the troops were still taking fire, and that they didn’t have the personnel to guard the museum, which housed artifacts that dated back ten thousand years, through the Sumerian, Babylonian, and Assyrian periods. She argued with commanders about it, but they seemed nonchalant. Their fears had been of a chemical weapons attack, fierce fighting, and millions of Iraqi refugees—none of which was happening. Back in Washington, Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld was dismissing the looting as “cathartic” for Iraqis who had suffered under Saddam’s repression. If the worst thing to happen was looting of toasters and sneakers—or even pre-Islamic artifacts—well, they reasoned, this was war and bad stuff happened. She felt uncomfortable about this answer, but was in no position as a lowly lieutenant to challenge it.

Her commander’s sense of victory was confirmed when, on Heather’s first tour of Baghdad, the locals kissed the soldiers’ cheeks and played trumpet and drums in the dirt roads. Heather felt vindicated, given that so many of her friends and family back home had believed that the Iraqis didn’t want war. She recalled their stunned reaction upon learning that she, an avid Democrat who was vehemently anti-Bush, would participate in what many saw as a Republican war for oil. But she never thought of it as “joining Bush’s war.” Iraqis suffered horribly under Saddam’s police state, and she saw this war as the chance to release an oppressed people and free subjugated women, just as in Afghanistan. Looking triumphantly around her now, she was confident that events had proven her right.

IN ONE WAY or another, Heather had been thinking about the plight of Iraq for much of her adult life. The country had first come across her radar in high school, when Saddam Hussein was accused of gassing to death thousands and thousands of Kurds, including women and children, in the Iraqi town of Halabja. The eldest daughter of two science professors, young Heather Coyne was raised in the San Francisco Bay area, which proudly considered itself the most liberal city in America. Outraged, she and her teacher had talked about how the world had, essentially, stood by and done nothing. She came to believe that the United States had a moral obligation to intervene in the world to stop injustice. Heather’s rebel streak drew back to her mother, Lelia, who had fought her way into the PhD program at Cal Tech in the 1960s and had been one of the first women to graduate, and to her grandmother, a civil-rights activist in Kansas who had marched for African American rights; and her great-grandmother had been a suffragette. Heather adopted that passion, as well as their belief that the system could be changed—although they never imagined Heather would try to make a difference by becoming a soldier.

The road that brought Heather to Iraq began after she had attended Bryn Mawr College, when she went on to get her MA at Johns Hopkins University’s School of Advanced International Studies (SAIS) in Washington, D.C., in international relations and international economics. The then-dean of SAIS was Paul Wolfowitz, who would later become President Bush’s deputy undersecretary for defense and so-called architect of the Iraq invasion. As a student, Heather interacted with Wolfowitz only a few times, but she came of age, intellectually, as Wolfowitz and others were first making their case to get rid of Saddam. Wolfowitz, along with the future defense secretary Donald Rumsfeld, was actively campaigning for a coup d’état—in 1998 they penned an open letter to President Clinton calling for Saddam’s removal. Heather was still in her mid-twenties and working her way up the career ladder. At the White House, her office at the OMB oversaw $350 billion in federal spending on national security programs, and she focused on counterterrorism when few others did. In the late 1990s, Al Qaeda was a familiar term around the OMB, but little known among those who worked outside of Middle Eastern issues. Much to her and her colleagues’ frustration, they couldn’t get people in power to pay attention to terrorism. Heather became known around the office as intense, whip-smart, ambitious, and yet also very idealistic. Anti-American sentiment couldn’t be overcome from a desk in Washington, D.C., she realized. We need Arabic speakers, living in Arab countries, promoting aid programs and education. And yet few in the Pentagon or the State Department even spoke Arabic. “I want to get my hands dirty and make a difference,” she told her boss. Shortly thereafter, she stunned her office by announcing she was quitting her well-paid, well-connected job as a bureaucrat and signing up for the U.S. Army Reserve. She underwent training and then enrolled in the Defense Language Institute in Monterey, California, to learn Arabic. It was early 2001, and she had no idea what the future held in store for her. Some days, she feared she had thrown away her career.

Then, one morning, she was driving to language class when she heard that four commercial airliners had been crashed into New York City, the Pentagon, and Pennsylvania. Tears flowed as she listened to the mounting death toll. We saw that coming, she immediately thought, her anger and sadness mixed powerfully with guilt. We should have fought harder, worked longer, raised more hell to get terrorism on the agendas of people who mattered. She didn’t believe Saddam Hussein had anything to do with 9/11, but hadn’t America just learned a lesson about ignoring rogue international actors such as Bin Laden? Tyranny breeds terrorism, and democracy is the antidote. If Saddam wasn’t a threat right then, he would become one soon enough and he had to be taken down. If the rest of the world wouldn’t help, America should do it anyway, she had felt. The Bush administration, obviously, agreed.

Heather didn’t get called up for the 2001 Afghanistan mission. Finish language school, her commanding officers told her. We’re going to need Arabic-speakers.

AFTER THEIR TOUR of the streets, and the gratifying sight of jubilant, grateful Iraqis celebrating the toppled statue of Saddam, Heather and the other soldiers returned to their new base in Saddam’s palace and relaxed. The worst was over. They spent the next several days sweeping out the ballrooms, reattaching doors blown off by the bombs, writing emails home, and setting up their cots. On her walls, Heather hung up postcards of Saddam, to remind her why she was there. One morning at four a.m., on early guard duty, she walked out onto Saddam’s veranda in night-vision goggles. Early-morning hues of pink and orange silhouetted the date palms, and the warm desert air felt like silk on her face. She was intoxicated by such exotic surroundings and filled with a sense of adventure and optimism. She knew there was hard work ahead—the details of which she hadn’t even begun to consider—and she was ready to work harder than ever to make it succeed. Yet as she stood there, surveying Saddam’s former world through the goggles’ grainy green, she was suddenly hit by the scope of what she was part of: a vicious dictator had been toppled, a country had been liberated, and the course of history had been forever changed. And she had been a part of it.


CHAPTER THREE

[image: ]WHEN TALK OF a war in Iraq began, Manal Omar was on the front row at the antiwar rallies.

“Iraqis have been through enough! We should help them, not bomb them,” she shouted from the Washington stages, to cheering crowds of thousands.

Amid a sea of Caucasian college students, many of whom had only just found Iraq on the map, Manal stood out: a veiled woman in her late twenties, who laced her powerful speeches with Muslim slang, like political hip-hop. Manal was an outspoken and active member of the international aid world who had lived in Baghdad and still had family in the Palestinian territories. As an aid worker and an observant Muslim herself, she cared deeply about the plight of Iraqis under Saddam’s reign, particularly Iraqi women, but she felt strongly that an invasion was unequivocally the wrong answer. She and other U.S. women’s rights activists opposed the war on the grounds that war was, quite simply, always bad for women. The violence and insecurity of an invasion and military occupation would devastate the lives of the average citizens the Bush administration purportedly wanted to save. On the heels of a supposed victory in Afghanistan, the administration had pointed to the liberation of women there from the Taliban. But Manal suspected the situation on the ground in Iraq would be more complicated. With a decade of experience in aid work in the Arab world, she knew the first casualties of war were the most essential ingredients to women’s freedom—security and stability. Without these things, women couldn’t even leave the house. There was no way it could ever turn out well, and no way the Iraqis were going to welcome an American army, she felt sure.

Almost all women’s aid groups agreed. In recent years, women’s rights had risen in precedence inside the U.S. administration, with Colin Powell declaring in 2002, “It is the firm policy of the Bush administration that the worldwide advancement of women’s issues is not only in keeping with the deeply held values of the American people, it is strongly in our national interest as well.” Encouraged by this policy but worried by the impending invasion, on March 7, 2003, eight prominent U.S. women’s organizations signed a letter to the White House requesting a meeting to discuss their concerns that “Violence often simply begets violence.… For Iraqi women, the war carries the danger that their nation will degenerate into an even more militarized or extremist Iraq that dramatically could restrict women’s rights.” The letter was signed by the National Council for Women, the National Organization for Women, the Feminist Majority, and the Ms. Foundation for Women. Their request for a meeting was denied and their concerns were dismissed as politically motivated, anti-Bush rhetoric.

As it turned out, this was because the Bush administration was hearing much more welcome news from another quarter: specifically, from a group called Women for a Free Iraq, which included a number of professional Iraqi expat women whose families had been living in exile in the United States and Europe in fear of Saddam. Most hailed from prominent Shia families who had been pushed out of power by the Ba’athists, and recently groups of these expats had been receiving tens of millions of dollars from the U.S. Congress in support of their efforts, including a publicity campaign that fed anti-Saddam stories into U.S. magazines and newspapers. Women for a Free Iraq had also teamed up with a Republican women’s organization, the Independent Women’s Forum (IWF), which had been started in the 1990s by Lynne Cheney as an alternative to other women’s groups, which Cheney saw as deeply left-wing and highly critical of the United States.

The groups’ position was welcomed inside a presidential administration making a case for war, particularly as images of Afghan women lining up to vote and rushing back into schools helped shore up support for the invasion of Afghanistan on the basis of strengthening women’s rights. Some of the pro-war activists from Women for a Free Iraq were invited to meet with President Bush, and one would be given a seat near the first lady at the State of the Union address as a way of reminding Americans that this war was not only about WMDs. These conservative women argued that Iraqi women had suffered horribly under Saddam, at least in recent years, and they promised that the war would start a feminist wave that would ripple across the Middle East. In Kuwait, women still couldn’t vote. In Saudi Arabia, they couldn’t drive or travel without a male companion. In Jordan, women could be murdered for having premarital contact with a man. All this needed to change, and liberating Iraq, they argued, was the first step.

Manal, for her part, didn’t buy it. She had fought for Muslim women’s rights, and she knew firsthand how unbearable life was in Iraq. She had been there in 1997 and ’98 while working for the United Nations, and seen the poverty, corruption, and fear. But did people really imagine that women’s rights and democracy would simply flourish in the wake of Saddam’s removal? No one had a crystal ball, but Manal knew that distrust of the United States was strong across the Arab world, even after 9/11. Iraq sat between Iran, Saudi Arabia, Syria, and Jordan, and these countries would not simply throw open their doors for the pro-Israel Bush administration’s military bases. The destruction caused by the bombings could leave hundreds of thousands dead. Worse still, she could tell from the speeches by top White House officials that they understood little about Middle Easterners. The American troops would not be greeted as liberators, Manal thought. This was going to be a mess.

AS SOON AS the invasion began, however, it seemed as though Manal and the other activists had been wrong. CNN beamed images of Iraqis celebrating and greeting the troops with flowers. Excitement overflowed as many realized that Saddam was on the run, and the Americans were establishing a clean slate: a new government, a new economic model, and a new constitution. Suddenly the invasion looked, indeed, more like a liberation. Women for a Free Iraq brimmed with confidence that they stood on the threshold of the greatest opportunity for women ever. With the Americans’ help, Iraqi women’s rights could be enshrined into the new constitution, and a quota of women in government could be mandatory by law. Parallels were drawn with revolutionary America: had American women had a role in the formation of the first government, in the writing of the U.S. Constitution, perhaps it wouldn’t have taken them 150 years to earn the right just to vote—and 200 years to start getting elected in earnest to Congress. (Even in 2003, fewer than 15 percent of members of Congress were women.) Iraq could do better.

Manal cared deeply about the fate of Iraqi and Muslim women, and, watching the unexpected success of the invasion, she suddenly realized that, in a time of promise, she had been cynically sitting on the sidelines. At the moment, Manal was working as an analyst for the World Bank in Washington, D.C., focusing on the Middle East, but that wasn’t her calling. High-energy, daring, and unafraid of being pushy, Manal thrived on the front lines of the action. In April, Manal was contacted about applying for a job in Iraq with a small D.C.-based women’s rights organization called Women for Women International. The director was Iraqi, a woman named Zainab Salbi, who had fled Saddam’s regime in her early twenties. She hated Saddam, but, like Manal and others, she had been against war because she knew the dangers an invasion could create for women. Now that it had happened, she was eager to have a staff on the ground to help those women who needed them most. Manal knew the Afghanistan director for Women for Women from high school and had volunteered for Women for Women in Kabul for several weeks. She had been impressed by the organization’s ear-to-the-ground style of aid work. The group’s method was to train women to be self-sufficient, mostly by starting their own businesses: beauty parlors in Afghanistan, fruit-pulp production in Colombia, and peanut-oil marketing in Nigeria. But despite Women for Women’s good reputation, many of Manal’s aid-worker friends tried to shame her into not accepting the job. They were feeling embarrassed by the reports of happy, grateful Iraqis who were greeting the soldiers with open arms. “You’ll just be helping Bush’s war,” they said, arguing for her political loyalty. Hell no, she thought. This is about women’s lives, not political football, and someone has to help them. So she quit her job with the World Bank, accepting the 50 percent cut in salary, and headed to Jordan to meet Zainab.

DURING THE FOURTEEN-HOUR drive into Iraq from Amman, her iPod at hand, Manal tried not to be freaked out. What if there was a chemical weapons attack, she wondered, or the U.S. soldiers shot at her SUV? Her loving parents would never forgive her for volunteering for such a dangerous assignment. Saddam’s Iraq had been one of the safest countries in the world, as long as you kept your mouth shut about the regime. The rules for survival were unknown now. Who knew what to expect? Zainab, sitting up front, was as perky as a firecracker, chatting the entire time about all the ways Iraq had changed since she had last lived there ten years earlier. Zainab had already made a trip into Baghdad in May 2003, shortly after the invasion, rented an office in the Hay al-Jamaa neighborhood, and hired some local staff. Now, in July, she was returning with Manal to help her officially open the office. Then she would return to the United States.

Aid groups were often criticized for descending on third-world countries with a Western “we know best” attitude, which Women for Women counteracted with a rule that each country’s office have only one foreign staff member—the rest had to be from the community. In Iraq, Manal was that foreign staff member. The other dozen were all Iraqi.

Manal liked that Women for Women was small, since it kept her close to those she was trying to help. In the multibillion-dollar aid world of Washington, D.C., Women for Women International was tiny, with only $13 million in individual donations and grants each year. Most of these came from American women who paid twenty-seven dollars a month to “sponsor a sister,” which amounted to a personal letter-writing campaign to boost women’s self-esteem and offer encouragement. Each year they had about 23,000 women “sponsors,” mostly from California, Texas, and New York, who exchanged more than 40,000 letters with women from third-world countries.

Part of Manal’s mission was to set up the letter-writing program in Iraq. She and her staff had spent the first few weeks traveling from Basra to Mosul, looking for women suitable for their program and identifying areas of need. The mixed effect of the war was clear across the country. Baghdad had been devastated by the looting, and much of its infrastructure was leveled. Yet in southern Iraq, the Shia heartland that spanned almost half the landmass of Iraq, Iraqis were happy because Saddam was halas, finished.

For three decades, Saddam had brutally oppressed these southerners. During various uprisings, more than 100,000 Shia had been executed, Manal had heard, although no one knew the real figure. When Manal arrived in June, widows were hunting for the graves of their missing husbands and sons. They found only remains, buried in mass graves just miles from their homes. The sad scene had brought tears to Manal’s eyes. Bent over dusty piles of bones, skulls, and fragments of clothing, widows in black abayas would pound the ground and reach their hands to the sky, tears rolling down their cheeks. Saddam’s repression was worse here than anywhere else in Iraq, and many Shia women kissed Manal and told her to “Thank Mr. George Bush.” These images made her genuinely reconsider her antiwar position. The sense of liberation was intoxicating. When she thought of those women, she felt an obligation to put politics aside and help the Iraqi women to succeed.


CHAPTER FOUR

[image: ]CELEBRATIONS ROCKED ZIA and Nunu’s neighborhood for weeks, but during that time the mood veered violently between joy and anarchy. Trumpets, horns, and gunfire could be heard until dawn, releasing decades of pain and anger. Buildings were set afire, bullets flew everywhere, and storefront windows were smashed. As Baba had predicted, as soon as the government was overthrown, mobs of young men from the neighboring Shia slums had flocked into the commercial district to take advantage of the chaos: looting stores, breaking into unoccupied homes, and combing greedily through the wreckage of Saddam’s family’s palaces. The looters flaunted their crimes openly, as though each act of destruction hammered home the dissolution of Saddam’s repressive state.

Thousands flocked to the mosques, where fiery sermons heightened anti-Saddam passions. A wave of emotion swelled across Iraq, with those repressed by Saddam determined to erase any remnants of his rule. After the statues had been disfigured and the murals chipped down, a bloody thirst for revenge took over. Saddam had escaped, as far as anyone knew, but many from his ruling Ba’ath Party and his inner circle remained. They were stopped in their cars, pulled from their houses, hunted down, and executed. Soon, bullet-riddled bodies were an all-too-common sight, with former government officials crumpled on the streets or slumped over in their BMWs. The ubiquitous looters followed, driving away their cars and picking through the closets in their houses. Poor families and squatters moved into the empty bedrooms, the taste of justice making up for the absence of even a single working lightbulb.

The drive to destroy anything connected to Saddam’s state mixed with the greed and opportunism of those who had lived in poverty for years. After the big-ticket items had been stolen—arms caches, jewelry from the palaces, Saddam’s Arabian horses from the Al-Jadriya equestrian club—looters returned to steal hospital machinery, priceless museum artifacts, school desks, copper from electrical grids, and piping at power plants. For weeks and weeks, no one stopped the looting. The Iraqi police and army were terrified of being seen as defending Saddam’s government. They hid in their houses. The U.S. soldiers stood by and watched.

As days and then weeks went by, Zia’s happiness turned to concern. “Why aren’t the American soldiers doing anything?” she asked Baba, but he had no answer. Women unaccompanied on the streets were being kidnapped and raped, Mamina had heard. She, Zia, and Nunu felt as if they had no choice but to stay inside the house, though the cramped two-bedroom apartment afforded little privacy. Confined there, they began to worry that the much-longed-for liberation had morphed irretrievably into sheer anarchy.

From the front gate, Zia could see Humvees passing on the main avenue, followed by gangs of children waving and trying to play with the American soldiers. She was glad the troops were here, but she was growing angry that they weren’t policing the streets, arresting thieves, or enforcing traffic laws. We must be patient, Mamina assured her. Difficult times will be followed by peace.

THE PHONE SERVICE had been knocked out during the bombing, along with the electricity supply, so even the doorbell didn’t work. One day, Mamina heard a neighbor’s voice calling Baba’s name from outside the gate. She quickly fetched a scarf to cover her head and bustled around the simple apartment, making sure it was tidy for the guest. By May, the sisters had been trapped inside for almost two months, and were glad for some small relief from the tedium of their days, even if it was just a visit from a neighbor. They disappeared into the kitchen for tea and a bowl of sweets as Baba went to the door.

Umar, an old friend of Baba’s, greeted the family warmly and settled comfortably onto the sofa across from Baba. The two men heaped sugar into their teacups as they exchanged the latest news, a blend of radio reports, eyewitness accounts, and unsubstantiated rumors. By May 2003, Bush had declared “Mission Accomplished” and much of the looting had ceased, but the country was in shambles and it was still unsafe for women to be outside on their own. Umar confirmed reports that most of the hospitals, universities, and government ministries, except for the Ministry of Oil, were looted beyond recognition or outright destroyed—including the Ministry of Education. Mamina, a teacher, slumped onto the couch, devastated by the news. Employment, health, and salary records for the nation’s sixteen thousand schoolteachers had vanished? How could the Americans ever fix that?

Baba and his friends blamed Saddam, not the Americans, for the insecurity and mayhem that had replaced Saddam’s tightly controlled police since the invasion. Saddam had intentionally placed antiaircraft missiles in schools and residential neighborhoods, they said, to provoke Americans into attacking civilians. He’d encouraged the looting and ordered the oil fields torched, the bank coffers emptied, and the universities unguarded, with the nefarious intention of leaving the country bankrupt, impossible for the Americans to manage.

“Saddam had ordered his defense minister to encircle the city and destroy it, but the minister refused,” Umar confided knowingly, though it was just a rumor. The men settled back into the couches briefly, shaking their heads at Saddam’s cruelty. Zia clenched her teeth in familiar hatred.

Umar lightened the mood. The headquarters of the Mukhabarat had been bombed, he said. Saddam’s laws banning free speech and foreign travel were being ignored, and the UN sanctions that for a decade had sealed Iraq away from the rest of the world were as good as lifted. The borders were wide open and the highways were packed with truckloads of incoming goods—satellite dishes, cellphones, computers, CDs, DVDs—the likes of which few Iraqis had ever seen.

“The ajnabi are living in Saddam’s palace,” Umar added, using the Arabic word for foreigners. “Sleeping in his bedrooms and walking in their boots in his dining room.” At this, Baba raised his eyebrows. The world ought to see Iraqis in the palace, not Americans. As happy as he’d originally been to have the Americans arrive, he now felt a twinge of shame at the idea of being rescued from Saddam by foreigners. But he pushed his pride aside. The truth was that Iraqis had needed the Americans to get the job done, and now they must tolerate their presence until the mission was complete and peace was restored.

Umar had been to the palace to see the Americans, he said, announcing that he had already met a captain and landed a contract to do the unit’s laundry. The foreigners don’t understand Arabic and need translators, he said. Suddenly, Umar nodded thoughtfully toward Zia and looked Baba in the eye.

“My friend, I am signing the laundry contract tomorrow and I would feel more assured if I had an English-speaking translator with me,” he suggested.

Zia’s heart rose in her throat. She spoke English fluently: her recent degree from Baghdad University was in English translation. This was her chance to get out of the house, meet the mysterious Americans, and maybe even land a job with them that paid in U.S. dollars.

Across the living room, Baba was still. Zia was certainly the cleverest of his children—and his brothers’ children, as well. In school she had easily risen to the top of her class and earned acceptance into a gifted school, and he was secretly delighted when she graduated with honors and announced she intended to become a doctor. When the Ministry of Higher Education refused her medical-school application, because most spots were reserved for the spoiled sons of Ba’athists, and instead assigned Zia to the translation program that was nothing but a training ground for dead-end secretarial positions, he knew how crushed she had been. Here was an opportunity for her to prove her worth and make her training useful. He wanted her to be happy, and knew she had determination and an urge to succeed that was at least as strong as that of any young men he knew. “Zia equals seven boys,” Mamina often said, and Baba agreed. Although he seldom expressed emotion, he had always been proud of Zia’s intelligence and spirit. It made him chuckle to see the way she put her uncles in their place with a steely look and a quick retort. Baba didn’t encourage her rebelliousness, but he never reprimanded her, either. He was sorry she was not a son. “You’d make a much better boy,” he always told her.

Now, though, as Umar and Zia looked at him expectantly, Baba shook his head.

“No, it’s too dangerous.” He took out a Pine cigarette, lit it, and inhaled slowly. “We will not be quick to judge the ajnabi. They are people of the book, they have prophets, and they saved us from Saddam. For this, we will support them. But we must not act hastily. The ones here now are soldiers, and Zia doesn’t know their ways. Wait until the civilians arrive.” Soldiers were young, aggressive, uneducated men, he believed, and he couldn’t expose his daughter to such dangers.

Across the room, Zia sighed, not daring to challenge her father but barely bothering to conceal her disappointment in front of his guest. Still, once Umar was gone, Zia disappeared sulkily into her bedroom. She was angry and feeling more confined than ever before, during what everyone had expected would be a period of great freedom. She threw herself onto her bed and pounded the pillow with her fists. One thing at least was certain: if she had been a son, Baba would have made a different decision.

A FEW DAYS later, Mamina pushed open her daughters’ bedroom door, carrying a Pepsi and a banana on a silver tray, two delicacies that had been unavailable during the sanctions. It was small consolation, she knew, for her despondent daughter, but it was the best comfort she had to offer right now.

“Will Umar come back to ask for me?” Zia asked her mother, hopefully.

“Habibti,” Mamina said gently, meaning “my dear.” “Be patient. Perhaps soon Baba will change his mind.”

Baba had always tended to be more liberal than other Iraqi fathers. He didn’t expect his daughters to wear the Islamic headscarf, the hijab, and didn’t consider them un-Islamic or indecent if they wore T-shirts that exposed their bare elbows and wrists. He even let them wear American-style pants and sneakers, while most of their girlfriends had to wear traditional loose skirts that concealed the outline of their legs. Zia and Nunu had grown up listening to Baba complain about the cruel and corrupt ways Islamic strictures were enforced upon women in Iran, Saudi Arabia, and under the Taliban in Afghanistan. For a brief moment, therefore, Zia had thought her father might say yes to Umar’s offer, but it was hardly a surprise when he said no.

Mamina padded into the room in her slippers and nightgown, and rested the tray on the wooden dresser littered with nail polishes, lipsticks, and eyebrow pencils. The bedroom’s thick velvet curtains were always drawn closed over the windows to the courtyard. A tray filled with gold rings, bangles, and earrings glittered from the bedside table, and a few undisturbed university texts were scattered on the bed. She sat down beside her eldest daughter and, placing Zia’s head in her lap, gently stroked her hair until she felt Zia’s body relax. Mamina’s perfume mingled with kitchen scents of cilantro and onion, and her thin gold bangles clinked softly as she moved. Mamina believed gold increased the blood flow through a woman’s body, so she rarely took off her bangles and necklaces.

As her mother and sister talked, Nunu skipped around the room restlessly, full of pent-up energy. “If you go work for the Americans, you will meet a prince charming!” she teased. “But Zia, imagine how people will talk.”

“So what?” Zia said. “Go ahead and let them.”

Mamina quietly agreed. “Working for the Americans would be a good thing. Your father worked for a German company and those were the best jobs. But we must give Baba time to get comfortable with the idea.” After all, it was easier for him to work with them because he was a man, and it was different to send a twenty-one-year-old girl into that kind of unpredictable environment. As she soothed Zia, Mamina reminded them how damaging such contact between men and women could be for a girl’s reputation. Hadn’t the sisters just gone to a lot of effort to help Nunu’s classmate Defaf carry on a secret relationship with her cousin? Defaf and her cousin were deeply in love, but their courtship had to be hidden because he had yet to formally ask her father’s permission. If her family had caught her meeting him alone before they were married, the consequences would have been devastating—no matter that he was a trusted member of the family. They might have beaten her and withdrawn her from college. But the family never found out, and, in Defaf’s case, it all ended happily: shortly before the war, the cousin proposed formally, and they were married. In all of this, Mamina had freely co-conspired with her daughters and the young lovers
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