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To all my students in Iraq




	Q:	Recent polls have shown that a fifth of Americans can’t locate the U.S. on a world map. Why do you think this is?

	A:	I believe that our education like such as South Africa and, uh, The Iraq, everywhere like, such as and…I believe that they should, our education over here in the U.S. should help the U.S., er, should help South Africa and should help The Iraq…



—Miss Teen South Carolina, 2007
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Part 1


Opportunity Knocks




Chapter One


Fiddle-Dee-Dee



I hate the word recession. Recession was what happened to unlucky men’s hairlines. Recession was very bad news for your gums. Recession meant “no new shoes” in 2008.

My job as a website copywriter was set to end in December, a very short two months away, and I had been sending out résumés since July, with a myriad of nothing to show for it—like when my dad would say to me, “You want to know what you’re getting for your birthday? Close your eyes. What do you see?” and then he would chuckle to himself. Nothing.

Oh, the woes of impending unemployment. Why couldn’t potential employers recognize my amazing potential? Why? Why? In a perfect world they would coordinate with my grade school teachers and sort things out:


Mrs. Vivian, First-Grade Teacher: Gretchen is not working up to her potential…

Christian Louboutin, CEO of Christian Louboutin Shoes: Oh, so this Gretchen has potential? Let’s bring her in for an interview!



Something like that. Not having my amazing potential recognized was horribly discouraging. Other things to file under Horribly Discouraging were nagging credit card bills, rent, automobile insurance, health insurance, food, the inflated cost of gas…these were the reasons I found myself metaphorically clad in a dingy old dress, sitting crumpled on the dry, barren ground, a la Scarlett O’Hara, sobbing into my apron.

I fancied myself a modern-day Scarlett. Margaret Mitchell began her wildly romantic, sweeping epic with “Scarlett O’Hara was not beautiful,” and I love a heroine I can relate to.

Scarlett was also “strong and unscrupulous, passionate and earthy.”


	Strong: I once assembled a mini-trampoline by myself, when the directions called for three people to do the job. Three.


	Unscrupulous: I ordered a ski bag from a big online retailer, and instead of one ski bag they sent me two ski bags. I didn’t return the second ski bag; I gave it to my sister Jessie. Returning Second Ski Bag would have required boxing and taping the bag up, getting in the car, driving to UPS, driving home from UPS. Oh God, I’m exhausted just telling you about it.


	Passionate: Ask any of my friends how I feel about Humboldt Fog or truffle cheese.


	Earthy: Sometimes I go to the store without makeup.




Scarlett and I also shared similar views on the topic of war: “Fiddle-dee-dee. War, war, war. This war talk’s spoiling all the fun at every party this spring. I get so bored I could scream.” This was precisely my inner monologue when party talk turned to war in the Middle East, politics in general, or whatever was on the news last night. No, I did not see that special report. Project Runway was on. I’m bored! Tell me my dress is pretty!

And Scarlett was highly inventive when it came to fashion. I haven’t yet turned my living-room curtains into a dress, but I did cut the ankle straps off a pair of platform peep-toes because they felt too restrictive.

You know what else was restrictive? The recession.

[image: image]

One day, in the middle of October, I was checking my voice mail, in the hopes that one of the résumés I had sent out had garnered some proper attention:


Voice mail: Beep, “GERRRRRRTS, it’s Warren, and no, I’m not drunk.”



I hated it when my friend Warren called me “Gerts.” I had made the mistake of telling him that “Gerty” was a nickname unfortunately bestowed upon me in junior high by a group of mean boys whose main extracurricular activity was tormenting. “Gerty Gertruuuuude!”

Eeeesh. The sound of that name sent me reeling back to seventh grade, when I went home from school crying almost every day. Warren was the kind of person who assigned unflattering nicknames to nearly everyone he met as a way of subtly bullying them (like “Ham Hocks” for a girl who had saddlebags). I had saved him the trouble of conjuring a label for me—he just borrowed “Gerty.” Of course no one would know “Gerty” was offensive except me, but it takes a while to rid yourself of junior high torment. I’ll probably be over it by the time I’m eighty. I only tolerated Warren’s use of the nickname because he was really funny, and he made me laugh out loud.

We met back in 1995 while teaching English at a language academy in Seoul, South Korea, and clicked immediately. He was the brother I never wanted. Teaching fussy adolescents was often a challenge, and having Warren there for comic relief made it infinitely more bearable.

Fast forward to early 2007, twelve years after Korea, when I was working for a travel company in Seattle and Warren was back to teaching English again, this time in Dubai, United Arab Emirates. Dubai had the reputation of being the Vegas of the Middle East, and Warren made his life there sound like a dream: “tons of cash, private villa, Jet Skiing to private islands,” etc. He would always casually throw out a “You should come out here and teach! It’s great!” He was prone to wild exaggeration, but from his Facebook photos, it looked like he really was enjoying himself in the style in which he was perpetually yammering. Warren on a Jet Ski, Warren feeding camels, Warren posing in front of the famed Burj Al Arab—that last one was in sepia, which really added a touch of class to the album. He seemed to be in his element in the Middle East.

That was nice for him, but it was somewhere I had no desire to go.
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My extremely limited knowledge of the Middle East, juxtaposed with reasons I should absolutely not go there:


	FACT: Women, typically, do not live alone.


	FACT: I had lived in my own apartment for eight years.


	FACT: Conservative Muslim women wear black fabric covering their heads and entire bodies.


	FACT: Black makes me grumpy.


	FACT: It is illegal (at least in Saudi Arabia) for women to drive.


	FACT: I started driving when I was twelve years old.




Living, dressing, and driving were all very important things to me, a girl born in the era of Gloria Steinem. I was raised on Free to Be You and Me and Our Bodies, Ourselves and, as far as I know, neither of those has been translated into Arabic. But you know what has been translated into Arabic?

Gone with the Wind.


Chapter Two


Knock-Knock, It’s Iraq!



In August of 2007, Warren randomly showed up at my office in Seattle, totally unannounced—like any good stalker would—and greeted me with a “GERRRRRRRRRTY!” and a sternum-crushing hug. I was wearing a heavy, metal-plated necklace that is now kind of imprinted on my chest, but I was more annoyed with the revival of the nickname.

I hadn’t seen him in over ten years, but he looked almost exactly the same, with his stocky, barrel-chested frame, short militaryesque crop of blond hair, and big friendly grin. When I say “friendly,” I mean “shit-eating.” Warren was always up to something.

He had moved on from Dubai and was on a break from his latest “living the dream” opportunity, according to him: teaching English and coaching soccer in Iraq.


Me: Hanh? Whaaaaa? You’re in Iraq now?

Still me: Iraq?

Still me, again: Why?



He said it was a great opportunity; he was acting as educational director or some such thing, blah blah, inconsequential details, whatever. My brain couldn’t get beyond the “I’m living and working in Iraq” thing to actually absorb any of his explanation.

Iraq? Like Iraq, Iraq? Like, the Iraq that was the setting of the war? The Iraq that was hosting some-odd thousand of our troops in some sort of reconstruction effort but was still plagued by violence and bombing and other manner of grave danger to which I’m generally averse? That Iraq? Or was Iraq the name of a posh suburb in, maybe, Vancouver?

If I separated my friends into categories (and I do) like “good for coffee dates,” “fun to shop with,” “only in small doses,” or “always with a grain of salt,” I would put Warren firmly in the latter. Most of what he says is caked in embellishment.


Warren (again): It’s a great opportunity…

Me: IN IRAQ?



In Warren’s brain our brief, shared overseas teaching extravaganza must have somehow translated into a globe-trotting life plan. Last year he wanted me to go join him in Dubai, and now he wanted me to teach in Iraq. That was all kinds of crazy. IRAQ. No one voluntarily goes there. They are deployed, or sent on assignment, or exiled to. I am a self-diagnosed mild claustrophobic, and in the CNN footage, the local women of these Middle Eastern countries were all covered, head to toe, with billowing black tablecloths. I’m no psychiatrist, but I could not see “burka” being a sartorial recommendation for the mildly claustrophobic. Even for those of the self-diagnosed variety.

I loved to travel. I had made it to all seven continents. Some considered this quite an accomplishment, although I knew it was just a matter of booking plane tickets and boarding when your group number was called. Despite my love of traveling, I remembered being utterly relieved upon discovering that the Middle East was considered part of Asia. I had already been to Asia! I wouldn’t have to go to the Middle East to complete my continental tour!

No, there would be no Middle East for me.

That was my state of mind pre-recession. In the Good Old Days. When I had job security and knew where my next pair of shoes was coming from.
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So, with the recession hovering over me like Death in a burka, I listened to Warren’s allegedly nondrunk message, which arrived in my voice mail in August of 2008, almost one year to the date after he had ambushed me in Seattle, a year during which I told everyone about my friend Warren the lunatic who was living in Iraq. In said allegedly nondrunk voice mail, he slurred things about how I never had my phone turned on, blah blah, but didn’t really say anything of great importance. I assumed he wanted to discuss Iraq. I responded by email*:


I got your messages, but I’m not coming to Iraq to teach.



He responded shortly after:


Hey Gerrrrrty [dear God, why did he insist on calling me that?],

That’s fine about you but if you know anyone please let me know. We are in Kurdistan—Northern Iraq. Its very safe here so if someone is interested in the adventure let me know and I can take a look at them. Lots of time off and great pay in the safest part of Iraq…



Here he inserted a link to a story CNN had done on the university, complete with contrived “casual” footage of Warren jocularly interacting with a few Iraqi students.


Great link with some really good-looking people that work here…. ;)

W

I replied:

No thanks, but send me the details and I’ll see if anyone I know might be interested.

Hey, Gerts [ucchhh],

I have teaching and admin jobs. I am the Director of this unit and hire them myself. A teacher will make $70,000 and pay no taxes. We pay for a new villa (no roommates in a 4 bedroom house), transportation, security, etc…the only thing not paid for is food which is around $300 a month. I’ve been here a while and saved about 96% of what I made. Plus crazy travel opportunities… when we leave here for all these breaks we go to Amsterdam, Greece, Italy, Turkey, Vienna, Germany, London, and home.

So to wrap up, it is 100% safe here in the North, crazy cash, no expenses, and lots of travel opportunities. I respect you don’t want to come, but when you are talking to people, tell them I feel it was the best decision I ever made—how else can you save a ton of money in one year and also travel the world?

Take care, Gerts, and thanks for the help (or effort anyway).

W



He had a point there. He actually had several points: seventy grand, no taxes (there is some fantastic law or decree that U.S. citizens may work overseas and make up to $86,000 a year, tax-free), close proximity to Turkey, Greece, and the rest of Europe. I wanted to go to The Rest of Europe. Plus, Miss Teen South Carolina had vehemently stressed that our education over here should help The Iraq. Or something like that.

Supercrap.

I was starting to consider it.

I had been unemployed before, and it was not a good color on me. (In my mind unemployed was a pukey shade of rust, which totally washes me out.) The Harry Potter books had saved me from becoming completely suicidal, but those were still some dark times. December, and the end of my copywriting contract, was fast approaching, and there was nothing else on the horizon, except the credit card bills, which were hovering around $39,000.

Yep, that’s a lot.

Please don’t tell Suze Orman.

My credit card debt was not a result of reckless shoe shopping, which is probably what you’re thinking. You’re so mean. I had started a travel-planning business in 2002, which was expensive. Expensive, and ultimately unsuccessful. Reckless shoe shopping would have at least produced something tangible and wearable. I was unemployed, paying $1,000 per month in rent, and spending exorbitant sums on things like brochures and flyers and hospitality booths at trade fairs, not to mention automobile insurance, health insurance, food, and gas, and look what you’ve done, now I’m crumpled on the floor again, sobbing into my Scarlett O’Hara apron.

After a year of hoping and struggling, I had given up on the travel business dream but was so exasperated from living hand to mouth that when I finally got a paying job, I thought, “Cannot. Eat. Cereal. For dinner. Anymore!” I wasn’t willing to tighten my belt to pay down the debt. My belt had been tight for a year, and belts, like ankle straps, were just so restrictive. Suze would have been positively livid and would have spent several years screaming “YOU CAN’T AFFORD IT!” at me.

I was still carrying a weighty credit card balance that mocked me, monthly, from my statements. Neener, neener, neener—you owe us money! I had watched Suze patiently, but forcefully, explain how you needed to come up with a debt-elimination plan—you were supposed to sit down and plan how long it was going to take you to get out of debt. With $39,000 of debt, I couldn’t bear the thought of even trying to figure that out. It was paralyzing. A lot of debt, and no jobs on the horizon. The deafening cricket chirping was making my ears ring and my brain hurt.

With this new opportunity I was envisioning my crushing debt being swept away, me flying off wherever I wanted to go, and NEW SHOES! And I might even be able to finally start a savings account. That should probably come before the new shoes, but it probably won’t.

I wiped my eyes with my Scarlett O’Hara apron, pulled those sorry, few carrots out of the barren earth, shook them at the sky, yelled something about not liking vegetables, then emailed Warren:


I can’t start until March.





* All emails, text messages, and other written communications in this book have been copied as they were written, including spelling, grammar, and syntax errors.


Chapter Three


Details, Details



I chose March because I wanted to make sure I was mentally prepared. I needed holiday time with my family and mental time for myself, but in the meantime, I began grilling Warren about anything and everything related to The Iraq. Warren explained a bit about the location of the university, which was in a city called Sulaimaniah*, in the middle of the Kurdistan region of Iraq.

Warren said Kurdistan was the “safest” part of Iraq and was far from Baghdad and other violence-filled locations. So I was Googling “Northern Iraq weather,” mainly because I wanted to know what kind of clothes I should pack. Along with various weather reports were other kinds of reports:


18 hours ago: Gunmen kill 4 police officers in Northern Iraq.



Now wait just a minute, that doesn’t sound safe. The story detailed the growing unrest in the city of Mosul (a city in the allegedly safe Kurdish region of Northern Iraq) and how Christians were being killed. Another story popped up about the increase in female suicide bombers. I decided to stop reading. Ignorance really is bliss. Or, in my case, ignorance will help you proceed with your plan to get out of debt, start a savings account, and travel to places like Turkey, Greece, and The Rest of Europe.
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Warren had said I would be able to start in March, and then asked me to send him an email with “what I wanted” in my contract. I had no frame of reference for this, so I asked him, “What do you mean, what I want?” He continued to speak cryptically and said, “Just email me with what you want—you know, like salary, etc.” But he had already explained to me the salary and vacation, hadn’t he? I was confused, so I just sent this:


Okay, ideally I would like:

A contract for 1 year

$75,000

July/August off (plus the standard time off you mentioned: 2 weeks in October, month of December off)

2 weeks off after each term (how long are the terms?)

A pony

How’s that?



I had always wanted a pony.

Warren responded:


Gerrrrts,

Now, the money—okay, extra time off between sessions—maybe okay depending on starts of upcoming programs, and we already have a pony here for you.

The pony is a big responsibility. As the main means of transportation in and out of the city, you will have to care for “Tyrone” every day and make sure he is happy. I am sure you will do fine.

So, let’s wait and see now. Maybe a repeat of 1995/1996? Hope this works!

W

I responded:

No repeat of 1995/1996. I don’t want you skipping out two months after I get there.



(Warren had broken his one-year teaching contract in Korea and left after two months without telling anyone.)


Will you be able to send an actual contract before you go home for break?

PSYCHED ABOUT THE PONY!



No one names their pony Tyrone though. Honestly.
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Warren called me to discuss the many, many details and answer my many, many questions. He explained that he could “get me a better deal” if I signed a two-year contract. Sharp inhale of breath. Two years in Iraq? Then, he also explained that there was a caveat in the contract that stated something like, “At any time employee or employer may give sixty days written notice, and the university will fly you home.” Well, that sounded almost like the two-year contract part was somewhat unnecessary, but it also sounded like precisely the kind of escape hatch with which I would feel quite comfortable.

I then set to work, asking Warren the same types of hard-hitting questions Christiane Amanpour probably asked rebel freedom fighters about their living conditions:

“Do the apartments have TV?”

TV makes me feel more connected to the world. I could press the nice, red power button and see what was happening in Washington, D.C., or New York, or London, or the Land of Make-Believe. (When I say “see what’s happening,” I mean see what sitcoms or movies are playing.)

Warren confirmed I would have TV. “Yes, you can get a few regular channels for free, including CNN, movie channels, or for $70 a month you can get the full range of stuff you get at home.”

I was sold. Go ahead and book my ticket. Okay, not really, but that small bit of information did make me feel better.


Me: How do you get around?

Warren: Convo…well, I don’t want to say convoy, but that’s kind of what it is.



Hmmm, that sounded covert and exciting. I was imagining tanks.


Me: What do you eat?

Warren: Lots of lamb.



Meh. I could eat lamb, I guess.


Me: Where do you grocery shop?

Warren: We get groceries at the local market, and it’s all fresh produce—no preservatives, you have to eat it right away.



This confused me, as it sounded like Warren was unfamiliar with how fresh produce worked. Of course you’d have to eat it right away. Otherwise it would mold or rot, right? I mean, I didn’t cook, but I did eat, and I felt like I knew a thing or two about fruit.


Me: What about…um, drugstore stuff?



Warren thought I meant medicine and started discussing various medications, which was not what I needed to know.


Me: Um, no, you know, drugstore items…like… sunblock…

Warren: Yeah, I’m not sure about that.

Me: And other drugstore items…

Warren: (Confused silence)

Me: Tampons. Can I get tampons there?



I tried to say “tampons” in a Christiane Amanpour-ish British accent to make it sound less pedestrian and embarrassing, and by the time I finally blurted out the sentence it no longer sounded like a question. It was a flat statement.


Warren: (Laughing) Oh! Yeah, you’ll have to bring tampons—it’s a Muslim country, and they don’t do tampons at all.



Yikes. I wondered if they had to use those old-timey sanitary napkin belts, like in the Judy Blume books.


Me: What is the year-round weather?

Warren: Not humid, but it can get up to fifty Celsius in summer…



Warren was Canadian and forgot that we Americans foolishly cling to an entire system of temperature/climate measurement no one else in the world used. I would just double-check it on an online conversion website.

Crap, 50 Celsius was hot. It was like 122 in regular, American degrees.


Warren: It’s hot between March and October. But bring about two months’ worth of winter clothes.

Me: Is there a dress code?

Warren: Not really.

Me: Really?

Warren: Nah. It’s Northern Iraq, Gerts. It’s different, you’ll see.



No dress code? In a predominantly Muslim country? That seemed odd, but at least I wouldn’t have to wear the black tablecloth.


Me: How do you get exercise?

Warren: The compound is very safe. There aren’t any weight machines or anything like that, but you can run or walk around.

Me: What is the electrical voltage?



At this point the rest of the Q&A could be considered travel guide fodder, so I won’t bore you with the details. But, 220v.

Since Warren had said he was “doing all the hiring” and was the director, I had a moment of unease. I said doubtfully, “You’re not going to be my boss, are you?” He paused and answered, “No…” Extended pause. “I mean, not really. Kind of—I mean, you’ll report to me, but you’re going to really be doing your own thing.”

Warren knew me well enough to know that I would not want him to be my boss. In Korea we had been coworkers, and I never considered him someone I could take orders from. I had seen him dance.



* You will see “Sulaimaniah” spelled in a variety of different ways. The Kurds can’t seem to agree on one particular way to Anglicize the spelling, and neither can I.


Chapter Four


Joan of Arc & She-Ra Will Work for Shoes



I sent the following email to friends who I thought might react with confounded shouts of “Whaaaaaaaa?” if I didn’t tell them before posting Facebook status updates from Iraq, like “Gretchen Berg is suffering in this fifty-degree (Celsius) weather.”


This will seem completely crazy to all of you, and initially did to me as well, but I’ve given it some good thought over the past couple of weeks and am DOIN it:

In March I’m going to go overseas to teach ESL in Sulaymaniya, Iraq.

Go ahead and digest that. See? Not so bad!

Here is a CNN clip about the school, where my good friend Warren is Director of Something (he does all the hiring for the teachers and administrative staff):

[I included the same link Warren had sent me.]

Warren has sent me a bunch of info on the pay & benefits and both are great. We had a conversation this morning, and I asked him all the important questions, like “Will I have TV?” and “Can I bring my shoes?”

I am signing a two-year contract, and will be able to pay off all my debt and such. Since Warren is in charge he’s being REALLY flexible about the details, and I will have lots of time off to travel (I think all of July/August/December, plus several weeks here and there). This means I’ll want people to come meet me in places like Greece, Turkey, Croatia…

Okay, you can keep digesting, but I’ll also welcome your comments. ;)



And I did. I welcomed their comments, which were varied, hilarious, a little bit paranoid, and a lot ludicrous.


“Good freaking Lord. Go big or go home! This is beyond big!”

“Why not Korea? That was fun, no? Or Belize…good snorkeling without the bombing and such. Japan…good sushi and they love Americans. Seriously. No Iraq-y for Gretch-y!”

“Stay in the Green Zone.”

“I think it is an amazing experience and think YOU are amazing for taking on this challenge. I mean, who does that? That is just incredible!”

“You’re probably going to meet some hot Iraqi guy and fall in love.”



And finally:


“VERY cool! I want to go!”



No one really wanted to go, though.

There were some people who reacted as if I were doing something noble and courageous. They used those words, which had me immediately imagining myself as a modern-day Joan of Arc, wearing a chain-mail tunic with matching headband, brandishing a sword high above my head. I may have had Joan of Arc confused with She-Ra. I thought to myself, Well, it would be more noble and courageous of me if I weren’t being paid enough to eliminate my sizable credit card debt, and if I weren’t being given outlandish travel opportunities. To me, it wasn’t so much noble or courageous as necessary and self-serving. No one likes to have Suze Orman screaming at her.

I did not have as easy a time explaining the decision to my family. “No,” “Absolutely not,” and “You are NOT going to Iraq” were the respective responses of my mom, dad, and sisters when I broached the subject. My dad’s was the most vehement, which was surprising—I had expected my mom to put up more of a fuss.

That my dad was so staunchly opposed to the idea was almost more of a selling point than anything else. Gordon Berg was perpetually criticizing my life choices. When I decided to do my student teaching in New Zealand, his response was “Oh, no. How much is that going to cost me?” When I wanted to teach English in Korea, he questioned the legitimacy of the hiring company. When I wanted to quit my dead-end sales job to explore my talents as a copywriter, he could only point out the instability of the new company and the lack of medical benefits. When I wanted to buy a car while living in Seattle, he waxed poetic about the city’s public transportation system and lambasted the soaring costs of auto insurance and car payments.

He loves me and means well, but my dad and I have extremely opposing views on how to live life. My dad subscribes to the “work at the same job for sixty years, never spend your money, never take any risks” life plan. That plan sucks. The longest I have ever worked at any one company was three and a half years, I never met a balance-transfer option I didn’t like, and I have indulged in behavior that could be considered risky, including bungee jumping, skydiving, and drinking tap water in Indonesia. And now I was going to Iraq.

I had to remind everyone that I was a grown-up and could make my own decisions and that no one was the boss of me! And since I was technically unemployed, that was a very true statement: no one was the boss of me. After explaining the benefits of accepting the position, and relaying everything Warren had told me about the school and the region, my family reluctantly acquiesced. Jessie and my youngest sister, Ellie, agreed to try to figure out how to use Skype. My parents agreed to accept my mail, take care of my fat, furry kitty cat Herb, and store some of my shoes.
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I hated the thought of leaving any of my shoes behind. As impractical as I could be at times, I was pretty sure my sojourn in Iraq would not present occasion to wear multicolored, silk Ferragamo cocktail sandals or brown suede Valentino rosette pumps. Those would have to stay in America, safely boxed up in the storage unit, and I would miss them. I was the single, cat-having, shoe-obsessed girl. Clichés and stereotypes exist for a reason. Because they happen. I loved my shoes. I loved them so much that I would often sit around my apartment, in pajamas or sweats, wearing various pairs of fancy high heels, occasionally holding them out to Herb for appraisal.

The obsession extended beyond shoes. I admittedly had a problem/issue/fixation with all kinds of clothing. I blamed this on my mom, who littered our home with issues of Vogue, Bazaar, and Glamour when I was growing up. Don’t give girls fashion magazines in their formative years if you expect them to wear sensible shoes.

In high school I used to make lists of every outfit I wore (if Excel spreadsheets had been around in the ’80s I would have been in heaven), and I would then review those lists to ensure I did not duplicate an outfit more than once in a month. Why? That’s ridiculous. Who would notice? Or care? Me. I would notice and care. Variety is the spice of life. It is also the spice of wardrobe. That’s a lesser-known idiom, sure, but just as true.

Different people have different passions for indulgence: video games, Cuban cigars, subwoofers, television sets the size of billboards, first-edition books, Fabergé eggs, art. My passion was fashion. Judge if you must.

Since I was going to The Iraq and would be making a substantial salary, I thought it would be okay to buy a new pair of boots. What?! They were on sale! I doubted that I would be able to do any shoe or boot shopping at all once I moved, and part of my mental preparation was making a point to do all the things I would have to give up. I went to Starbucks, I got together with my friends at the wine bars, I went out for sushi, and I bought new boots. They were Diane von Furstenberg tall, red suede boots with a two-and-a-half-inch heel, which almost made them sensible. They were my Wonder Woman boots, and I loved them so much. My mom did not. “Suede boots? Those will be practical in Iraq” was her official position. I packed them anyway.
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There were other phone conversations with Warren leading up to my departure, during one of which he excitedly informed me that he had “hooked me up” with a unique situation. The main university was located in Suli (the lazy Western abbreviation for Sulaimani). However, Warren had opened up a sort of satellite campus, three hours north of Suli, in a city called Erbil.

Warren practically gushed about Erbil and went on and on about how all the other teachers would donate a dominant limb to be up there. “Seriously, Gerts, it’s way more of an actual city. There’s a German restaurant, with real German beer—they serve it in steins. There are all kinds of restaurants and places to go out and there are two five-star hotels on either side of the compound where you’ll be living.”


Me: Really? Five-star hotels?



I tried to picture a giant, shiny high-rise with a doorman welcoming me, but it didn’t really work.


Warren: Yeah, one’s a Kempinski. You’ve heard of Kempinski, right? The German hotels? And the other one’s…well, I can’t remember the other one right now.

Me: So, they might even have a good brunch I could go to!



Warren paused a second and then said, “Sure!”

This new development called for a readjustment of my expectations. I would no longer be at the main university, and I had to ask Warren an entirely new set of questions about what to expect in Erbil. He was, as usual, vague and unconcerned with details, which crippled my ability to create any type of visual to help me picture my upcoming life there. It was just a blurry unknown, Erbil. Meh, Iraq was Iraq. If Erbil was moderately fancier, with German restaurants and five-star hotels, all the better.
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While packing I came across an article I had saved from Oprah’s O magazine (October 2005). I had been single for a long time. Yes, yes, quite possibly due to the combination of control issues, self-diagnosed claustrophobia, the shoe obsession, and the cat. There had been a couple of longish relationships in my early twenties, and then a handful of shortish dalliances into my early thirties, but nothing earth-shattering. I wasn’t bitter, I wasn’t jaded, but I also wasn’t going to settle, and I would save anything in print that validated that stance. While some girls were clipping pages from bridal magazines, I saved Tish Durkin’s 2005 article in O about “holding out for real love”:


…Thus I was always defending myself against the peculiar charge, leveled more frequently and frankly with each passing year, of insisting upon love as a prerequisite for marriage. And not sensible, better-than-nothing, he-respects-me love, either. I wanted great, big, core-connecting, fate-fulfilling, gotta-have-it earthquake love or a lifetime supply of soup for one…



Preach! I had attended at least two weddings that could have been mistaken for funerals and knew countless couples who I was certain were together more out of convenience than actual, genuine affection. I had friends who endured numerous awkward evenings of blind dates, and even more painful second and third dates, in the hopes something would work out and they would get to wave a big, shiny diamond around and excitedly chirp, “I’m engaged!”

It wasn’t necessarily that I didn’t want the big, shiny diamond (jewelry is fun) or the excited chirping (enthusiasm is always good), but I was bound and determined to have it be the real deal. As I reread Durkin’s article, I sprouted goose bumps. She had met her “great, glove-fitting love” in Iraq.

I made the ridiculously incongruous mental leap to understand this meant all the tall, gorgeous, brilliant, and hilarious soul mates who had been mysteriously evading me must be clustered in some sort of Hot Man/Glove-Fitting Love Warehouse in the middle of Iraq. WMD didn’t stand for Weapons of Mass Destruction. It was the Warehouse of Men we’ve hidden from you in the Desert.

I thought, Oh, now, wouldn’t that just figure. That I would have to go all the way to Iraq to meet The One? Like everyone else who searches for metaphysical road signs, I thought maybe the article was at least an alert. Your love alert level is now at orange.

So that was one more thing to add to my List of Reasons to Go to The Iraq:


	Eliminate debt


	Travel


	Buy shoes (or at least have enough money to do so)


	Meet soul mate




And while we’re at it, I should probably attempt to increase my cultural tolerance of the Middle East, shouldn’t I? They say, “Don’t knock it ’til you try it.” Who? Who says that? Probably members of a 1940s barbershop quartet, but it was still a saying that stuck in my head. I had never been to any Middle Eastern country and may have been unfairly judging.

My new List of Reasons to Go to The Iraq:


	Eliminate debt


	Travel


	Buy shoes


	Meet soul mate


	Increase cultural tolerance




While I was busy making lists and imagining a wildly romantic, fateful encounter in Iraq, my mom sent me this email:


Just want you to be as informed as possible about the cultural challenges for women in Iraq even in Kurdistan.

Love, Mom

“Iraqi women—attacked and fighting for a voice

Iraqi activists are trying to counter the rising influence of religious fundamentalists and tribal chieftains who have insisted that women wear the veil, prevented girls from receiving education and sanctioned killings of women accused of besmirching their family’s honor…”



This continued in an MSN.com story I decided not to read. I loved the word “besmirching,” but “religious fundamentalists” and “tribal chieftains” were not things I wanted to think about. They would only make me second-guess my decision to go. I was normally not a big fan of ignorance; however, I was a big fan of bliss. The road to bliss went straight through The Iraq, and I would be taking it, apparently in some sort of convoy, while wearing my chain-mail tunic and matching headband.


Chapter Five


Hockey Bags, Eh?



The frequency of my phone conversations with Warren increased as March drew closer. I was still feeling apprehensive about such a monumental life change. I loved to travel. It made the world seem a much more manageable place. Being surrounded by a culture—the sounds, smells, and general feel of a place—allowed me to really see how other people lived, and I could weather a mild-to-moderate case of culture shock for brief periods of time (two weeks in China, a month in Nepal).

One whole year had been a struggle for me. I was in Korea from 1995 to 1996, when email was a radically new form of communication. Most people were still writing actual letters, with pen and paper, and using the abacus for financial transactions. Very few people used email regularly. Keeping in touch with friends and family back home was a challenge, which made Korea an isolating experience. There were many Crying Days in Korea. Ergo, I publicly declared I would never live overseas again. Never say never. There’s a reason Justin Bieber is so popular. He’s very wise.

I would be living overseas again, which meant schlepping stuff. I needed to know how much stuff I could or should bring, and whether or not it could be shipped, to avoid unnecessary schlepping.


Warren: Gretch [not “Gerts”—we were making progress], I just came back here from Canada, and I had five hockey bags, each about ninety pounds, and I had no problem.

Me: Hockey bags?

Warren: Yeah! Get a couple of hockey bags, and just load ’em up! Bring everything!



Canadians. I didn’t know what hockey bags looked like, but I was assuming they were sturdy enough to carry big ice skates and hockey sticks, the Stanley Cup, and maybe a goalie. That actually sounded like a good idea. Some of my shoes bore a faint resemblance to ice skates, in both structure and weight.

I ordered two “medium” hockey bags online at Amazon, and two bags were delivered (unlike the ski-bag experience, which I’m still saying was not my fault). When they arrived, I opened them up and discovered they could sleep two people, comfortably. I don’t know how everyone else likes to pack, but I want the bags to be completely full, practically bursting. No empty corners or pockets; just keep stuffing them. Did I really need to bring forty-six pairs of socks? Probably not, but they fit into those empty corners so nicely.

I packed everything. Warren had transported five ninety-pound hockey bags with “no problem,” and I only had two ninety-pound hockey bags (so I thought) and two suitcases, which were probably around seventy pounds each. By my crafty powers of deductive reasoning, the airline would practically be thanking me for packing so light.

My mom went to the Delta Airlines website to look up their weight/baggage restrictions. She came to me with a worried look on her face and said, “Honey, they say you can only take two bags, at fifty pounds apiece.” I rolled my eyes in typical childish exasperated fashion and said, “Mom, Warren said he brought five hockey bags that were ninety pounds apiece. I’ll be fine.”

Mothers. They could be so meddlesome sometimes.
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It is possibly my least favorite thing to be standing at the Delta Airlines counter, at 5:00 a.m., listening to the agent say, “You can’t take any bags over seventy pounds.” I had four bags, two of which were one hundred pounds each (stupid hockey bags with their stuffable corners, and my inability to balance them on the bathroom scale at home); the other two were seventy pounds. I was told there’d be no math at the airport.

If you’re saying, “I’ll bet you’re regretting packing all those socks now, aren’t you?”… you’re right. If you’re a mom, you’re probably also saying, “I’ll bet you’re wishing you had listened to your mom now, aren’t you?” Yes, ma’am.

From Portland’s PDX to New York’s JFK, I paid a staggering $1,530 to get almost everything to travel with me. I got the hockey bags down to ninety pounds each, and the baggage agent took pity on me and let them go through. I had my mom take a few things back to the house, like the heavy Lonely Planet guides for Greece and Sweden (both part of The Rest of Europe, and potential vacation destinations) and a few pairs of shoes (dammit!).

I had arranged to have a weekend stopover in New York, to visit friends and my favorite cousin, before taking the final plunge and leaving the United States for the unknown. This did not work in my favor. I ended up having to pay extra-baggage charges twice: once in Portland and once in New York, rather than just the one time, had I flown straight through. Do not listen to airlines that are whining and complaining about being bankrupt. I am supporting many of them solely through my overweight baggage fees.
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Dante’s Eighth Circle of Hell was Fraud. My Eighth Circle of Hell was the Royal Jordanian Airlines counter at JFK’s international terminal. Royal Jordanian apparently only allowed two checked bags, at a maximum of seventy pounds each. That should not have been surprising to me, as it was similar to Delta’s policy, but those details were back in Portland, days ago, and it had been 5:00 a.m. then. The Royal Jordanian desk agent informed me that it was impossible for the airline to accommodate my two (agreeably colossal) hockey bags of now-ninety pounds apiece, two suitcases, and one small duffel bag. He explained that I could bring all one hundred eighty pounds of hockey-bag-what-have-you, but it had to be distributed among three bags, not just the two hockey bags. That was not logical. It was not efficient. It was not flier-friendly. But if I had to use various adjectives to describe Royal Jordanian Airlines, those adjectives would not include logical, efficient, or flier-friendly. Also not flier-friendly was the $850 in additional charges to get my luggage from JFK to Sulaimani, Iraq.

Wasn’t there some special loophole for people moving overseas? I was moving overseas. For two years. I wouldn’t bring all this stuff if I were just going for a week in Amsterdam, come on! Nope. No special loophole. I was forced to purchase another duffel bag, which was conveniently sold a mere eighty feet from the Royal Jordanian counter.


The monster Geryon transports Virgil and Dante across a great abyss to the Eighth Circle of Hell, known as Malebolge, or “evil pockets”…

—From a Spark Notes summary of Dante’s Inferno



I assume these “evil pockets” are where Royal Jordanian keeps the money I pay them for the duffel bags.

I parted with still more money ($40 for my new duffel bag) and was then forced to use a vacant luggage scale to redistribute 180 pounds of stuff between the two hockey bags and the new duffel bag. By this time I was frustrated and hot and stressed and frantically zipping and unzipping bags, while yanking items out of one, then shoving them into another. Pillows, sheets, bottles of mouthwash and shampoo and Woolite, jeans, sweaters, DVDs, books, magazines. I was trying my very best not to pull out anything like the Costco monster-box of Tampax, or any other humiliating accoutrement, as there were roughly forty other Royal Jordanian passengers standing in line, waiting to check in and observing me. I so wished I were just having a nightmare and at any moment my alarm clock would begin its stuttered beeping, but no, there was my alarm clock, next to the monster-box of Tampax. Quiet as could be.

The rest of the procedure was a blur, but I know that I was eventually relieved of my two stupid hockey bags, two suitcases, two duffel bags, and $890. I was then ushered to the security line to enter the ticketed-passenger part of the terminal. After clearing security, and huffily re-dressing myself (shoes, belt, etc.), my mood shifted. I saw a bright light and could almost hear angels singing.

I pledged my undying gratitude to the gracious Korean masseuse at Xpress Spa, who prevented me from crying by guiding me to one of the leaning massage chairs and then prodding and kneading me into a state of “Now I don’t care about the $890 anymore” for thirty minutes. It was a half hour of Relaxy Time, in between the nightmare of flight check-in and the dreaded twelve-hour flight in the ever-shrinking economy class on the very unfamiliar, illogical, inefficient, flier-unfriendly Royal Jordanian Airlines. I almost stayed for another thirty minutes, but I would have missed my flight. I signed my credit card slip, and the gracious masseuse handed me an Xpress Spa pen, with a slight bow and a smile. She must have known there would be something to write about on my flight.


Chapter Six


As the Dude Turns



We all have friends and acquaintances who are one-upper downers.


One-upper downer (n.): Someone who tries constantly to outdo your bad personal experiences with their own bad stories, which in their eyes, is always worse.

—Urban Dictionary



You had the flu? I had swine flu. Your kitchen remodel cost two thousand dollars? Mine was forty thousand. You had reconstructive knee surgery? I had every single bone in my body replaced with titanium rods. Sometimes it’s fun to one-up down yourself. Yes, the flight check-in was bad, but it was nothing compared to the first half hour on the airplane.

I was seated across the aisle from an American guy, probably in his early thirties, with that scruffy, disheveled, “I do Bangkok, frequently” look. I called him “Dude,” but just in my head. He wasn’t the moderately entertaining kind of Dude who takes twenty minutes to make your coffee because he’s slightly stoned and subsequently engrossed in all those wavy lines that appear on the surface of the latte, but rather the more repellent kind of Dude who, while seated on a crowded airplane, pulls out a plastic cup for his chewing tobacco spit.

While most of us were patiently waiting for takeoff, on the ground at JFK, Dude used the wait time to make some phone calls. We waited, and he talked for about an hour.


Dude: Babe, are you coming?



(Pause for Babe responding.)


Dude: No, no, whatever. I’m already in Jordan.



What? No, you’re not—you’re still at JFK. We’re sitting on the tarmac, but whatever, it’s not my phone call.


Dude: So, you’re not coming.



(Pause for Babe.)


Dude: Whatever, Lisa.



We will stop calling her “Babe” now.


Dude: You didn’t bother to call me for the last three days, and now you’re not coming.



Dude’s tone was becoming more aggressive, and I was becoming much more invested in this conversation. Lisa was supposed to go with him! But she’s not here!


Dude: Well, have a good time with your BOYFRIEND, you fucking whore—you’re such a fucking whore, and have you ever even been out of the COUNTRY or out of California before?



OH MY GOD! “…you fucking whore…” I mean, we were on an international aircraft, not a Greyhound bus. (Also, my personal guess was Lisa had possibly been to Mexico. It’s just right there, below California.)


Dude: Who is that? Is that that military fuck?



Ooooh, a love triangle. I like it. (Here is where I deduce that Military Fuck takes the phone from Lisa.)


Dude: Oh, YEAH? Oh, YEAH? Is this the Marine? Please tell me this is the Marine—you sorry son of a bitch—what do you call yourself? G-Funk?



Hey! Sometimes my friends call ME G-Funk! Not the right time, though, I know, I know.

Here, Dude lowers his voice, slightly, and hisses “nigger!” into the phone while muttering threatening-sounding expletives.

OH MY EFFING GAWD! PEOPLE DO NOT SAY THAT! I very badly wanted to move to another seat far, far away from Dude, but I was also dying to hear how this played out.

Lisa or Military Fuck must have disconnected because Dude began dialing again. He muttered something into the phone, then looked at the phone and dialed a bit more.


Dude: Well, have a nice life. Yeah. And oh, I gave that guy I know? That guy who does things? Yeah, I gave him your address, so have fun with that. Have a nice life!



This kind of thing really only happens on CSI—you know, in those blurry flashback scenes.

Dude was dialing again.


Dude: Lisa, do you even give a flying fuck about me?



Lisa, you needn’t have traveled outside of California and Mexico to have the common sense to answer no to this question.

There were a few more instances of Dude looking at his phone, then redialing. I had no idea if anyone was even answering on the other end anymore.


Dude: (in a soft, inside voice) Are you gonna marry me?



I must admit this was the best soap opera I had ever witnessed in my life.


Dude: When? September? Gimme a kiss.



Wait a minute. Is this Lisa, or someone new? These soaps are so hard to follow!


Dude: Where do you wanna do it? Lebanon?



This couldn’t possibly still be Lisa. She’d never been anywhere other than California and Mexico. She would never agree to a Lebanese wedding. Who was this mystery fiancée?


Dude: Uh-huh. Gimme a kiss.



I began wondering if this soap was on cable or just regular TV. Dude dialed again.


Dude: Whatever, Lisa—you don’t tell someone you’re going to meet them and then not meet them. God, you’re such a fucking whore, and…who’s that? Is that Kristy? She’s a fucking whore too. What?



Dude dialed again.


Dude: So you’re going to marry me, right? Gimme a kiss.



(I am not making any of this up. I was so floored by Dude’s initial phone manner that I whipped out my tiny notebook and began documenting this verbatim with my new Xpress Spa pen. Some of the writing got pretty squiggly because I was writing so fast; for example, it took me several minutes to work out “Lebanon” as I was reading my notes. I was squinting and thinking: That doesn’t say “Leinenkugel” does it? I don’t think you can get married in Leinenkugel.)

We were finally given the announcement that requested we turn off all electronic equipment and cell phones. It was right about this time, while Dude was arguing with the flight attendant about his right to a spit cup during takeoff, when I remembered Warren saying something about a fellow teacher who would be on the Royal Jordanian flight with me. I blanched. Please, please, PLEASE don’t let Dude be That Guy. PLEASE! That would just be unusually cruel. Oh, please. All the hard work that masseuse had done on my clenched-up muscles was now wasted. I was all clenchy again.

I glanced over in Dude’s general direction. Another guy, sitting two empty seats away from Dude, had struck up a conversation with him about where they were going. I couldn’t hear exactly what they were saying, but I did happen to notice that Other Guy was black. I was dying to know if Other Guy had overheard Dude’s use of the N-bomb during his absurd cell phone tirade.

This soap is fantastic!

I opened a magazine in an effort to appear to be minding my own business while trying to hear if Iraq was mentioned. It was! And then Dude started to talk about being “picked up at the airport in the helicopter,” and I thought, Hmmm, Warren didn’t mention a helicopter. Then Dude said, “My name is Brandon,” and my brain started racing. Brandon. Brandon? Was that the guy’s name? Brandon? DAMMIT! I can’t remember what Warren said! Oh God, oh God, oh God. This cannot be one of my coworkers. Please let the coworker guy’s name be Matt, or Dave, or Something Else That Is Not Brandon. I cannot fathom having to be within spitting distance (sorry, no pun) of this person on a regular basis. Please please please, NO!

If I had to land in Iraq, and then be introduced to Dude/Brandon as a coworker, I would have most likely lost my shit. My shit was partially lost already, as I had undoubtedly unpacked and repacked it into several different bags.
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Twelve hours later, I had more or less forgotten about Dude when we landed at the Amman, Jordan, airport. I was to have a brief overnight at the airport hotel. When I spoke with a man at the arrivals counter to arrange transporting my luggage on the flight from Amman to Sulaimania, I was informed that I would have to pay another overweight baggage fee. The rotten liars at JFK had told me that the $850 (plus $40 for the duffel) would cover the fees all the way to Iraq. The man at the Amman airport apologized and said, no, I would have to pay another $500. Unbelievable. I had now spent a total of $2,920 on overweight luggage. Go ahead and add it to the $39,000, but Suze is going to be pissed.

The Amman airport was thankfully small, so it was easy to locate the hotel shuttle. I boarded the little bus, just shaking my head. While my brain was spinning with the gargantuan sums that were crushing my poor, abused credit card, I pulled my phone out of my purse, just to see if I had service in Amman, Jordan. Can you hear me now? Shockingly, yes! My little phone powered to life and then beeped to alert me that I had a new voice mail! Oh, that would be nice, hearing a familiar, happy, friendly voice from home.

As the shuttle bumped along, I heard, “Hey, Gretch, it’s Jessie,” and then her voice cracked and the rest of the message was convulsive sobbing from my sister, who was crying because she hadn’t had a chance to talk to me before I left New York and thought I was going to die in The Iraq and was absolutely not helping me adjust to being in a strange new place after going through travel trauma and spending thousands of dollars I did not have. This was the thanks I got for giving her a free ski bag.

The hotel was called the Golden Tulip. That sounds pretty, doesn’t it? Yeah, it wasn’t. There was a metal detector just behind the front doors to the lobby, which did not instill me with a sense of warmth or, ironically, security. Welcome to the Middle East. I did not see one other woman between the time I checked in and the next morning when I checked out. The hotel employees were all men, and the other hotel guests were all men. My room had a very grotty feel to it, and I was pretty sure the stains on the curtains and carpet were blood. What am I doing here?

Bloodstains and slight unease aside, my night was uneventful. After using the hotel’s business center to send an email to Warren that screamed, “I AM HEMORRHAGING MONEY,” I was actually able to sleep for a few hours before reboarding the shuttle to the airport.

My mood improved perceptibly upon discovering that the Amman airport had both a Starbucks and a Cinnabon. I loved Amman! Welcome to the Middle East! It was 6:00 a.m., and I was insanely hopped up on sugar and having a jolly, hyper time waiting for the flight to Suli. It was amazing what familiarity and carbs could do to put me at ease.

Upon boarding the plane, I took my seat next to a young, apprehensive-looking, sandy-blond-haired American guy wearing a newsboy cap. He introduced himself and said that he was going to Sulaimani, to teach English at the university. His name was Steve.

Steve! That was the guy! Oh, thank God, it wasn’t Brandon! I was so relieved that Steve was not Brandon and still very hyper from the Cinnabon and Starbucks. I told Steve the whole Dude story, which he found amusing. Steve was the exact opposite of Brandon-the-Dude. He was like a little lost puppy you wanted to just pat on the head. He wasn’t spitting chewing tobacco or ranting at alleged whores or hissing the N-word under his breath, and that made the short flight to Suli quite pleasant. We landed, and I looked over Steve’s shoulder out onto the barren tarmac. We were in The Iraq.
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ACCOMPLISHMENTS OF PART 1




Running total spent on overweight luggage: $2,920 (okay, maybe “accomplishments” is the wrong word)

Debt eliminated: $0 (and now it’s closer to $42,000, thanks to the overweight luggage)

Countries traveled to: ½ (I really don’t count airport/airport hotel as a country visit, but the Jordan stamp will still be in my passport)

Pairs of shoes purchased: 0 (I’m not counting the red suede boots, and you can’t make me)

Soul mates met: 0 (Steve was not Brandon, and he was also not The One)

Cultural tolerance level (on a scale of 1 to 10): 6 (I feel it is fair to start at a midpoint of 5, and Jordan gets an extra point for Starbucks and Cinnabon. That is not particularly cultural, I know, but it did make me more tolerant.)







End of sample
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