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  About the Book


  Mayada Al-Askari was born into a powerful Iraqi family. When Saddam Hussein and his Ba’ath party seized power, Mayada little imagined the devastation that it would wreak upon her life. But soon she found herself alone in Baghdad, a divorced mother of two, earning a meagre living printing brochures  until the morning in 1999 when she was arrested by Saddam’s secret police and dragged to the notorious Baladiyat Prison, accused of producing anti-government propaganda.


  There she was thrown into a cell already housing seventeen other ‘shadow women’. These women came from different backgrounds, but all shared the same fate: imprisonment and torture without trial, and the threat of execution. To block out the screams of other prisoners, like latter-day Scheherazades the shadow women told each other their stories. Mayada’s tales of her privileged former life were a source of particular fascination, including her own encounters with Saddam himself.


  CONTENTS


  Cover


  About the Book


  Title Page


  Dedication


  A Note from the Author: Meeting Mayada


  Family Tree


  Maps


  1 The Shadow Women of Cell 52


  2 The Four Black Doors


  3 Jido Sati


  4 Saddam Hussein


  5 Saddam’s Wife, “The Lady” Sajida


  6 Chemical Ali and the Veil


  7 Torture


  8 Dr. Fadil and Mayada’s Family


  9 The Chirping of the Qabaj


  10 Dear Samara


  Picture Section


  Appendices


  Glossary

  
  Princess: More Tears to Cry


  Index


  About the Author


  Also by Jean Sasson


  Copyright


  Mayada: Daughter of Iraq


  One Woman’s Survival in Saddam Hussein’s Torture Jail


  Jean Sasson


  1


  The Shadow Women of Cell 52


  AT ABOUT 8:45 on the morning of July 19, 1999, Mayada Al-Askari was driving to her office at full speed. Mornings at her print shop were always the busiest time of the day, and from the large number of orders that had streamed into her shop the day before, Mayada knew this morning would be an especially hectic one. When she opened her business the year before, she had purchased the finest printers in Iraq, and for this reason, the work produced at her shop was considered the best in the entire Mutanabi area. As a result, Mayada had more business than she could handle. She accepted a wide variety of jobs, designing logos and writing text for milk cartons, boxes and bottles. She printed books as well, as long as the print order arrived with a stamp of approval from the Ministry of Information. Mayada ran such an efficient business that many other printing houses in the district outsourced their work to her, their competitor, and passed off her work as their own.


  Mayada glanced at her watch. She was running late. She careened around corners, but made certain she didn’t exceed the speed limit. She glanced through the windshield at the sky. It was growing dark with blowing sand, looking much like a foggy day in England. The wind was beginning to gust, rising and falling in heated blasts. July was an unpleasant month in Iraq. Mayada yearned to escape the heat and fly to the mountains of Lebanon for a holiday, but she no longer had extra money for vacations, so she pushed those thoughts aside. She parked her car on the street and stepped to the sidewalk. To keep the wind from stinging her eyes and irritating her throat and lungs, she tilted her head down and placed her hand over her mouth, walking rapidly. To her relief, the door to the shop was unlocked. Mayada’s dedicated staff was already at work. She had a committed group of employees, and not only because she paid higher salaries than most other printing offices. They were simply a well-educated, serious bunch.


  Mayada took a quick look around the office. Hussain, Adel and Wissam were already at their computers. Her eyes strayed to the little kitchenette at the back of the shop. There was Nahla, making coffee. Nahla smiled and walked toward her, holding out a cup. Before Mayada could raise the cup to her lips, she was approached by Hussain and Shermeen, both talking at once about the graphic design projects they were working on. They were interrupted by a new client who rushed through the unlocked door, anxious to start a conversation with Mayada. The young man said he was a Tunisian student and that he had been referred to her by another shop owner in the area. He wanted her to translate and prepare a questionnaire for him. Mayada was discussing his job when the front door flew open and three men strode into her small office. Her heart skipped a beat, sensing instantly that the men were too rigid to be customers.


  The tallest of the three men asked, “Is your name Mayada Nizar Jafar Mustafa Al-Askari?” His question astonished Mayada, for few people knew her full name. She used “Mustafa” particularly rarely, though it was a name she bore proudly. It harked back to her great-grandfather Mustafa Al-Askari, who, like her grandfather Jafar, was an important officer in the once-great Ottoman army.


  Mayada stood quietly, searching the eyes of the men before her. For a moment she considered fleeing or lashing out, but her father was dead and she was divorced. Mayada did not have a man in the family to protect her. She uttered a weak reverberation that sounded enough like “yes.”


  The tall man curtly informed her, “My name is Lieutenant Colonel Muhammed Jassim Raheem and these are my two colleagues. We will search this place.”


  Mayada found her voice by this time and managed to ask a simple question, “What are you looking for?”


  The lieutenant colonel lifted his neck only a little and the loose skin swung one way and then the other before he answered, discharging each individual word like so many bullets: “You tell us.”


  Mayada was silenced. She did not know what words or actions might save her as the three men began to tear her small business apart. Waste bins were emptied; the undersides of the chairs were scrutinized; telephones were opened with screwdrivers. Then the men seized her cherished computers and printers. Mayada knew she would never find the funds to replace them as she watched the men load the computers into the trunks of their two white Toyota Corollas, the choice vehicle of the Iraqi secret police. Helpless, Mayada slowly crumpled the Tunisian student’s papers she held in her hand, watching as the men destroyed her future.


  She took a quick look at her frightened employees. They had gathered in a corner of the room, not daring to breathe. Nahla’s face was pale and her lips trembled. The Tunisian student tittered, rubbing his hands, his face filled with regret that he had come into her shop.


  Mayada did not doubt she was the next item to be loaded into the ominous automobile and she begged the lieutenant colonel for one phone call. “Can I please call my two children and tell them where you are taking me?”


  He gave her a sinister look, then shouted, “No!”


  She spoke as gently as she could. “Please. I must call my children. My children have no one but me.”


  Her heartfelt plea failed to touch the man. “No!” He snapped his fingers and his two cohorts surrounded her.


  Sandwiched by the two men, she was led away. At the front door of her office she turned her neck and looked back, wondering if she would ever return.


  From the backseat of the Toyota, Mayada saw the sympathetic eyes of a passerby steal frightened glances at her before he scurried away.


  As the Toyota sped through the busy streets of Baghdad, she grew lightheaded. She willed herself to concentrate on the orange and yellow sky outside that swirled with billowing dust. The sandstorm now fully cloaked the city. Normally her only concern when churning sands approached Baghdad was to protect her home by blanketing windows and shoving papers under the doors. She would wait out the fury of the windblown sand and then seize a broom and dust cloth to fill small buckets with sand, which she emptied into her garden. Mayada’s stomach plunged.


  She glanced out the car window and watched as tattered but once-proud Iraqis passed. Twenty years ago when she was a young woman, Iraq had hummed with promise. The country boasted splendid avenues, fine shops, beautiful homes and a promising future. But under Saddam, Iraq grew diminished and dilapidated. Corruption clogged every government department. Iraqis were even reduced to standing in long lines for miserly tins of flour, oil and sugar distributed as rations in exchange for Iraqi oil exports under the U.N. 661 agreement.


  It was a bitter time for nearly every Iraqi. Even Mayada’s mother, Salwa Al-Husri, a strong, intelligent woman intent on supporting Iraq, could no longer maintain her faith that Iraq would soon rebound. Salwa had finally given up on her country and left to live in nearby Jordan.


  Mayada’s real troubles began after she divorced her husband, Salam, in 1988. The year after, she had left her job as a newspaper columnist and gone into the printing business for herself. But the Iraqi dinar had been drastically devalued and she lost everything. Once again, and in a weakened job market, Mayada was seeking employment. After the wars and the sanctions, few Iraqis had jobs. But for women, the challenge of finding work was even more daunting than for men. An unspoken government policy kept as many men working as possible, but evinced no concern for women who did not have a husband to support the family.


  With two children to support and on the verge of complete financial collapse, Mayada asked God for a small miracle.


  Her miracle came in the human form of Michael Simpkin, a television producer for Britain’s Channel 4. He sought Mayada’s mother in Amman and asked Salwa’s assistance to meet Prime Minister Tariq Aziz or Minister of Defense Sultan Hashim. Salwa’s contacts and influence in Iraq were deep, and she still knew the private telephone numbers of high Iraqi officials. She placed a few calls and established Michael Simpkin as someone government bureaucrats should meet. The British journalist met with Aziz, Hashim and Saad Qasim Hamoudi, the man responsible for foreign relations in Saddam’s palace.


  Salwa also encouraged Simpkin to meet her daughter Mayada while he was in Iraq, and Simpkin paid a visit to her home on Baghdad’s Wazihiya Place. While there, Simpkin told Mayada he needed to hire an interpreter. Once he learned of Mayada’s credentials as a journalist and heard her fluent English, he hired her, agreeing to pay her salary in U.S. dollars.


  Simpkin’s TV program, “War for the Gulf,” was a success, and the moment the British journalist departed Baghdad, Mayada formed a plan to go back into business. She had been capable of running her own business, which was destroyed only because of Iraq’s precarious financial situation. The business failure had been no fault of her own. She would simply try once again.


  She had never been so joyous as on the day she slipped her dollars into her handbag and entered a store to purchase six computers and three printers. The joy surpassed even that of her wedding day, when in an elegant white suit she felt beautiful for the first time in her life.


  With her dollars and her determination, Mayada reentered the world of commercial printing. With time, and after long hours each workday, her small business grew profitable. She was feeding and educating her children, without any assistance from anyone. With her success, Mayada came to believe that the worst of times were now behind her.


  But she should have known better, she told herself now. Over the past few years, Baath officials had become increasingly suspicious of printing companies, because printed flyers were proving a popular method of attacking Saddam’s weakening government. Although she took great care to keep her business above official reproach, innocence alone did not keep one safe.


  When she leaned slightly forward and looked through the front window of the car an awesome fear such as she had never known gripped her mind. She was on the way to the “Darb Al-Sad Ma red,” the “road from which there is no return.”


  She knew by the route the car was following that she was being taken to Baladiyat, the headquarters of Saddam’s secret police, which also served as a prison complex.


  Mayada had never before been inside this compound, but during the time the prison was being built, she had frequently passed the construction site in the mornings on her way to work. Never in her wildest dreams did she imagine she would one day be imprisoned there. But the unimaginable day was now upon her and she feared that death awaited her at Baladiyat.


  Within minutes, the main entrance of the prison compound came into view. The automobile passed through a huge, grotesque black gate decorated with two hanging murals. In the gold-plated murals, Saddam overlooked the Iraqi people as they toiled in fields, factories and offices.


  The driver stopped directly in front of a large building with small windows centered high atop the structure. Mayada went weak with dread, and when the two men lifted her from the Toyota, she noticed that the black sand clouds had completely obscured the sky. Her fear made her dizzy but she closed her eyes and took a deep breath, admonishing herself to remain in control of her senses. She found use of her muscles and forced herself to look up. The face of Saddam Hussein stared back from every compass point.


  Mayada had been in Saddam’s presence more than once. She had even stood close enough to the man to note the dark-green tribal tattoo he once wore on the end of his nose.


  Baath party slogans were plastered on posters everywhere. “He who does not plant does not eat.” Mayada couldn’t help but wonder if she would ever be hungry again. As they pulled her into the building she looked upward to say a small prayer. “God, keep Fay and Ali safe and return me to them.”


  A man on either side of her guided Mayada up the stairs. At the top, emaciated men in torn, bloodstained clothing squatted on the floor, their hands bound behind their backs. Every face was bruised black; some faces still streamed with blood. No one squatting in the hallway spoke, but Mayada felt an aura of sincere compassion follow her awkward progress as she was dragged down the hall and into a nearby room.


  By this time Mayada was stumbling and weeping in absolute terror.


  Unlike many Arab women who were long burdened by cruel fathers and other men, Mayada had never known male dominance or masculine outrage. Her father, Nizar Jafar Al-Askari, had always been a gentle man. He never once favored the idea of sons over daughters, even though in Iraq a man surrounded by females is often pitied.


  When Mayada was born, her father felt concern even for the reaction of Scottie, the much-loved black Scottish terrier he’d acquired in England. Mayada’s father lifted Scottie in his arms and took him into the nursery to sniff at Mayada’s feet. He advised Scottie that the feet of his daughter had been designated as his limit for the time being, but that one day soon Mayada would be old enough to play with him as his companion.


  Deep in Saddam’s secret police headquarters, Mayada was overwhelmed by the wish to have her peaceful father by her side. She had never felt so alone in forty-three years of living as she did at that moment.


  Someone shoved her from behind and Mayada was propelled into a room with a fierceness that loosened her sandals. She barely managed to catch her footing without sprawling on the floor.


  A man stood behind a desk and shouted into a telephone. The skin on his face was youthful but his hair was completely white.


  He slammed the phone down and glared at Mayada, then shouted, “And what do you think you were going to accomplish by this treason?”


  Mayada began crying even harder at the word “treason,” for she knew that such a charge would mean certain death in Iraq. She clutched her hand to her throat and sputtered, “What do you mean?”


  He screamed loudly, “You lowlifes have the guts to print leaflets against the government!”


  She did not understand this charge. Her small print shop had never been asked to print leaflets criticizing the government, and even if it had, she would have refused. She knew such a thing would gain the attention of Saddam’s secret police and would end in the deaths of every man, woman and child associated with her shop. Only revolutionaries with a mind to overthrow Saddam became involved in such unlawful activities. She was a law-abiding citizen who was careful to stay far out of reach of political controversy.


  As she stood there petrified, the white-haired man shouted, “Take this lowlife woman away! I will tend to her later!” Mayada feared what he meant, but her thoughts shifted to Fay and Ali. In Iraq, when a family member is arrested, the family’s children are often taken away to be tortured, as well. Mayada summoned all her courage and asked the white-haired man, “Where are you sending me?”


  He looked at her and shouted, “Detention!”


  Mayada’s background gave her the courage to ask, “Can I please make one phone call?”


  Mayada was well-born, and knew that every Iraqi was aware of the prestige associated with her family. Operating on instinct, she delivered her own threat by adding, “My mother is Salwa Al-Husri.”


  The man’s foot was raised inches from the floor, and he paused in that silly position to look at her. As he considered his response, he continued to hold his foot elevated. At any other time in her life Mayada would have laughed at his ridiculous posture, but the moment was wholly devoid of humor. Still, she felt the smallest glimmer of hope. Was it possible that the white-haired man did not know who she was? His apparent utter surprise gave her hope that her words might change the course of events.


  She told him, “Sooner or later you will have to answer to someone. My mother has many contacts at the highest ranks.”


  As in slow motion, he placed his upheld foot back on the floor. But she could see that he was still thinking. Without a word, he handed her the telephone.


  Her trembling hands were so pale she wondered if somehow the blood had left them. She took the phone and dialed her home, praying that her children would answer, praying that they had not been taken. The phone rang and rang.


  There was no answer.


  Without looking into the man’s face, she fought her panic and dialed a second time, hoping that in her jumbled mental state she had misdialed her home number.


  As the phone continued to ring, the man stood and watched, tilting his head first one way and then another.


  Suddenly he grabbed the phone from Mayada’s hands. The fears of every bombing raid she’d endured during the war years could not compare with her terror at the idea that the secret police might lay a hand on Fay and Ali. But she would be left without an answer. With a smirk, the white-haired man gestured for her to leave.


  Mayada had to make a second pass of the prisoners still squatting in the hallway, and she steeled herself with the knowledge that she was now one of them. And worse, no one outside Baladiyat knew where she was.


  The two guards pulled matching, black-tinted sunglasses from their pants pockets and placed them across their eyes. They crowded around her, walking along with solemn expressions and nudging her shoulders with their hands to urge her forward. She was escorted out of the building and across the prison grounds.


  Since she had never been to this compound before, she found herself comparing this new center of operations to the old secret police headquarters, a place she had visited a number of times during the 1980s, when family friend and mentor Dr. Fadil Al-Barrak worked there as Director General. At that time, she’d had no idea that the place she visited held such horrors. As far as Mayada knew, Dr. Fadil, as she called him, was a man in charge of Iraq’s security, a man who protected Iraqis from dangerous opposition groups or internal terrorists. When she visited Dr. Fadil at the secret police headquarters, she went there to discuss his books or to explore her writing career.


  But now Mayada felt overwhelming guilt for benefiting from her family’s relationship with Dr. Fadilshe now understood that he had presided over a place where thousands of Iraqis were tortured to death. She now knew that she had deceived herself about the reality of her government’s shameful activities, and that in her youthful naïveté she could not see her country as she should have. She compared long-forgotten things that she suddenly remembered from the old headquarters with what she was now seeing at this new center. Everything was different, and the new buildings reflected those changes.


  When Dr. Fadil was Director Generalor, as he was called by everyone in the secret police service, “Al-Sayid Al-Aam,” or “Mr. General”the secret police headquarters was in Al-Masbah, close to Park Al-Sadoun, a Baghdad area that was once inhabited by Jews and Christians. The homes in that area were built in the old Baghdad style, with ornate shutters and large balconies, and generous gardens where laughing children would play games of hide-and-seek and hopscotch.


  One beautiful Iraqi morning, government officials had unexpectedly arrived and confiscated those fine old homes from their owners, then built a high fence around the neighborhood and turned the area into a warren of buildings and streets with hidden chambers.


  Dr. Fadil, who had ruled over the entire department and answered only to Saddam, had built himself a modern office in the midst of these old homes. The ground floor of his office building was a garage filled with new Japanese automobiles, which Mayada knew had been given as gifts by Saddam Hussein. Dr. Fadil’s office was furnished with a huge mahogany desk and a dark leather couch, with two lofty chairs and glass coffee tables. The ceiling was constructed of small metal squares decorated in a pop-art image so dazzlingly bizarre that Mayada imagined it suitable for a dance club. His huge office had every modern convenience, including numerous monitors on which he could view every aspect of the rambling prison. Dr. Fadil’s office also boasted such luxuries as video machines, which were then very rare in Iraq, as well as a small movie screen on which he invited close friends to view the latest Hollywood movies. He even had a large swimming pool constructed at his office.


  In the spring of 1984, Dr. Fadil had been promoted and transferred to the Iraqi Intelligence Service, and his new offices were located at Sahat Al-Nosour, in the Al-Mansour area. Mayada had visited him in his new headquarters at various times until 1990, when Saddam ordered Fadil’s arrest. She knew that if Dr. Fadil were still in charge she would be a welcomed visitor to Baladiyat, rather than a frightened prisoner.


  Mayada and her two guards arrived at a solid block of concrete buildings. As she passed through the door she was taken into a spherically shaped office to the right of the entrance hall. There a small-boned man with a wrinkled face sat behind a circular desk. She eyed him closely. His face was wrinkled by worries, not by time. She could not explain how she knew that the man had been aged by what he had seen, rather than by the number of years that had passed, but somehow she knew.


  He suddenly spoke. He ordered her to give him her possessions. He registered each item calmly: a ring, a watch, a wallet with 20,000 Iraqi dinars (about U.S. $10), a workbook with assignments for printing and design, a telephone book, a compulsory identification card, her keys and, finally, a note from her daughter Fay reminding her not to forget the luncheon date they had made for that day.


  Another man suddenly came out of nowhere, grabbed her right hand and crushed her thumb onto an inkpad. He stamped an impression of her thumb on the list of her belongings. A second man then came into the room, and the two guards took her to the prison cells.


  After passing a double door, she found herself in a long corridor lined with cell doors. The men stopped in front of the third door on the right. Mayada stood nervously while the thickset man unlocked the heavy padlock and gestured her to enter. Then she saw it. “52.” Terrified, she cried out, “Noooooo.”


  She trembled in disbelief as she reached out toward the number. They were going to lock her into cell number 52. Her eyes began to prickle, then her flesh began burning from her toes to the top of her head. The number 52 pressed against her heart like an iron fist52 was an unlucky number that had pursued her family for generations. Her beloved father had died at age 52, in room 52 at the Nun’s Hospital. Her father’s father, Jafar Pasha Al-Askari, had been assassinated at age 52. And now she was being locked into cell 52. Mayada felt certain that her arrest was as good as a death sentence. No! She could not enter that cell. No one could make her. She planted her feet firmly on the floor and looked around for something firm to cling to.


  The pock-faced guard shouted. “Go in!”


  Mayada’s voice was jerky, the words she spoke almost inaudible. “I cannot. I cannot.”


  The guard’s jaw tightened. “Go in, I said!”


  The second man gave her a violent shove.


  Mayada flew sprawling into cell number 52. She groped at the cell wall with her fingers to keep from falling. Her vision blurred as she slid her fingers over the cool wall.


  She heard the slamming of the door and the click of the lock behind her. She was trapped. With her palms pressed hard against the wall, Mayada regained her balance. She stood in the middle of a small, rectangular cell.


  Flushed and panting and confused by the fluorescent lights on the ceiling and the dancing shadows all around her, she broke into tears when she realized that the shadows were not actually shadows at all. The images formed into women, and one of the women walked toward her. In a voice filled with kindness she asked, “Why are you here?”


  The woman who moved toward Mayada stood silent, aside from her question, giving Mayada time to gather her wits. She made an effort to respond to the woman’s simple question, but could not speak. Instead, she flapped her hands and arms up and down. She did not know why she responded like this, and she worried what the other women must think. Genuinely frightened, she was afraid that the other women would call the guards to take her away to a mental ward. To avoid that fate, Mayada made a great effort to clear her lungs, which were bursting with tension. She struggled to force saliva onto her swollen tongue and into her dry mouth; she had had no water to drink since her morning arrest. She blinked her eyes several times in an attempt to adjust to the light. Mayada was too confused by the poorly lit interior of the cell to tally the indistinct silhouettes that she now knew were other prisoners, but she believed there were more than a dozen dark “shadow women.” For some reason, their presence gave Mayada a feeling of unexpected consolation.


  She later learned that she was prisoner number eighteen in a cell meant to hold eight prisoners, but as Mayada looked around at the overcrowded rectangular cell, that number might as well have been eighty. A toilet had been purposely placed in the cell’s one spot that lay in the direction of the Kaaba in Mecca, the point toward which she was supposed to take her five daily prayers. This was an intentional insult against every Muslim, because all Islamic architecture takes great care to locate toilets as far away as possible from the direction of the Kaaba.


  Mayada’s mind was now moved from her thoughts of prayer by a terrible stench. She had never smelled such a disgusting odor, even during the worst of the war, when rescuers were tugging at burned bodies that had been concealed under concrete ruins for days. The cell’s vile odor was so overwhelming that she could only imagine that it must have arisen from vomit covering the floor. She was so convinced that she stood in piles of filth that she lifted her sandals and examined the soles, but they were clean. She cautiously inhaled and decided that the odor was everywhere. She could only assume that the stench of lentils cooking in the prison kitchen had seeped through the cement of the cell, where it merged with the scent of unwashed bodies and the strong stench of the frequently used toilet.


  Before turning her attention to the woman who had spoken, Mayada took another long look around the cell. Red, black and gray graffiti was scrawled on the wallsshe hoped that the red messages weren’t written in blood. She saw a glimmer of sunlight coming through a tiny barred window at the top of the back wall. Two iron benches that she presumed were bunks ran along the sides of the room.


  The owner of the sympathetic voice stepped closer and a hand gently touched Mayada’s shoulder. “Why are you here, little dove?” she asked.


  Mayada looked into the woman’s face and saw that she was beautiful. The woman’s skin was extremely fair. She even had a few freckles scattered over her delicate nose. Her vivid green eyes shone.


  The beautiful woman spoke again. “I am Samara. Why are you here?”


  Other shadow women stepped forward to listen, and the expressions on their faces conveyed compassion for Mayada.


  Mayada looked into their faces and shared the official explanation for her arrest. “The white-haired man told me that my printing company had printed something against the government, but that is not true. I have printed nothing against the government.”


  Hearing her own words caused Mayada to crack. The faces of her two children flashed before her eyes. She was going to take Fay to a luncheon and then to the dentist. Ali needed to go to the barber shop. Afterward they were going grocery shopping. Now she was frantic that Fay’s infected tooth was hurting.


  Only two days before, they had celebrated Fay’s sixteenth birthday. Mayada had spent more money than she possessed to make her daughter happy. She had arranged for a birthday celebration in the Alwiya Club, a fashionable social club in Baghdad. Mayada’s own grandparents and parents had held many celebrations in that club, so it was always fun to party there, a small way of anchoring Mayada and Fay and Ali firmly to their past.


  Now, with her arrest, all of their lives were jeopardized in a way that would have seemed unbelievable yesterday. Mayada could no longer restrain the sorrow eating away at her and she cried out, “My children! There is no one to take care of them!”


  Samara took one of Mayada’s hands into her own and said, “Listen, you need to build a wall around everything you left behind. For now, you must think only about saving yourself. Otherwise, you will go crazy.”


  Mayada couldn’t think normally, and she knew that nothing would ever make her stop worrying about her children. But something told her to take a deep breath and to listen. Samara could help her survive. Mayada nodded, but tears continued to stream down her cheeks. Mayada winced when she noticed for the first time that other than Samara, every face looked pale and hopeless.


  It was clear that Samara was a practical woman when she ignored Mayada’s tears and asked her, “Are you hungry? We will share what we have with you.”


  “No. Thank you. No, no.” The thought of eating was nauseating.


  Samara was so kindhearted that she insisted, “You must keep yourself strong. During the interrogations they try to break our spirit along with our bones.”


  When Samara saw a look of complete terror wash over Mayada’s face, she placed her hand on Mayada’s back. “Put the thought of your children in a little compartment for now. Surely someone on the outside will tend to their needs. Think only of yourself until you get out of here. They will bring us some lentils or rice soon, and if you do not want to eat now, I will save you a plate. But here is some advice.” She leaned toward Mayada and whispered in a conspiratorial tone, “Never eat the eggplant. They served eggplant soup a month ago and we were all poisoned and could do nothing but lie on the floor writhing in pain for many days. We later heard that many prisoners died, although everyone in our cell survived.”


  Samara’s advice chilled Mayada, and she thought she was going to collapse. Then, at first quietly but growing in volume, Mayada heard the most exquisite voice drifting through the cement walls of the prison. A male voice was reciting Surah 36 of the Quran, Al-Yasin. In the Muslim faith, it is believed that whoever recites those particular verses is granted the blessing of a wish. The beautiful voice was chanting, “For that my Lord has granted me forgiveness and has enrolled me among those held in honor!”


  Mayada leaned her head against the gritty cell wall with the other shadow women and listened to the soothing verses.


  The voice continued with the words of consolation, “Verily the companions of the garden shall that day have joy in all that they do. They and their associates will be in groves of (cool) shade, reclining on thrones (of dignity).”


  A tall woman with big brown eyes muttered, “They are going to kill that poor soul if he doesn’t stop.”


  Samara looked at the brown-eyed woman and said, “Roula, pray for him.”


  Her curiosity aroused by the superb voice she was hearing, Mayada lifted her head and asked, “Who is that?”


  “That is a young man named Ahmed,” Samara answered. “He’s a Shiite who has been arrested because he converted to the Wahhabi sect.”


  The strict Wahhabi sect originated in Saudi Arabia. The Iraqi government forbade Iraqis from joining the group, which was considered dangerously radical by most other Muslims.


  A third shadow woman, sitting on a metal bunk brushing her long red hair, added, “Ahmed has been here for six months. Every evening he recites the Quran. Every evening they take him out and beat him. His screams shatter the walls of our cell but the moment they return him to his cell, he begins reciting once again. He is very defiant.” She nodded her head sadly.


  “Yes, Wafae,” Samara noted, “and he steadfastly recites even as they are beating him.”


  Mayada was now so exhausted that her legs could no longer support her frame. She slowly slipped downward, until she sat crumpled on the cool cement floor like some of the mentally disturbed beggars she had seen sitting on Baghdad street corners.


  The other shadow women gathered around Mayada, and three or four lifted her from the floor and led her to one of the iron beds, as though she were a helpless baby. They tenderly sat her down, and she felt the comforting touch of a cotton cloak as it was laid upon her shivering body.


  Iraqis can readily gauge the social status of another Iraqi, an intuition no prison cell can erase. Despite her exhaustion, Mayada overheard one of the shadow women, addressed as Asia by a second woman, whisper, “This may be our lucky night. With one of the well-born bunked in this cell, perhaps the guards will increase our quota of food.”


  Mayada was so dispirited that she lay in silence while the shadow women continued to gently question her. She did not wish to appear ungracious, but she could not find the strength to utter a single word in response to their inquiries.


  Samara settled on the floor beside the iron bed and began to tell Mayada her story. “I am a Shiite. Despite the guaranteed difficulties awaiting Shiites at every official Iraqi corner, I am proud of my background.


  “I’ve been told by family members that I was born an unusually pretty child. My maternal grandfather favored me from the first moment. So he asked my father to let me carry his name forward. My parents agreed, because they had more children than they could feed.” Samara smiled. “Besides, I was but another daughter, not as valued as my brothers. So my official Iraqi identification papers were issued in the name of my grandfather, rather than my father’s.” She added proudly, “I grew up a bit of a legend in the region because many people claimed that I was very beautiful.”


  Mayada nodded in understanding. Iraqi society values nothing more than great beauty. And this shadow woman was a raving beauty.


  “When I reached puberty, many men asked my grandfather for permission to marry me. So I was married at an early age to the best man of the lot. I had known him from childhood. He was a good man. And, although we were poor, we had no troubles until the Iran-Iraq war began. As you know, Shiites were not given the advantage of any government benefits, yet our men were expected to slip on their army fatigues with the enthusiasm of someone enticed with a plate of gold.”


  She turned her green eyes toward Mayada. “My husband, like every other man in the village, dutifully went off to war. I was grateful that he was allowed to come home several times a year, but his war breaks meant I became pregnant each time he visited.” Her eyes suddenly narrowed. “Several days after the birth of my third child, I received word that my young husband had been killed during an important battle. Whether the battle was important or unimportant, nothing mattered to me but the fact that my husband was dead. I was a young woman left alone with two sons and a daughter to feed. I became sleepless with worry.


  “A few weeks after my husband’s death, the government returned a coffin that they said contained his body. The accompanying official warned us not to open the coffin. We assumed the man was protecting our feelings, that he had been maimed. I didn’t want to see my husband. I was afraid he had been so disfigured by those Iranian artillery shells that my eyes would be haunted by the sight of him. But one of my husband’s brothers insisted that the coffin be opened.” Samara turned to stare at Mayada. “When my husband’s brothers disobeyed government orders and opened the coffin, what do you think they found?”


  Mayada shook her head and asked, “What did they find?”


  Samara’s mouth flew open. “The coffin was filled with dirt!”


  “Dirt?”


  Samara clenched her jaw. “Yes. Dirt. Can you believe it?”


  “What did you do then?”


  Samara gestured, raising a hand in the air. “What could we do? If we complained about that dirt, then everyone would have been arrested for disobeying direct orders.”


  Samara continued, “The family had the burial service and everyone cried. We could never stop mourning, wondering if my husband was truly dead, or if he had been taken prisoner by the Iranians and was rotting in some Iranian cell. To this day, the truth of my husband’s body remains a mystery.”


  Samara bristled at her memory. “That is Iraq for you.”


  Mayada sat silent and motionless, a great sadness overwhelming her.


  “Then a second man proposed marriage soon after we buried that dirt. I was lucky once again. My second husband was a reasonable man who was kind to my poor, fatherless children.”


  Mayada looked thoughtfully at Samara. Most Arab women widowed and left with three children would have a difficult time finding a husband willing to assume the responsibility of another man’s children. But this woman’s flawless beauty was so striking that many men would want to marry her, Mayada was certain.


  “We only had one problem. My second husband was not comfortable with the fact that I carried the name of my grandfather, rather than the name of my father. In his opinion, it was a sign of a father’s shame that his daughter would owe immediate allegiance to another, even to her mother’s father. So to make him happy I changed my official papers, in precisely the way the town officials advised.”


  For just a moment, Samara’s face wore a sorrowful expression, then she smiled and patted Mayada on the arm. “You see, after the Iran-Iraq war and the Gulf War and U.N. sanctions, my husband found it impossible to find any work. Then by 1997 we were so desperate that we decided to leave the children with my first husband’s family and go to Jordan. We had heard of other couples who had done this. So we bought cigarettes at a cheap price and sat on the pavement of Al-Hashimi in downtown Amman. We made a nice profit on those cigarettes. Not only were we able to support ourselves, but we had money left over to send back into Iraq, to help his family and mine. But we were stupid. We were so caught up in making enough money to feed everyone that we neglected our official papers. We overstayed our visa. We found ourselves stranded in Jordan. We didn’t know what we were going to do. But after the sad death of His Majesty King Hussein in February 1999, his son Abdullah, the new sovereign, graciously pardoned all Iraqis without proper papers. In our desire to remain legal, we decided to return to Iraq in order to get our passports stamped. Our desire was to return to Amman after a visit with our family in Iraq.” Her voice became wistful. “We loved Amman. I felt as free as a bird in that place.”


  She sighed deeply. “And so we came back to Iraq. I remember that trip like it was yesterday, even though so much has happened since then. I admit that my husband and I were feeling particularly happy on that day. We were relieved that our documents were in order and we knew we would soon see our loved ones. It had been nearly two years, you know. We made plans to treat his family and mine to some special fish and rice. But those dreams failed miserably. The minute we stepped inside Iraq, we were asked to step aside at the Iraqi border station. We were both startled and frightened. Despite our cries of innocence, we were detained and led away to prison. We were held in a shared cell in the Al-Ramadi secret police headquarters, the one near the Iraqi/Jordanian border. For six weeks. I was not tortured during our stay at Al-Ramadi. But my poor husband was beaten daily. After two weeks had passed, his torture got worse. The torturers at that place began to hoist him to the ceiling by his hands. Some days he was thrown back into our cell unconscious. I had nothing there. No water. Nothing. I remember I used to spit on his face to try to revive him.”


  Samara looked at Mayada. “I really did that. I spit on my poor husband’s face. But that spit was out of love, not hatred.” She tilted her head and looked to the ceiling. “We would have done anything to stop his torture. But how could we stop the torture if we did not know what it was we were accused of doing? Strangely enough, the guards didn’t even know. When my husband asked them what it was he had done, they said they didn’t know. The only thing they knew was that orders had come down to arrest us. But no cause for the arrests had been given, even to them.


  “I truly thought my husband was going to die from those beatings. But just when I thought, this is the end for him, we were transferred here, to Baladiyat. But then there was another big shock. They separated us. Now I haven’t seen my husband since March.” She counted on her fingers. “Four months. It’s been four months now. I don’t know if he’s dead or alive. And as far as I know, not a single member of my family or his knows where we are. They probably believe we’re dead. Or, perhaps the government has returned a couple of dirt-filled coffins claiming that our bodies are inside.” She then leaned down and whispered, “During my first interrogation here at Baladiyat, I finally discovered why we had been arrested in the first place.”


  Samara paused and took a cup of water offered by Wafae, the shadow woman with the long red hair, and held it against Mayada’s lips.


  Mayada insisted, “No. No. Really. I can drink nothing. Later.”


  Samara frowned but drank from the cup before continuing with her story. She looked around at the peeling walls. “When I was called in for interrogation, I thought perhaps government officials had discovered we were innocent of all wrongdoing. The officer who questioned me was so polished and polite and nothing like the men who had imprisoned us at the border prison. He even asked me to sit down and have a cup of tea. He treated me like I was the lady of the house and he was the servant.”


  Samara continued. “This is what he asked me: ‘Tell me, would you like to wear some earrings or would you like to wear some pantaloons?’


  “I began to relax. His behavior convinced me that he was going to present me with a government-sanctioned gift for all the hardship I had endured. But I was embarrassed at his talk of pantaloons. I told him that ladies from my region did not wear pantaloons, but I let him know that I would be pleased with earrings, something I could sell for cash in Baghdad to buy presents for my children.


  “He seemed relaxed, as well. He leaned on the edge of his desk. He smiled at me and then stood up. I thought he was going to get the earrings. My heart leaped with hope when he said, ‘Our esteemed guest requests earrings, and earrings it will be.’


  “I sat there like a fool with a big smile, but that smile left my face in a hurry. That man called in his assistants and they began to tie me up. They bound my hands and feet to the chair I was sitting in. Then, imagine my horror when they hooked a battery charger up to my ears. Before I could protest, that polite man turned the electricity on full force and stood there laughing at my pain and terror. The pain of that torture was far beyond that of childbirth. Each time the pain eased slightly, he flipped the switch again and again. Suddenly he stopped and I thought the nightmare was over, but then he said that in his opinion my feet needed some attention.”


  Samara held one small foot up in the air and Mayada thought that she had never seen such delicate white feet. But when Samara flipped her foot to the side, Mayada gasped in horror. The bottom of Samara’s foot was crisscrossed with vivid scars of red that cut deep into her flesh.


  Samara said, “Those pantaloons he mentioned now came as a surprise. As I sat there limp, waiting for the wood-like taste in my mouth to disappear, one of his assistants entered with a big pair of black pantaloon-like slacks that they slipped over my legs. I was picked up in the air and laid down on a special table. Those pantaloons were used to restrain my legs and feet. Then my feet were bound together in a wooden restraining device. That same evil man began to beat the soles of my feet with a special stick, and I soon found out what it was they believed I had done. He shouted at me as he beat my feet, ‘Why did you change your name? Why did you change your papers? Who are you spying for? Is it Israel? Is it Iran?’”


  Samara surprised Mayada with a smile and said, “For many weeks I had to lie in bed like a baby and couldn’t even hobble to the toilet. The beatings took all the flesh from the soles of my feet. Then they became infected and I believed I was going to die. But I slowly recovered, and now I can walk again. Since that first day, I’ve been called in on a daily basis. Some days they just question me. Other days they beat me on my back. Then the next day they beat me on my feet. Sometimes they will put me on the electricity. They ask the same questions. I give the same answers.”


  Samara bent her head over her drawn-up knees. “I’ve told them over and over. I am a simple woman. Fate made me the favorite of a doting grandfather. This grandfather wanted me to carry his name. My second husband asked me to go back to my father’s name. And that is the only reason I changed my documents. That is the whole story.”


  Samara’s face crumpled. “They have told me that I will stay here until I confess to being a spy, but I have nothing to confess. I am not a spy, and no matter how many times they shoot me with electricity or how many times they beat me, I will never say I am something I am not.”


  Samara was in an impossible situation. The men of Baladiyat would not stop the torture until she confessed to spying for Iran or for Israel, yet if she admitted such a thing, whether true or false, she would be put to death.


  Samara looked at Mayada and smiled widely. “The only positive thing that has happened to me in the last week is that my torturer has been transferred to oversee a prison in Basra, and the man who has replaced him is not as obsessed with the stick or with the electricity. Be glad for that, because the first man was so evil that I believe if he were bitten by the most poisonous snake, the snake would die!”


  At that moment Mayada felt a rushing pain down her arm and into her chest. It was the first time she had ever suffered such throbbing, but she knew such running pains were the symptom of a heart attack. In the next second, her fingers began to go numb. She reached for Samara and told her, “I believe I am having a heart attack. Can you get a doctor, please?”


  Samara leaped to her feet and grabbed an empty pot made of iron. She ran to the metal door and began banging with the pot and shouting, “We need help!”


  After a long moment someone came to the door and opened the little slot. “What is the problem?”


  Samara shouted, “I think this new woman is having a heart attack!”


  Mayada suddenly realized that none of the shadow women even knew her name. She tried to push herself up on her arms to gain their attention. She wanted to tell the women something of herself, so that if she died she could depend on any woman released to search out her children and relieve them of the anxiety of not knowing how their poor mother had left this earth. She told them, “Please, please listen. I am Mayada Al-Askari and I live at Wazihiya Place and my phone number is 4257956. If I die, or if I do not return, please have someone call my daughter Fay and tell her what happened to me.”


  One of the shadow women scrambled to find a small piece of charred wood they kept for such a purpose. Samara grabbed it from the woman’s hand and asked, “Repeat the information.” Samara wrote the details on the wall with the charred stick. She told Mayada, “Do not worry. You will return to your children. But if for some reason you do not, your children will be informed, by the first woman to gain freedom, that you were here.”


  The man had left without saying what he might do and Mayada suffered the sinking feeling that she was going to be left to die. But in a few minutes two new men arrived, although it was clear they had been interrupted while eating. One was still chewing and the other was using his fingers to pull some food caught between two teeth. The one chewing swallowed, and asked, “Who is the troublemaker?”


  Samara told him, “It is not a joke.” She then pointed to Mayada. “That woman is having heart problems.”


  The man sighed with irritability, and marched toward Mayada. He stood and stared at her face for a minute, then took his finger and poked her in the chest as if he could in that way ascertain the seriousness of her condition. He shouted for Mayada to get up and follow him. Samara and another shadow woman who was tall and strong came to Mayada and pulled her to her feet. Slowly the two women walked to the door with Mayada before releasing her to the two men.


  The hospital was only one building away, but Mayada had to pace her steps due to the escalating chest pains. One of the two men kept whining about his supper growing cold and the second complained about her rate of speed. He asked her why a young woman walked with the gait of an old woman. Since Mayada believed she was going to drop dead of a heart attack, she voiced her opinion of their conduct, telling them that they should be ashamed to treat an ill woman this way. Her bold words won her a slap on the side of the head from one man and a shout from the second man.


  Mayada and her guards finally reached the hospital. Although the exterior of the building was new and modern, the interior was untidy and filthy. The two men led her to an examining room.


  One of the guards said, “I’ll go find Dr. Hadi Hameed,” before walking away.


  The other guard stood at the door, watching her.


  The guard quickly returned with a white-coated doctor who was walking with his head down, staring at his feet. His demeanor gave her the impression he was elderly. But when he raised his face to her, she saw that he was a young man with a handsome face and dark eyes. The doctor startled Mayada when he expressed concern for her situation. Then he politely asked her to sit up on the examining table, and he proceeded to take her blood pressure. The doctor looked at Mayada with worry in his kind eyes, and told her what she already knew: Her blood pressure was dangerously high. Searching his caring face, Mayada reminded herself that her prison experience might cause her to adopt an unreasonably simple view of human nature. She must remember that many Iraqis were forced against their will to join the Baath party. These same people were coerced to accept government jobs that were unsuitable for anyone with a compassionate heart. She believed that this doctor was one of those people.


  He proved Mayada right when he glanced over his shoulder and noted that the two men had stepped away. The doctor spoke to her in a low voice. “There is nothing wrong with you that release will not cure. But since your fate is not in my hands, I will give you some tablets that I believe will settle your heart.” He then turned to open a drawer in a metal cabinet and selected a packet of small pink pills, handing them to Mayada and instructing her, “Put one under your tongue and let it dissolve. Anytime you feel a chest pain, you should do the same thing.” But he cautioned, “Do not take more than one pill every few days if you can avoid it. These pills cause severe headaches.”


  The pill was already in her mouth. She nodded.


  The doctor turned away and began to document her visit.


  As the pill dissolved, Mayada looked around the room. She noted that the examination table was covered with black plastic, and the plastic was covered with the heavy dust of that morning’s sandstorm. That sand might now work in her favor, Mayada mused. This doctor’s caring manner had given her an idea. Confident enough to take a risk, she used her finger to write the telephone number of her children’s grandfatherwho had remained friendly to her and the children even after the divorcein the dust. Mayada then appealed to the doctor’s kind heart. She asked him, “Dr. Hameed, please call this number and tell whoever answers that Mayada has been taken to Baladiyat. Tell them to call my mother, Salwa, in Amman. She will know what to do.” Mayada stared at the young doctor.


  Dr. Hameed gazed at Mayada for a long moment. His expression clearly displayed the internal battle raging between his headwhich warned him of the dire consequences of discoveryand his heart, which was shattered by the human despair he was forced to witness. Dr. Hameed stared down at the number Mayada had written in the dust. She breathlessly watched his lips move. He was memorizing the number, Mayada realized. The doctor looked over his shoulder once again, then picked up a cloth to wipe the dust and the digits from the plastic. He gave no sign as to whether his head or his heart had prevailed. Yet Mayada knew that whether he called or not, he wanted to have the courage to call. She must remember that the two of themand all Iraqisnow lived in a terrible time, and this good man could be tortured to death for deviating from Baathist Party rules of conduct.


  Mayada opened her mouth to ask if she could rely upon his humanity. But at that moment, the two guards returned, insisting that they must return her to her cell. Mayada froze, fearful that Dr. Hameed might be so anxious about the safety of his own loved ones that he would tell these men of Mayada’s request for assistance. But the doctor said nothing. Instead, he looked her straight in the eyes and said, “You will be better, so go back and try to get some sleep.” His words gave Mayada hope that he would make the call that might save her life.


  The men rushed her back to cell 52, although she asked them to walk slowly to accommodate her chest pains. But the two paid no heed. The rapid pace made her heart throb, and she was surprised at the sense of relief she felt upon reentering cell 52.


  Samara rushed to Mayada’s side and helped her back to the bunk, and several shadow women gathered around to make her comfortable. Mayada was given a folded blanket for a pillow, while another was placed between her and the cold bunk. A third blanket covered her body. The women had been served their supper while Mayada was in the hospital. As promised, Samara had saved her a plate, but Mayada could not eat.


  The women began talking about their own lives. Mayada learned that the woman named Rasha was a Shiite from the south. Another woman named Safana was a Kurd. Another nameless woman was a Sunni from Baghdad. They asked Mayada to tell them everything she had seen while outside the cell. Mayada sighed heavily as she told them she could not yet speak, but that tomorrow she would gladly answer all their questions.


  One of the shadow women spoke up and asked the question that Mayada had been expecting since relating her family name. “Just tell us, are you related to the great Jafar Pasha Al-Askari?”


  Mayada paused, thinking about her answer for a moment. She considered denying the fact, because people would often begin to behave as though she considered herself better than others, which was not the case. And some people, upon hearing of her lineage, would turn into devoted enemies for no reason at all. Still others would shift their normal behavior and treat Mayada with reverence, as if she were a member of a royal family. But looking into the kind eyes of the simple women who shared her cell, Mayada was struck with a deep certainty that they would remain the same considerate women, no matter whose bloodline she shared. “Yes,” she admitted with a weak smile, “Jafar Pasha was my grandfather, the father of my own father, Nizar Al-Askari.”


  The shadow woman reached down and touched Mayada’s cheek with a decided tenderness and told her, “My grandfather once met your grandfather when he came to the south collecting votes for King Faisal I. He always said Jafar Al-Askari was a great Iraqi. Many times I heard him say, ‘If only we had men like Jafar Pasha still among the living, we Iraqis could have avoided this nightmare.’”


  As if those words had unleashed their voices, the other shadow women began to exchange memories of a time when Iraqis had hope for a better future. Mayada overheard several others declare quietly that Jafar Pasha had made beneficial differences in the lives of their own families, too. Samara looked down at Mayada and smiled. “We will repay that great man by taking good care of his granddaughter.”
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