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From left, Samara, Malak, and
MNajal, all ragi refugees who
have tumed to prostitution,
wene photographed in the
reporter's hotel room.
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Imagine: One day you're
a nurse leading a quiet
middle-class life; a few
years later you're in a
strange country doing
the unthinkable—selling
yourself. For some Iraqi
refugees, prostitution is
the only trick they feel
they've got left

By Danielle Pergament
rhotographed by Jason Flono

T'S LATE EVENING in Amman,
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stone, 15 particularly quiet. But nol

far from the center of town, In a

neighborhood known as The

Gardens, 1he Coltage 15 coming Lo
lifie, A staircase leads l:||l'.".|| Ly 1.'-.i,';
dowless room llled wath sweet, stinging
hookah smoke and shrill Arabice ballads,
courtesy of a sweaty lounge singer and
his electrie kevboard. Men lean over
small tables around the dance Noor, tak
ing in the club’s main attraction=—young
Iragi women swiveling their hips. For
about 100 Jordaman dinars (5140), each
can e bousht for a nehi,

“When you start, vou just watch

and learn,” explains Malak, a 34-year

old from Karbala, rulfling her coppery
hair as she talks. Malak's eyes are
dark. almo=st black, and her manner

hair Thps, gigeling, crossing
and recrossing her lers—seem like
Lhe studied result of months sitting at
the bar. “You dance, and if someone 1
interested, he will invite you Lo have 3
drink. You never ask what theyv do.
They don't give their real name, an
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Five years ago, Malak was living in
one of ]|':|:;'.=- wealthiest eities, She'd
studied English, Polish, and [talian in
college, and remains a big George
Michael fan—her liberal mother, whom
she lived with Cher father died of cancer
a decade ago), bought her his tapes
when she was vounger. Their house was
next door to a Karbala hotel, a tarpet
during the U.S. invasion thanks to the
[ragi soldiers who oceupied it. When
the bombs started coming, Malak
wound up in the hospital for a month.
After she got out, she learned her
mother hadn’t survived.

“Being a translator prepared me for
this job,” she says drily, explaining that
her Western clients prefer English
speakers. Malak wasn't working before
the war. When the Americans Look
over Baghdad, she staved, interpreting
for the U.S. military and making $850
to 31000 a month. One night, while out
on patrol with the Marines, she was
shot in the leg. Less mobile, she started
taking desk jobs for foreign embassies
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and contracting companies ke KBR
and Lucent Technologies, which kept
her solvent and independent. She says
she sold the land in Karbala where her
house had stood for 100,000 cash, and
as there were no secure banks, she
kept it in a bag under some clothes in
her apartment in the Green Zone. Then
one evening she came home to find her
building swallowed by flames. Mortar
attack. The money was gone. Soon
after, on her way to work, she was shot
in the same leg again, in a terrorist
drive-by, leaving her right thigh twice
the size of her left. It was time to quit
An friend
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arranged for her flight to Jordan.
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apartment in Amman. It could be a
dorm room—the bed littered with
stuffed amimals, the humming mini-
fridge, the chipped wooden dresser
covered with neat rows of lipstick, eye
shadow, blush, and jewelry. She tells
me she resisted prostitution when she
first arrived in the city. *My friends
who'd been in town awhile laughed al
me. They said there are no jobs for us,”
she says. “But | went on interviews. |
ot an offer from a dentist, to be his
secretary, and he said I'd have to sleep
with him. So | said, ‘Fuck vou. | won't
do that.” She kept looking, but whether
it was a restaurant or a law office, the
quid pro quo was the same. With her
money nearly gone, she went to the
disco at the Grand Hyvatt Amman.
“The first time | had a client, | asked
him to turn the light off,” she says. “But
he wanted to watch me undress.” When
the man, an American, saw Malak's
deformed leg, he assumed she had a

disease. She explained that she had
taken a bullet while working for his

government. “He told me to go.”

I she wanted to make the rent, Malak
had to try again. Her friends gave her
advice. “They would say, *You have to
do this. You can’t be too proud. You
don't have to care about him.” They saw
that | was scared and quiet, and they
told me to be happy and laugh and pre-
tend to have fun—that’s the only way |
could make money. They told me to for-
et mysell.” She started getting chents,

American, French, Jordanian. “The
first time, it was difficult,” she says.

“You have someone touch vou, and you

think YVou anre |'L'.-|u't'l.'1|1|1', bt Vol g
them do this. [ was dying. Every minute
[ was dying inside. | was thinking, Please
don't touch me. In lrag, | was alrand 1'd
be killed by terrorists or Kidnapped,
and then | come here to do this,”

After a vear of getting by this way,
Malak met a
good man and married him. Her friends

the impossible happened
wouldn't be so lucky.

LTHOUGH PROSTITUTION has

long existed in Amman, that

job is now being filled by

[|‘:|1|i.=-, since the U.S, rolled
into Baghdad in 20003, more than 2 mil-
lion people have fled lraq. Most live in
svria and Jordan and await ofli¢ial
resettlement to someplace safe, where
they can work. A [raction have found
new homes this way in Sweden,
Australia, and The Netherlands, and
around 6000 in the U.S.—but it can
take yvears. Only 5000 of the 750,000
lraqgis who have come to Jordan have

bheen resettled. In the meantime, the
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dizeos and coffee shops are filled with
desperate, displaced Iragi women.

There are no solid statisties on how
many of the displaced have turned to
prostitution. “We can’t get a count
because the girls don't come for help,”
says Enaam Asha, with the Sisterhood
s Global Institute, an NGO in Amman.
“They don't want to be seen by anyone.
They fear for their lives.” For these
women, “honor killings"—when a
woman is murdered by a male relative
for damaging her family's reputation-
are a real threat. Last vear, there were
17 in Jordan.

What we do know about the new



prosttutes s that many come squarely
[rom lrag s middle class, A short time
ago they were nurses, salesclerks,
students leading normal lives., Aflter
Lhe Americans arrived, many staved
and worked as haisons for the U.S.
lorces—iransiating on J'|E:|._ljh1 |Zl:||::|"II'E.'-i.
interpreting in interrogations, facilitat
Ing work with contractors. But when
the Green Zone became a fortress, and
the car bombs that oceasionally rocked
Lhe ground started coming two and
three times a day, they fled. They had
money enough to get to Jordan, but not
Lo survive for very long.

“They came here and thought that it
would only be a couple of months,” says
Rana Swels, of the United Nations
Human Rights Council (UNHRC). *But
they hear from relatives back home
that the situation 1sn t safe there, And
now they re running out of savings, and
It's a very bad situation.”

Meanwhile, Jordan 15 collapsing
under the stramn, with schools, ||||-~:|::|i-
tals, and utihties all stretched bevond

‘ ‘ There were
prostitutes in
Baghdad, but |

thought they were
just bad girls. | never
thought | would be
one of them.”

their llmits, The government estimates
that it spends s1 bilhion a vear on dis-
placed lraqis, who rely on handouts
because the country can't 1ssue them
work permits, “Unemplovment is a
major problem for our own citizens,”
savs Nasser Judeh, a spokesman for
the Jordanian government. “How can
we accord more [avorable treatment to
expatriates than to our own citizens””

Making matters worse, lraqgis, iden-
tified by their accents, are part of the
underclass in Amman. They can't get
taxis because drivers think they're
untrustworthy. They don't go Lo res-

Laurants because walters don'i wWiant Lo

serve them. They must carry their
papers with them at all times or face

deportation. They exist in a kind of

purgatorv—unfamihar, unemplovable,
unclaimed by any side. They register
with the UNHREU, beg NGOs [or assis-
tance, and pray for escape, for the day
Lthey might wind up Iin an American

town with pine trees and a Mac store.

The crowning irony among many of

the women | met: Thew best clients in
Amman are American and European
military personnel and contractors—
the same sort of men they had worked
[or as translators and [ixers. Now they

are servicing them in a different way

altogether.

AMARA IS a 23-vear-old from
Lhe Dhivala provinee in eastern

Iraqg. She spends several

nights a week at The Cottage
(or the disco at the Holiday Inn, or the

Hyatt) to make enough money Lo last a

lew davs., she wears short skirts,

drinks, smokes, flirts.
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Later, as she sits on the edge of the
coflfee table in my hotel room, it's hard
Lo preture her as a nightelub denizen.
she has long, dark hair and a round
face that barely moves when she
talks

chin never stiffens. she 15 almost com-

her evebrows don't furrow; her

pletely sull, except lor when she drops
her head and stares at her lap. She
-|':'-.|5:ll:li]1:-l that since she moved Lo
Amman in 2006, she has slept with
“British men, Americans, Egyptians,
saudis, Jordamans, God knows how
many.” She has been pregnant, and
=0ld a thin gold necklace, her only piece
of Jewelry, to pay for the abortion. “]

love children,” she savs. “l would love
Lo have children someday.”

Before the war, Samara was a vir-
rin. she didn't touch aleohol, and she
wore a headscar! to show her modesty,
she worked hard in high school and
hoped to be an artist, olten visiting the
library after ¢lass to sketeh the Venus
de Milo or van Gogh from images in
books, Her talent was sufficient to earn
her pocket money doing portraits for
her nelerhbors.

When U5, soldiers took her brother,
the household breadwinner, to Abu
rhraitb, her family dispersed—to
Baghdad, Syra, Jordan.

Samara joined her sister in Amman.
“1 got a job as a secretary that paid 1040
dinars a month. And | had to payv the
rent, and 30 dinars for power and
water, and | couldn't hive on that,” she
savs=. Aller si1x months, she grew des-
perate, and her sister introduced the
idea of prostitution. (A vear before,
another refugee had taught Samara's
sister how to sell hersell,) Samara had
a few encounters, earning 50 dinars
[rom each, but she was disgusted by
what she was doing. She returned to
Baghdad, but she had no options there,
either, and fell back into prostitution.

“Our chents were Americans. They
would come to the house, Some girls
went to the Green Zone, but 1 didn’t
Lthink it was sale,” she says, Une day, a
letter arrived at the brothel from liew
tenants of insurgent leader Mugtada
al-Sadr threatening to kill anvone
engagng in prostutution. she returned
Lo Amman, where she met Malak at o
nightelub, Both far from home, broke,
and {I.I.':'i|.|'l'|':l|:-l.'.. [hl'j..' made a tacit pact
Lo do whatever it took to stay alive, |
can t get a real job,” savs Samara. “>o |
stay and | work and I forget about the
work that | do. | stay in hiding.”

Najah, a striking 34-vear-old former
nurse with tweezed evebrows and a
pertect round-brush blowout, talks to
me in the lobby of my hotel. “Before the
war, | was married, settled with my
husband of nine vears,” she says, “He
disappeared. | don't know where he 12
now.” She echoes a sentiment shared
by many of her peers: “There were
prosttutes in Bbaghdad, but | thought »>
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they were just bad girls. [ never thought
| would be one of them.” Now Najah
clings to her faith for comfort. “Am 1 a
good Muslim if I sleep with strange
men?" She pauses. “[ think so, because
| was foreed. But | must repent.”

Even as things appear safer in Irag,
returning is not an option. “My country
does not want me because | was work-
ing for the Americans,” Malak says. “I
have no home anymore, no family, no
piece of land.” What Malak does have
now is her husband, Nizar, an Iraqi
who is able to support them both. He
knows her history and doesn't care,

“I love my wife,” he says. “She's a
good person. She was an orphan,
away from her homeland. She had
nothing—I don't feel pity for her, [ only
feel compassion.”

Marriage is one form of rescue from
this life, but it's a long shot, particularly
in a culture that looks askance at an
unmarried woman's even talking to a
man. Another way out can come from
the UNHRC, which finally granted
Samara an interview.,

“They say | will be resettled!” she
says when | meet her a few days later
in a new lraqi café in Amman. Despite
the odds stacked against her, despite
all the chaos, the bureaucracy, the
uncertainty as to where she'll wind up,
Samara is now the most hopeful per-
son in the world. “1 must always believe
I will get out,” she says. “I must always
believe that [ will have a better life.”

Back at The Cottage, the night is
underway. The lounge swells with
voung Iragi girls and men of all sorts.
Three fair Europeans, transfixed by
the show, pass the hookah pipe around.
Quietly directing it all from a corner is
the madam, 60, in a tailored suit and
pearls. A client approaches, and after
some discussion, she signals to one of
her girls, who will leave discreetly,
followed a few minutes later by the
man who chose her. By early morning,
a few girls are left on the dance floor.
They haven't made any money tonight,
but they'll come back tomorrow. me

Danielle Pergament is a frequent
contributor to The New York
Times. She lives with her husband
in New York.
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