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Preface


Nearly twenty years after Guantánamo opened, people are still debating whether or not such a place should continue to exist. Imagine if American boys, eighteen years old or even younger, had spent five, ten, twenty years in a foreign prison without being charged with a crime, where they were tortured, punished for practicing their religion, experimented on, and forced to live in solitary confinement. This is Guantánamo. Between January 11, 2002, and now, the United States has held 779 prisoners at Guantánamo. Those men have been from all over the world, representing fifty nationalities and speaking more than twenty languages. They have been doctors, journalists, singers, professors, students, teachers, paramedics, poets, blacksmiths, former CIA spies and assassins, farmers, tribal elders, and so much more. They have been sons and husbands, brothers and fathers. They are the reason I wrote this book.


I never set out to write a book about myself. I instead wanted to tell the story of Guantánamo and of all the men who have been imprisoned there. To show the world what life was really like. To show the world who was really there. I thought that if I could capture all the small moments of joy and beauty, of friendship and brotherhood, of hardship and the struggle to survive—all the moments that united us and bonded us—that I could maybe change the way people thought about Guantánamo.


I thought it was important to capture these moments and to tell them from our point of view, the way we experienced them. These are important stories to tell, and I didn’t want them told by someone else who didn’t live them with us.


In 2010, when I was transferred for the first time to communal living, I started writing those moments down. I talked to my brothers and together we remembered what had happened to us. As I wrote these stories down, I called them “Moments from Guantánamo,” and I sent them as letters first to my attorney Andy Hart and then in their entirety to my attorney Beth Jacob.


I wrote the stories as accurately as I could. We didn’t have clocks or watches for years, so the first drafts of “Moments from Guantánamo” were unanchored in time, just like we were. But even though we had lost track of time and our connections to the outside world, we remembered what happened to us. I have changed some names and details to protect the identities of the brothers, guards, and camp staff.


In 2018, I started working with Antonio Aiello to turn my “Moments from Guantánamo” into a book. We spent hundreds of hours on Skype calls going through my letters and manuscripts, reliving my time at Guantánamo, anchoring my stories in time and place, and threading them all together as a narrative. It was hard reliving those years and processing what happened to me. Sometimes I remembered something new and became depressed. Sometimes I got frustrated with Antonio for asking me the same questions over and over again until he finally understood an important moment. Many of us suffer from bouts of PTSD, and years of living with harsh, bright lights damaged our eyes and left us with crushing headaches. All of this can make it hard to work. Sometimes I just wanted to quit and forget the book even existed so that I wouldn’t have to go back to Guantánamo.


I never intended to write the book as my story—it was always supposed to be about all our stories; it was supposed to be the story of Guantánamo. But I realized that by telling my story, I was able to tell the larger story of Guantánamo and the stories of all my brothers, so that the world would experience our moments of Guantánamo together with us.


Guantánamo still haunts me, and I still live every minute of my life with the stigma of being a Guantánamo detainee. I hope that by completing this book and sharing it with the world, I can begin to quiet those ghosts and chip away at the stigma. I hope that people begin to understand who we really are.


I believe art and storytelling are how we take people on journeys into our souls. Please allow me to take you on a journey through Guantánamo. Buckle up and prepare yourself. I will be your guide, but don’t worry—you won’t have to wear the orange jumpsuit, shackles, or hood. You will be free every night to leave behind the fences and isolation cells and rejoin your life. But I think you will come back and join me again to see a side of Guantánamo few people have experienced, where yes, there is much pain, but there are also unexpected moments of beauty and joy that will take your breath away. This is my Guantánamo.
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– PART 1 –



ARRIVAL















- ONE -


I waited in darkness for death.


The interrogators were done with me. You aren’t valuable enough to keep alive, they said. I didn’t have the intelligence they wanted on al Qaeda’s chain of command. They bound my hands with duct tape, then taped my eyes and ears. They taped my mouth and then pulled a hood over my head. They dragged me outside into the cold and forced me to my knees. I hadn’t seen the light of day in weeks and I thought I would never see blue sky again. I’d been kept hooded or inside dark rooms, stripped naked, and beaten bloody for I don’t know how long. Weeks. A month. Maybe more. I was in Afghanistan, but I didn’t know where.


If I hadn’t lived it, I wouldn’t have believed what happened to me. It happened so fast and none of it made sense. It all started days before I was supposed to return home to Yemen, when my friend and I were ambushed on the highway in northern Afghanistan and kidnapped by warlords. At first, they just wanted our truck and to ransom us for money.


I grew up in a tiny village in Yemen that had no electricity or running water. I’d been told all my life that I was smart. I was eighteen and full of the stubborn confidence boys can have at that age. I’d never been in a situation I couldn’t talk myself out of. None of that mattered when the United States started bombing and dropping leaflets offering reward money for al Qaeda and Taliban fighters. The warlords got a better price selling Arabs to the Americans.


The warlords told me to say that I was al Qaeda or the Americans would kill me. The Americans told me they knew I was an al Qaeda leader—a recruiter, a middle-aged Egyptian—and all I had to do was admit it. None of it was true.


WAITING ON MY knees to be executed, I wished that I could see my mother one last time to say goodbye. I regretted my sins and the mistakes I’d made, and I prayed to Allah to forgive me, wishing that I was closer to Him and had done more good deeds in my life. One day, we all will stand before Him. He knows I haven’t wronged these people who tortured me. He knows I have caused harm to no one.


A man cried close by. He begged someone to stop beating him. He begged for his life. This wasn’t new. In the endless darkness, I’d heard women and children beg, too. A soldier yelled and then there was gunfire, but it wasn’t for me. My heart pounded through my temples. I cried. Where would the bullet hit me? Would they shoot me in the head? In the chest? Would I feel pain? The rest of my life existed in these seconds and no more. I prayed again to Allah. I wished I wasn’t so cold.


Allah, oh Allah. I bear witness that there is no deity but Allah, I bear witness that Muhammad is the messenger of Allah. Allah, oh Allah.


I told myself that I would be strong when they came for me. I’ll make them work. I won’t walk. So they dragged me, my toes digging into the dirt. Allah, oh Allah. They threw me to the ground and tore off my clothes and stripped me naked. They searched me in the worst way, and what did they think they would find after I had been tortured and left naked for months? They pulled a hood over my head, put me into a burlap sack, and taped me up. But they didn’t shoot me. They threw me into what I imagined was a truck and tied me to the floor. At least the floor was warm. Engines rumbled to life and shook my entire body. I wasn’t in a truck; I was in an airplane. The engines revved louder and louder and then the weight of the world filled my stomach. Allah, oh Allah.


“Let me help you help yourself,” the interrogators had kept saying to me in the black site. “I don’t want to hurt you.”


I’d spent weeks in darkness hanging from a ceiling, naked, beaten, electrocuted… until all that remained was pain, real pain, a pain I never imagined existed. I tried to figure out what I could say that would make them stop. I told them the truth—that I was a student, that I was eighteen, that I was from Yemen. I told them I wasn’t a fighter, that I didn’t hate America, that I wasn’t al Qaeda—but they didn’t want that. They wanted something from me I didn’t have to give. They wanted me to admit that I was a man named Adel, an Egyptian al Qaeda recruiter, a terrorist who planned bombings. Fine.


“I’ll be whoever you want me to be,” I said. “I’ll be your Adel.”


I said whatever they wanted just to stop the pain. Just because they told me to say it and I did, didn’t make it a sin, but I still prayed for Allah’s forgiveness. Allah, oh Allah. I thought that once I had given them what they wanted, it would all be over. But now they wanted details. Details I couldn’t give them. If I had no value, what would they do with me? At that moment, I lost a part of me I would never get back. The pain, the questions, the torture changed me, and I didn’t know who I was anymore. The person they’d sold was gone forever.


WHEN THEY DIDN’T execute me, I thought that the worst must be behind me. Nothing happened on the airplane except the sharp contact of boots to my body. The plane landed and I got one more boot to the head and then someone pulled me up and tore open my bag. They wanted me to walk but I couldn’t. Allah, oh Allah. I wouldn’t. One of them put me in a chokehold and dragged me off the plane, punching me in the face, the ribs, the head. He threw me on a pile of bodies, like slaughtered sheep, and that’s where I stayed. How many others had they disappeared like me?


Noise and movement swirled around us, people talked and shouted in English I couldn’t understand. I couldn’t see. I couldn’t think. Allah, oh Allah. We stayed like this for hours, naked and duct-taped and hooded, freezing in the open wind as soldiers kicked us, peed on us, spit on us, put their boots on our necks. All of it humiliating but minor compared to what they’d done to me before.


Allah, oh Allah. Time melted and then someone dragged me away from that pile of bodies. They took the hood off my head, then ripped the duct tape from my mouth and ears but not my eyes. A man spoke in English and another talked into my ear in Arabic.


“Are you with al Qaeda?” he asked.


“No.”


“Are you with the Taliban?”


“No.”


“Are you a fighter?”


“No.”


“Have you been to al Farouq training camp?”


“No.”


“Do you know where Osama bin Laden is?”


“No.”


“Do you know where Mullah Omar is?”


“No.”


“Do you know where Khalid Muhammed is?”


“No.”


Allah, oh Allah. I said no over and over and then they shoved something in my ass. That’s when I fought back. My hands were taped but I kicked. I kicked and shouted. Then a mountain of soldiers piled on top of me, pounding me with fists and boots. When they were done beating me, the guy asking the questions came back.


“That’s what we do to people who lie to us,” he said. “You want some more? Don’t worry, you’ll get more.”


They tore the duct tape from my eyes. The bright light burned after months of darkness. Someone stepped in front of me and took photos of my face, my naked body, everything. My eyes adjusted and my surroundings came into focus. I was in a tent. There were soldiers everywhere; some wore masks and white protective suits splattered with blood. There was blood everywhere. One of the soldiers was beating a naked man. In one area were bags of clothes—where were the men who wore those clothes? Allah, oh Allah. Is this where they kill me?


I was told to sign a piece of paper that said if I tried to escape, they had the right to shoot and kill me. I refused. If they were going to kill me, I wouldn’t sign my own death certificate. They hooded me again and shackled me.


And then I heard a distant voice, a woman’s voice that reminded me of my mother and lifted me away from fear. I tuned out all the other sounds around me, the beatings, the engines screaming outside. I focused on that one voice, sweet and calm like my mother’s, and that voice brought me to life again. She spoke in English and I didn’t know what she said, and it didn’t matter. That voice transported me to a place in my heart where there was no more pain or suffering or fear. When I listened to her voice, I found peace in something my mother had always said to me when putting me to bed: Allah will never abandon you.


When they came for me, I was calm. They loaded me on a stretcher, naked except for the hood and shackles, and carried me away. Gates clanked open and closed. They put the stretcher on the ground, replaced my shackles with duct tape, and left. I waited in darkness for something to happen. And when nothing did, I reached up and took the hood off my head.


Bright lights lit everything like day. Generators roared. Soldiers shouted. Helicopters hovered above. Freezing cold slashed my weak and broken body. I was in a large open tent wrapped in barbed wire. I could see five other tents. None of them had walls protecting the inside from the cold and blowing snow. Outside were five towers, each topped with soldiers armed with heavy machine guns. American soldiers in desert uniforms swarmed everywhere.


I found a blue jumpsuit on the stretcher next to me and put it on, the first real clothing I’d worn in months, since I was first kidnapped. I was so happy that I could finally cover myself. The night was so cold. All around me were men bundled up in blankets trying to shield themselves against the icy wind.


I had never seen anything like this. The armored trucks, the helicopters, the number of soldiers with machine guns. Nothing made sense.


“Where are we?” I asked out loud, not expecting an answer.


“You are at the American prison camp in Kandahar,” a voice said in Arabic.


I lay back down on the stretcher. I was all the way south! Allah, oh Allah. I was so tired. I was so hungry and thirsty. Finally, I slept. And in my dream, I saw myself in a metal cage wearing orange. I was woken by that beautiful voice again, talking quietly close by. I didn’t know what she said or whom she was talking to, but I closed my eyes and listened to this lovely voice until it faded away. That woman’s voice was the voice of life, like a mother’s whisper that says, Everything is going to be okay.


I believed this.














- TWO -


It’s difficult to remember what my life was like before I was sold to the United States and sent to the CIA black site in Afghanistan. Torture corrodes your memory and sense of time. When I was kidnapped, I only had a few more days left in Afghanistan before I was supposed to fly home to Yemen, where I would prepare for university. My work as a research assistant in Afghanistan had earned me a valuable reference letter and the promise of a student visa and money to attend university in the United Arab Emirates. This was a big deal for me—huge—and I was so excited about my future. I thought that the best part of my life was ahead of me and that nothing could stand in my way. When I think about it now, it seems unreal, like someone else’s dream. I can picture the surface of my old life, but the memories blur around the edges and it’s hard to feel beneath the surface. It’s frustrating. It’s humiliating. It reminds me of what I lost and will never get back.


I remember my village in Raymah and the steep rocky mountains terraced with coffee farms. We lived like tribes in the old days, farming and raising goats and cattle, like Little House on the Prairie but in Yemen. My mother always woke up before dawn and the morning call to prayer and prepared my brothers and sisters and me for school. We didn’t have electricity or running water and she had to pump water from the well, light the lamps, and stoke the fire before making us tea and porridge or soup. I loved the way she lined us all up before school and kissed each one of us as we walked out the door. My mother hadn’t gone to school herself and couldn’t read or write, but she somehow made sure that we all got our schoolwork done every night. I can’t remember how.


I remember my sisters went to school, and that was a really big deal because most parents wouldn’t send their daughters to school. But my father insisted—for him education was important, almost as important as the tribe. I remember leaving for school in the soft glow of the early morning light and trailing behind my sister along the five miles of rocky goat paths to the neighboring village. The mist hung heavy over the land and I felt like we were walking through clouds. I remember the wet smell of morning dew and how the lush green of coffee fields was somehow deeper in the morning light than when we came home in the afternoon. My mother always said that even though the ground was rocky, it was fertile, so fertile you could drop a seed anywhere and it would grow. This was my world.


My mother took care of us mostly by herself and she was considered rich for the number of sons she had. One of my chores was to help my sister herd the goats and sheep. I loved roaming the hills with her. We always joked and played around the entire time. I don’t remember the games we played or if my mother scolded us, though I think she did. I reach for the memories, but the details are lost.


I do remember the one time I got tangled up holding a rope tied to a ram running loose from the herd and how he dragged me all over the hill and back. “Let go!” my sister yelled, but I was too stubborn to let him get away and I held on until he stopped running, even though my body was beaten blue and I’d broken my arm. I was proud that I held on and stopped him.


My father was gone a lot, working in Saudi Arabia, where he owned a restaurant. It was a big deal in our tribe that he could take care of such a large family. My father was physically strong, but his real strength was in his character, his generosity, and his sense of honor. His father died when he was only twelve; that made him the head of his family and he was expected to provide for his mother and all his brothers and sisters, so he stopped going to school. I wanted to be responsible and strong like that when I was twelve.


When my father came home from Saudi Arabia, he always cooked for us, and when we sat around the table together, he’d scoop up fingerfuls of cumin-scented rice and the sweetest, most tender lamb and jokingly put it in our mouths. I loved when he fed me like that. When he was home, I wanted to make him proud.


He had a way of holding his head raised high that projected pride and integrity. I was always a little afraid of him because he was so firm and because he expected nothing but the best from us. He carried himself in such a way that you knew he would do the right thing, and I think that’s why he made a good tribal leader.


He saw the world very clearly: there was right and wrong, black and white, good and bad, and no in-between. He was very strict, especially when it came to character and to us kids. Even when we were children, he told us that we were the face of the family and the tribe, and that everyone in the village looked to us as examples. How we behaved and what we did was a reflection of our family’s values and the values of the tribe. I took this very seriously.


Whenever he left us to go back to Saudi Arabia, he always said, “I’m not asking you to pass your exams. I am telling you that you will be first in your exams. You will have the highest marks.” I don’t remember how long he was gone each time, but he was always home for Ramadan.


My mother named me Mansoor, which in Arabic means “he who is victorious.” From very early on, she told me that I was clever and smart, smarter than the other kids, and that she expected great things from me. She said I was a mature soul, even though I was always running around and couldn’t seem to sit still. I learned to read when I was very young, and she made me start school when my older brother and sister did, even though I was the youngest in the class.


I remember my first day of school and being so afraid. I’d never been in the neighboring village and couldn’t believe how big it was and how many people were there. It wasn’t that much bigger than our village, but to me it was a different world. The school was just a small room with dirt floors beside the mosque, where every teacher had a stick to smack unruly kids. The first day I went, I was told to line up by the door before going into class, and the teacher hit me on the hand when I didn’t. I told him I wouldn’t line up if he was going to strike me like that and then he hit me again. I picked up a rock to throw at him, and my brother came running and told me I couldn’t talk back to the teacher like that. I didn’t understand why, but I did what my brother told me to do, and when my father found out, he taught me the meaning of respect without using a single word, a lesson I never forgot.


I ran with a pack of boys my age at school, just like our tribe, and we always played with other packs of boys. We chased each other and fought when we could, as boys do. I was head of my pack and the rules were simple, what I thought my father might have come up with: No cursing. No snitching. No bleeding.


I remember one day when we were playing and one of my friends yelled at me to stop a boy from another pack from running away. I picked up a rock—I was always picking up rocks—and I threw it at him. I was a good shot and I hit him in the head and stopped him cold, but I also made him bleed. I refused to tell on my friend. I got in so much trouble for not telling and finally the other boy came forward and told the whole story. My mother was so mad at me, and disappointed and ashamed. She didn’t talk to me for days. I’ll never forget that. It broke my heart and I never wanted to disappoint her again.


Raymah was my whole world until I left home at thirteen to live with my aunt in Sana’a, the capital, the only place I could finish my secondary education. It was my first time going to Sana’a and also my first car ride. Wa Allahi, I got so sick to my stomach! It was nighttime when we came over the last mountain before getting to Sana’a. The lights flickering down in the dark valley was one of the most beautiful things I’d ever seen. My brother had accompanied me and explained what I was seeing. “Those are all lights in houses and stores and streets,” he said. “They’re all run by electricity.”


I couldn’t believe my eyes as we drove down the wide boulevards to the center of the city. What life! My aunt and my cousin, who was about the same age as me, picked us up and took us out to a restaurant. But I was too busy taking everything in to eat—the bright signs in storefronts, all the people and cars, traffic lights and the noise of the city. It made my entire body hum with excitement. I wanted to stay out all night and see everything, but my cousin was bored by it all—this was just his everyday life. There was so much to do and see and learn, and it felt like there wasn’t enough time in life to do it all. I had never seen so many crazy buildings in one place.


I’d always been curious, and those first days, I walked into buildings all over the city and asked shopkeepers, attendants—anyone who was there—what they did and what kind of business they had. My cousin was so embarrassed and teased me for talking to anyone who would listen. But this was how I learned every inch of our neighborhood. It’s mostly forgotten now.


I remember that my life in Sana’a was full of firsts. I watched TV for the first time and fell in love with the crazy bird called Woody Woodpecker. I used the telephone for the first time to call my father’s restaurant in Saudi Arabia and tell him I got top marks in my classes. His voice was weaker than in person but still strong despite the distance. I loved electricity. I loved that you could turn a light on and off and not have to light a lamp. I couldn’t wait to go home and tell my younger brothers and sisters about everything I’d experienced. You can’t know what that feels like if you’ve never lived without it. My world was growing, and I wanted more.


I got high marks in all my classes and I graduated when I was seventeen. I really wanted to go to the University of Science and Technology in Sana’a, but it was expensive and my family couldn’t afford it. I told my parents that I would work and save to get to university.


Meanwhile, I took classes at the Dar al-Hadith Islamic institute, a big school that had a big campus outside of Sana’a. It wasn’t a university, but it was an educational institution approved by the Yemeni government, and students from all over the world came to study there. To really study Islam, you must know Arabic. This institute was one of the best ways for foreign students to learn Arabic. And it was free. I continued taking classes in Arabic literature and history—I loved reading and I loved the complexity and beauty of the Arabic language. I loved writing and playing with words.


While I studied at the institute, I worked part-time as a security guard to save money, keeping my eyes set on going to university. I might have been small, but I was smart and organized and very chatty with our clients. Right away, I was promoted to work at important places like the Dutch and German embassies, and then to managing entire shifts of guards. I remember being proud that the Dutch ambassador recognized me and said hello. I was always busy with studies at the institute and work and volunteering at an orphanage several times a week, where I helped prepare food for the kids and take care of them. Working with the kids, I realized that I wanted more than anything to have a big family with many daughters, and that going to university was my path to get there.


The security job didn’t pay well, only $90 a month, and even though I was in charge of thirty guards, that responsibility wouldn’t help me save enough money. It would only lead to the military, and I had no desire to join. You don’t think in the military, you only do. I looked for other jobs, but in Yemen corruption ran deep and I knew I’d have to do what other Yemenis always did—go to one of the Gulf countries, where jobs paid well.


I spent more and more time at the Islamic institute and started working there part-time as a foreign student adviser, helping students from all around the world get their student visas. I was good at my job. I was good at talking to people and getting things done, and that’s how I caught the sheik’s eye. He was head of the institute and a prominent and respected scholar. I told him where I came from and where I wanted to go and how I wanted to study computers. I told him about my work at the Dutch and German embassies and at the orphanage, and he said he would help me when the time was right. This was a big deal, catching the sheik’s eye. He had strong connections in Yemen and all throughout the Gulf, and a reference letter from him would open doors I couldn’t even imagine.


I remember the USS Cole bombing in Aden and people talking about al Qaeda and the Taliban trying to come to Yemen and all the sheiks trying to advise their students against growing calls for violent jihad. The sheik of my institute released an audiocassette recording of a lecture he gave warning Muslim youth against it, and still some went to Afghanistan anyway.


In the spring of 2001, the sheik asked me to meet him privately, and I thought that he was finally going to give me the reference letter I needed to go to the United Arab Emirates. I remember clearly what he said to me: “You need my help and I need yours.” He told me that he had a special job for me, and that when it was complete, he would arrange my visa, my letter of reference, and even give me money to go to the UAE for school. He said he had picked me because I was smart and very good with foreigners, skills I would need for this job. He was writing a book about al Qaeda’s ideology, and he was sending me to interview the leaders of some al Qaeda–connected groups. I would also collect books and fatwas, which are like legal opinions, and anything else that would help him write his book. The irony of this mission hasn’t been lost on me.


I remember boarding the plane for my first flight at exactly 6:45 a.m. on June 9, 2001. I had a golden ticket to my future, and in a few months I would be a university student in the UAE, on my way to the life and family I imagined.

















- THREE -


You are nothing now. No name. No family. No self. Only fear and darkness in the cold cavity of a military plane. You’re gagged, hooded, blindfolded, and shackled hands to ankles, ankles to the floor. Fists split your lips, boots break one rib, then another. The pain of thirst. The pain in your bladder. The pain from hunching forward on a cold metal floor for hours until your body shakes. A man on each side of you rests his head on your back and you’re glad you can at least lessen someone else’s pain. When the plane lands, they pull you up and push you down and drag you off one plane and onto another and how many times will they do this? You ask yourself, Where are they taking me? What will happen to me? Will I die? You pray but you can’t hear yourself with the music so loud and the engines roaring. Time slips between this moment and memories. Your mother comes to you, then your father, and you imagine every brother and sister and cousin, every relative, every friend, and you say to each of them, I wish I had done more good in my life. You say goodbye. The plane roars on—ten hours, you think, fifteen hours, twenty-four hours, forty hours. The shackles are so tight you can’t feel your hands or ankles anymore so you pray that the plane crashes into the ocean and ends it all because death would be better than this. Then you feel the descent in your stomach; you’re losing altitude again. You pray that this is the end.


But the plane lands and as soon as it’s still, you hear soldiers screaming in English.


“Get up! Get the fuck up!”


You tell your body to stand, but nothing happens. You’re so weak your brain shuts down and you can’t move, even with a hard kick in your side for motivation. The boot hurts but the humiliation and helplessness are worse.


You scream inside at the little of you that’s left, How can this really be happening?


They drag you off the plane and throw you like a bag from one soldier to the next until you land on a metal bench, where your ankles are shackled again to the floor. You feel others close to you and it’s comforting that you’re not alone. It’s warm here, hot like your home in Yemen, but it’s a wet heat. You’re moving now, across water and waves. You bounce and jostle and you feel the sea rolling below you. You know the salty air from your weekends in Aden with friends after you finished high school. You’re on a boat and you feel the sea receive you. The sea gives you comfort. The sea witnesses everything they do to you. The sea whispers in your ear, I’m with you, friend. You thank the sea, and it sings to you as they beat you. The sea shuts down your mind and that’s good. You pray that the sea accompanies you for the rest of your journey.


And then the sea is gone.


You have arrived and they yell at you to stand, to move, to walk, but you can’t. You’re broken. You’ve been traveling for days and your body refuses to follow their orders. They drag you off the boat. They cut your clothes off, strip you naked, and hose you down. You’re barely nineteen and all your life you’ve never been naked in front of a woman. Now they make you stand for all to see and you see women soldiers watching you. The humiliation burns. They take photos of you, every part of you—even your genitals. They give you a number and attach a plastic bracelet to your wrist that has your photograph and your new number. All you can think is that you want to wake up from this crazy nightmare. They hood you again. They throw you to the ground and pile on top of you and hold you down while someone searches your ass again in the worst way. They laugh. They drag your naked body across rocks and stones and gravel and you feel your skin peel away but don’t feel the pain. Gate after gate opens. Closes. You feel a boot, a punch. You see only black, but you feel their anger. One last gate opens and they throw you to the concrete floor, sit on you one more time, and remove the chains.


The hood comes off and the bright light burns your eyes. You’re naked on the cement floor inside a cage all by yourself. You cry from the pain and humiliation and the terror of not knowing where you are. Soldiers return and throw orange pants and a shirt at you, the same clothes you saw in your dream. They laugh as you struggle to move.


“Number one!” a man screams off in the distance. “Number one!” His voice is sad and lost, on the edge of sanity.


You look around and hate is everywhere. A grudge against you for something you didn’t do. It doesn’t matter what you say. You see in the soldiers’ anger that they want to tear you to pieces.


“Head down! Don’t look at me!” You wait for a long time, one minute becomes an eternity staring at the ground, your knees grinding into cement. You look around to find the direction of Makkah and pray but you don’t know east from west or even what time of day it is.


“Head down!” soldiers scream.


“Which way to Makkah?” you call out to the man in the cage next to you.


“Shut the fuck up!” soldiers scream.


But still you whisper through the fence, “There’s a sea here.”


“Number one!” His cries tear into you.


“SHUT. THE. FUCK. UP!” soldiers yell.


Enough, you think. You stand. You call out to the men around you. You call out to find east so you can pray. You call out to break this nonsense of no talking and no standing, and the soldiers call back to you with their fists and boots. Five of them rush into your cage and slam your head to the ground again and again until your head bleeds and the message is received—you are nothing.


But you think you’ve found east, and you offer your prayers. You tell Allah about your pain and fear and ask Him to protect you and the men who are with you, to preserve you, to save you. You cry, quietly, so that no one sees except Allah. Allah, oh Allah.


You unroll the thin plastic mat and use the blanket as a pillow. You look up and see white birds fly overhead and you fall asleep dreaming you are one, flying high above, looking down on a strange sea of orange. You dive down and as you come closer, the sea turns to men in orange jumpsuits, their faces swollen, bruised, bloody, deformed from beatings. You see yourself in your cage, head shaved, your knees pulled to your chest, a newborn baby. You’re not the nineteen-year-old student from Yemen, the country of love, who once dreamed of studying computer science and making a family. You’re not the son of a tribal leader and middle brother of ten siblings. You don’t recognize yourself because you’re only a number now—detainee 441—and who you thought you were has been torn out of you, piece by piece until nothing is left but fear and the quiet whisper of memories. Poof. You have disappeared.


I WOKE UP from my dream to an angry soldier hitting my cage and yelling. I hadn’t slept long, but it was deep enough for the currents of dreams to carry me home to my village in Raymah, where I swam again with my sister in a cool mountain spring, splashing around when we should have been tending the goats.


The soldier didn’t care about my dreams. He cared that I hadn’t woken instantly on his command. His job was to train me to be controlled and to keep me awake. My neighbor, who was from Denmark and spoke Arabic and English and many other languages, told me I needed to put my things in order before the soldier would leave.


I looked around my cage and found the foam sleep mat, a toothbrush, toothpaste, two blankets, a bar of soap, a pair of flip-flops, a canteen for water, one white bucket for shit and pee, and another white bucket for water. This was all I had now.


“MAT!” The soldier pointed at a place in front of my cage door.


“Toothbrush!” He pointed again. “Mat! Toothbrush! Toothpaste! Blanket! Soap! Flip-flops! Shit bucket! Water bucket!”


When I’d put everything in order, he moved to the next cage, where a boy, younger and skinnier than me, slept rolled up in a ball. He was so small and he slept so deeply he didn’t wake when the soldier yelled at him. Immediately five armored soldiers stormed the boy’s cage. The one in front, who carried a shield, crashed into the boy. The others piled on top and beat him with a fierceness that didn’t match his size. I had never seen anything like it.


I couldn’t control myself. I screamed at the soldiers to stop. I kicked and hit my cage, and soon the soldiers stormed my cage and beat me, too.


When they had moved on to another cage, my neighbor whispered to me.


“You must do as they say,” he said.


“Where are we?”


He shook his head.


“How long have you been here?” I whispered.


“A day… maybe two.”


“Who beats boys like that?”


He held up his hand, indicating I should be quiet.


“Americans,” he whispered.


“NO TALKING!” A soldier pounded my cage.


It seemed like every few minutes another prisoner was thrown into an empty cage. The cages were small and made of chain-link fencing—four walls and a ceiling—with a concrete floor and a tin roof high above. I learned later they had been used by the United States as a temporary prison to hold Haitian refugees. My block of cages had two rows with five cages each and all ten cages shared a back fence. Across from us was another block just like mine. It was like looking at dog cages, but the dogs were men of all ages, shaved, their faces beaten and bruised, their bodies thin and underweight.


I lay down to sleep, but a soldier banged on my cage.


“SIT UP! NO SLEEPING!”


I stood up.


“SIT THE FUCK DOWN! NO STANDING!” he yelled and pointed to the ground.


I didn’t speak English, but I quickly learned the words they yelled and understood what they wanted me to do. The most important word was no. No sleeping. No standing. No talking. No looking at soldiers. There was no limit to the word no or how the guards could use it, a word we were forbidden to say. It was impossible to keep up with every no and it seemed that every rule broken was met with a punch, a slap, a boot, or worse, with that pack of guards in armor and shields who rushed your cage and knocked you to the ground. I’d soon realize it was all meant to keep us disoriented and weak for our interrogations.


I spent the first night keeping my head down, watching silently, observing, trying to figure out where I was and what would happen to me.


The soldiers had so much hate and fear. I knew by now that they thought I was al Qaeda and that I had something to do with the attacks on September 11. I had heard about the attacks on the radio in a restaurant in Afghanistan, and I didn’t think anything of it. There were no TVs, no photographs of the event, and I couldn’t imagine airplanes flying into buildings or why someone would want to kill so many innocent people. What I knew about America I had learned from TV shows and movies and I didn’t hate it. I didn’t love it either. I didn’t know enough about it to even care. I was sorry to hear that innocent people had died, but I didn’t understand what that had to do with me.


None of it seemed real at the time. It still doesn’t seem real. I wasn’t a soldier. I wasn’t a fighter. I believed that in time, I could make them understand it was all a mistake. I had just said things in the black site to make them stop hurting me. This Adel—it was just an empty name. How could they be so afraid of me, a skinny nineteen-year-old too weak to stand? How could they be afraid of an old man? Or a boy who couldn’t even grow a beard? What did they think I was capable of doing?


I saw these questions written on the face of every man inside those cages.


THEY TRIED TO control us with beatings and humiliation, and we tried to find ourselves and comfort in what had always been our morning ritual. As the sky lightened, I wanted to offer my morning prayers. Just seeing the light gave me a sense of comfort, knowing I could do something I had done all my life. I have been praying five times a day since I was in my mother’s womb. I was born knowing the rhythms and sounds of each of the day’s prayers. Praying was like the breath of life to me that connected me to Allah. I hadn’t heard a call to prayer in days—we weren’t allowed to call out—and I was surprised when I heard the familiar sound of a man singing the adhan several cages away. The men around me stirred and we all began the same movements we had been doing all our lives. I used water from the bucket for my ablutions. I washed my face, hands, head, my ears, my feet… 


“NO WASHING!”


The soldiers went crazy. They went from cage to cage banging the fences as we prepared for our prayers.


“SIT THE FUCK DOWN!”


We all assumed the Takbir, standing straight as we faced what we believed was Makkah, preparing to enter the state of prayer.


“NO STANDING!”


We raised our hands just above our shoulders and made our offering to Allah. “Allahu Akbar!” we called out together as if we were one.


“SHUT THE FUCK UP!”


We did this, all of us, not thinking, our bodies going through the movements of the Qiyaam, Ruku’, Sujud, and Tashahhud, guided by a higher power.


The soldiers seemed more afraid than angry.


“SIT DOWN!” they screamed.


Guards in armor came running as if preparing to battle.


“NO STANDING!”


What were we to do—stop our prayers? No, it was the morning prayer and we finished just as we have done since we were children. We prayed together as one of the men led the prayer. If they knew anything about Islam, they would know that we pray together five times a day. We weren’t preparing for battle. We weren’t being defiant or ignoring their orders. We were praying the way we had prayed all our lives because prayer was as much a part of us as our skin and bones.


When we had finished, soldiers stormed the cage of the man who led the prayer and took him away. An interpreter walked from cage to cage with a man who seemed like he was in charge. He was older, with a shaved head and sharp features under his military cap.


“There is no praying together,” he said over and over again. “They think you are preparing to battle when you call out ‘Allahu Akbar!’”


When the soldiers brought us our first meal, we moved to the corners of our cages where we could sit close to each other and eat together. Just like praying, this was a part of our culture and not something we thought about, even if the meal was just a half a cup of bland oatmeal.


“What’s your name, brother?” we whispered to each other. “Where are you from?”


“I wish I knew who sat next to me on the airplane here,” the boy in the cage next to me said. “I’d like to thank him and apologize. I slept on him the entire time. He must’ve been so uncomfortable.”


“Brother!” I said. “That was me. I’m glad I could make someone comfortable.”


“NO TALKING!” Soldiers banged on our cages.


We stopped talking until he moved down the block.


“Where are we?” we all asked.


No one knew what country we were in, but we learned we were in a place called X-Ray, and that there were hundreds of other men here from all over the world. We were strangers to each other, and what had happened to us in the black sites and other interrogation centers had made us hesitant at first to reveal anything important about ourselves. Anyone could be listening. Anyone could betray us. At first, we shared only where we had been and what interrogators had done to us. Some shared their first names. We were all afraid and confused and still trying to understand how it was we had ended up here.


Communicating wasn’t always easy at first. Gulam, the older Afghan in the cage next to me with the hard, weathered face of a farmer, spoke only Pashto. His neighbor, Shah, was also from Afghanistan but spoke Arabic as well. The boy next to me, Yousif, only spoke Arabic. I heard other languages, too, and we learned to use our hands and our bodies to talk. One neighbor guessed we were in India because the pipes that held our cages together were stamped with MADE IN INDIA. We sang out questions and responded to each other like we were praying, and this made the soldiers angry and afraid that we were planning something, but we were just trying to figure out where we were and what would happen to us.


Many of us had been told by soldiers or interrogators that we were going to be executed. We had all been given the same paper to sign that said if we tried to escape, soldiers had the right to shoot and kill us.


Most of us believed that we were going to be executed anyway, except my neighbor, the Dane.


“They are Americans,” he whispered. “Believe me—they can’t just execute hundreds of men.”


The Dane had fiery red hair and blue eyes. He said he was a techno DJ but was a religious man and had traveled a lot. He knew more about the world than most of us. He said there were international laws the Americans had to follow.


Others had said the same thing to me in Kandahar and believed we would be released when they understood we weren’t fighters. I wanted to believe this. I didn’t know much about America, but I knew it was the most powerful country in the world. I wanted to believe that they would treat us better than our own countries treated prisoners, that they would see their mistakes.


THOSE FIRST DAYS all bled one into the next as we tried to adjust and survive. The conditions in the cages were terrible and inhumane. We had a tin roof above us, but it was so high it gave us little shade unless the sun was directly overhead. The beating sun burned, and I tried to cover my head with a towel, but a soldier screamed at me.


“NO COVERING!”


We weren’t allowed to hang our towels or blankets for shade either, or cover ourselves when we used the buckets to go to the bathroom. It was humiliating. No one wanted to use those buckets. We could see and hear and smell everything. We didn’t have toilet paper, and we only had one bucket of water each, which we couldn’t use for both drinking and washing.


“I will never have another bowel movement again,” the Dane whispered to me. We both smiled, but he was serious.


“NO TALKING!”


More prisoners arrived all the time, and someone was always being taken away—to the medical tent, to interrogations, to meet with the Red Cross. Yes, the Red Cross was there, just like they were at Kandahar, but they weren’t there to help us or to even report to anyone about our conditions. They’d walk the blocks and ask us questions like, do you have food? Do you have water? To us, it seemed like their only purpose was to give legitimacy to what the Americans were doing.


At the medical tent, they made me swallow so many pills I felt dizzy and sick to my stomach for days. They weighed me, listened to my heart, gave me shots in my arm, and tried to take blood, but it was too black and thick to draw. They weren’t concerned about the bruises from beatings or the cuts from the ankle shackles, just that we were dehydrated.


“You need to drink more water,” the doctor said through an interpreter. “You’re dehydrated. That’s why you have headaches. That’s why your blood is so thick.”


The Red Cross explained that the Americans needed to keep us healthy and alive. And they did, barely. It wasn’t humane, but it meant they didn’t plan to kill us. It was a simple logic, one that kept me alive, though it didn’t explain what they planned to do with me.


“DRINK WATER!” the soldiers now yelled at us. This, too, became a part of our day, just as arranging our things.


“DRINK WATER!” they screamed all morning until we drank a full canteen and showed it was empty. Hundreds of times. Thousands of times. You couldn’t refuse water. If you did, they sent that pack of soldiers with armor and helmets to beat you until you did drink.


And yet, in all this chaos and pain, there were moments of wonder that reminded me of the beauty in the world, even in a place like X-Ray. There were huge and hairy spiders, and there were these big furry animals that snuck around the block at night. We learned these were banana rats. But the most amazing creatures were the iguanas.


I had just finished praying quietly to myself when I saw an iguana scurry through an open gate and down the center of our block. I had never seen an iguana so close and I thought I might be dreaming. She was big, at least three feet long. Who was this crazy beautiful creature with golden eyes? How could such a creature survive in this horrible place?


I’d seen her from a distance earlier when I was taken to the medical tent. She sat on a rock and watched us from above; the soldiers all around ignored her like she wasn’t even there, but I saw her.


When she scurried toward my cage, soldiers got out of her way like she was royalty. It was so strange and wonderful to see her break all the rules without a care.


My neighbors called out to her to get her attention, but she ignored them, too, and came right to my cage.


“Assalamu alaikum,” I whispered.


She turned to me and pierced my heart with her kind eyes. The connection was instant, like we were old friends.


“Hello, Princess,” I whispered. “I’m from Yemen, the country of love. Who are you?”


Her skin was green like the color of coffee leaves. And she had yellow stripes down her tail. The guards shouted at her to leave. Instead, she came closer.


“We have our first guest,” Yousif whispered.


Brothers whispered from cage to cage about the iguana sitting with me. With everything that had happened to us, her arrival was like a gift. The soldiers left me alone with her. I would learn later that she was a protected animal and that soldiers could get fined $10,000 for touching or harming iguanas. She had more rights and freedom than we did.


“What do you think about all these men in orange?” I whispered. “I know—we’re a sad bunch of animals, all beaten and bruised. But you shouldn’t be afraid of us.”


When soldiers brought our next meal, I shared what little I had with her. Yemenis are known for our hospitality, and my village was famous for it. Travelers going north and south, east and west, had to pass through and stay the night. My tribe fed every traveler and offered them a place to stay for free. It was our custom, and as a tribesman I had learned it was an honor to be generous to your guests. I felt bad that I didn’t have much to offer. Anyway, the food was bad, and she didn’t eat much. I wasn’t offended. I was happy she stayed.


When the soldiers saw that I fed her, they banged on my cage, but still she refused to leave.


“I apologize for their behavior,” I whispered. “They’re not very good hosts. Their tribes would be ashamed.”


She stayed with me for a long time, sitting next to my cage, listening to me describe the beautiful mountains of Raymah with the terraced farms carved into the slopes like steps. She listened to me cry quietly, away from the others, when I told her I thought I might die here and never see my home again. She didn’t have to say anything. Her presence gave me comfort, even when the soldiers came to my cage, knocked me to my knees, shackled me, and dragged me away to interrogation.


IN THESE FIRST days, the interrogations are chaotic and make no sense. They take you to a small wood building where everything is built-in and made from wood. Wood table with attached wood stool. Wood benches along the wood walls. Wood ceiling. There are metal rings attached to the floor and the soldiers lock your ankle shackles to a ring and your hands to the table. A soldier stays in the room with you and you don’t know if it’s to beat you like they did at the black site or to protect the young interrogators in tan pants and short-sleeve shirts. There’s a male interpreter who tells you the men in civilian clothes are called the FBI. You’ve never heard of this FBI but you answer their questions. Why wouldn’t you? And you ask your own.


“What have I done?” you ask.


“Why don’t you tell us what you’ve done.”


“Why am I here?”


“You tell us why you’re here.”


“Where am I?”


But they’re done with your questions.


“We know what you did in Nairobi,” one man says.


“I’ve never been to Nairobi,” you say.


“That’s not what your file says, Adel.”


“I’m not Adel,” you say, and you explain what happened in the black site, but they’re not interested. At least they don’t beat you. But they keep asking the same questions other teams have been asking for months.


“Where is Osama bin Laden?”


“I don’t know.”


“Where is Mullah Omar?”


“I don’t know.”


“When is the next attack?”


“I don’t know.”


“What is the next attack?”


“I don’t know.”


They think you’re lying.


Another team replaces the FBI, and then another replaces them. DIA, MI, CIA, NYPD—you don’t know what any of the names mean or who they are, but you ask over and over, “Where am I and why am I here?” They respond with all the same questions.


“Can’t they talk to the guys who questioned me before?” you ask the interpreter.


But they ask again anyway and then move on to new questions about your military training.


“Do you know how to use a Kalashnikov?”


“Of course,” you say.


“Did you learn how to use it in Chechnya?”


“I’m from Yemen,” you say, “where babies are born holding a Kalashnikov.”


They don’t think that’s funny.


“But we are not violent people,” you say. “It’s just that every family owns a Kalashnikov.” You change the subject.


“What have I done?” you ask.


“You tell us what you’ve done,” they say. And so, the circle continues.


Hours bleed one into the next in this wood room, though you know time passes because the interrogators eat, drink, smoke, get up to go to the bathroom. You steal looks at their watches. Four hours. Eight hours. New teams switch out. Still you go around in circles, the questions repeating. You’re young and maybe a little naïve, but it seems like all these interrogators don’t know what they’re looking for even though they keep asking the same questions.


Where is Osama bin Laden? Where is Mullah Omar? Where did you train? When is the next attack? Some teams are nicer than others. Some interrogators are so full of hate they get frustrated when you say you don’t know anything about al Qaeda recruiting, and that’s when they start with the threats.


“You’ve been trained well,” one guy says. “But we have a special drink for men like you.” He’s young—your age—and has something to prove.


“You want us to send you back to your interrogator in Afghanistan?” one guy threatens. “You want that?”


This really scares you and you can’t help sweating. But you try to be strong and not show you’re afraid.


“We’re going to bring your mother here,” another guy says. He’s tired of hearing about how you were kidnapped. “You want to see your mother in a cage? What do you think we’d do to her? Huh? Because we can arrest her, too, and bring her here.”


You laugh when he says this, and you can’t help it, thinking about your tough mother and what she would do to him. You remember the day you went to the fields with her to reap the wheat. You trailed behind her throwing stones and your crazy neighbor started yelling at you all kinds of terrible things. Before you could pick up a rock to throw at him, your mother had swooped in out of nowhere, knocking him to the ground and holding her scythe just below his nose. “You talk to my son like that again and I’ll cut your nose off.”


Then the next interrogator asks you what your name is.


“If you’re not Adel, then who are you?” they ask. You think, Why would I tell them my family name after they threatened to bring my mother to this prison and rape her?


Some interrogators seem confused by you, as if they don’t understand why you are here or what you can offer.


“You’re just a boy,” one woman says.


But those interrogators are always replaced by others who ask the same questions. You fear they won’t stop until you tell them what they want to hear.


“Tell us you’re al Qaeda,” they say. “We know you are. We just need to hear it from you!”


You’re not. You’ve told them so.


And now a new team comes in and they have Israeli patches on their uniforms. You think, I can’t possibly be in occupied Palestine? They listen to your accent. They ask the interpreter to stop translating. They want to hear your words untranslated matched with your body language. They’re professionals, not amateurs like the Americans. This scares you. Something has changed. The American soldier in the room no longer just watches, he hits. Your job now is to answer questions and they pay you in slaps, hits, curses. They keep you here for a long time and then soldiers move you. You can’t walk, so they drag you to another cage in a new location you haven’t been to in all the weeks of interrogation. There, you pray, then sleep. But not for long. The soldiers come back and wake you, yelling. They drag you back to the same room. You can’t hear your own words. You can’t concentrate. You don’t understand what they want. “It’s all a mistake!” you say. Your body shakes, you’re so weak. This is the new program. Intense interrogation.


ANGER, FRUSTRATION, AND despair were building to a breaking point as we learned the humiliating and isolating routine of a new life cut off from our families and the rest of the world. Pray. Eat. DRINK WATER! Arrange items in a row. Go to interrogation. Repeat your Internment Serial Number, your ISN. I learned to get on my knees with my back to the cage door and my hands on my head when soldiers came for me. I learned the English words for my few possessions, that the name of the slot used to hand me my food was “bean hole,” and that the pack of armored soldiers who stormed our cages was an IRF team, short for Immediate Reaction Force.


Rumors circulated of other brothers beaten badly by soldiers. We heard that the Afghan who cried out “Number one” for days had been broken and gone crazy and that soldiers and interrogators continued to beat him.


When I met with the Red Cross, I told them these stories and asked where I was, how long I would be here, and what would happen to us.


“Do you have food?” they asked instead. “Do you have shelter? Can you practice your religion?”


The Red Cross didn’t answer our questions, they just probed for information that on the surface showed we were being taken care of. They pointed out that the camp had given each of us a Qur’an to keep in our cages, and a blue face mask to hang at the top of our cages to keep the Qur’an safely off the ground when soldiers stormed in. They pointed out that we had taqiyas now, the white skullcaps Muslims wear to cover our heads when we pray. “You can pray,” they said. But these were empty improvements. We still couldn’t pray together, stand freely, or even talk openly. The food was very little. We lived in open cages with no shade and no toilet.


The weight of it all had become too much, but I knew I couldn’t just give up on life like this.


I snapped. When a soldier came to my cage and told me to put my things in order, I couldn’t do it. I pretended I didn’t understand.


“Toothbrush!” he yelled.


I picked up my shit bucket.


“Toothbrush!”


I picked up my soap.


“441!” he screamed. “Show me your fucking toothbrush!”


I picked up my mat.


Now he snapped and called the IRF team.


“Please,” the Dane whispered. “They want to tame you. Let them think you are tamed, even if you are not.”


My neighbor was a nice guy and was only looking out for me. We were all looking out for each other. I didn’t know much about myself or the world, but I knew what they were doing to us was wrong. I couldn’t stand by any longer and just let it happen.


“Shit bucket!”


I picked up my toothbrush.


The IRF team stormed my cage, piled on top of me, restrained me on my stomach with my hands and ankles tied behind my back, and left me like that for hours.


In the mountains where I grew up, respect and integrity and a family’s honor were all more valuable than money. They defined a man’s worth. How we treated people reflected the values of the family and the tribe. As the son of a tribal leader, if I was ever caught cursing at someone or humiliating them or their family, I would have brought great shame on my entire family. If I lied, it was not only a sin in Allah’s eyes, but a shame on my family’s name. While my father’s beating might hurt, my mother’s disappointment was worse. The Americans didn’t understand our values and how important things like respect and integrity were to us.


In Raymah, even enemies were treated with respect. My father had told me about battles where he shared a meal with his enemies and let them rest from their long journey before the fight. I understood that there was a right way and a wrong way to treat human beings, even those you thought of as your enemies. My American captors held no such values.


Soon after they unshackled me, soldiers came to take us to the showers. Even though we were hot and sweaty and enjoyed the cool water, it was one of the most humiliating routines of our detention. They started with Yousif and made him strip naked in the middle of the block, in front of all of us, then searched his genitals. When some soldiers searched us, they punched us in the genitals or pulled them hard and fast so others couldn’t see. That’s exactly what the soldier did to Yousif. Yousif pushed the soldier hard and that was enough to call the IRF team to beat him. On this day, there was a female soldier escorting brothers to shower. I’d never been naked in front of a woman in my life until I was sold to the United States, and every time they stripped us in front of them it was another humiliation.


“I can’t do this today,” I said to the Dane.


“This is how they are, brother,” the Dane said. “They are okay being naked in front of each other.”


“No!” I said.


They lined up other brothers, all naked out in front of their cages, their hands cuffed behind their backs so they couldn’t cover themselves. When they came for me, I refused.


After the IRF team beat me and restrained me, a soldier came back with an interpreter.


“Will you go to the shower? he asked.


“No.” I was firm. “Let me cover myself so the women can’t see me, and I’ll go.”


Several brothers heard what I said, and they refused to go to the shower, too, unless they could cover themselves. The soldiers didn’t know what to do. They couldn’t send IRF teams to all the men who refused.


It wasn’t long until the camp commander, a marine general named Lehnert, came to my cage with an interpreter and many soldiers. He wanted to know why I wouldn’t go to the shower.


“We are modest,” I told him through the interpreter. The general nodded like he understood and that gave me courage to speak more. “You make us strip in front of women. You search our genitals. It’s not right that the female soldiers watch us shower. You know it’s against our religion, but you still do it.”


“It’s security,” the general said. “I need to keep my soldiers safe.”


“Then give me a pair of shorts to cover myself.”


“If I give you shorts, will you shower?” He said this like he didn’t believe this problem could be so easily solved.


“Yes,” I said.


The general came back later with shorts.


I put them on and I went to the shower peacefully. It felt like the part of me that had been stripped away and replaced by a number rose to the surface. For a moment, I thought they saw me, nineteen-year-old Mansoor, a tribesman who was as good as his word, not the bloodthirsty, lying al Qaeda leader the interrogators wanted me to be. This gave me hope that they would begin seeing us for who we really were.


THE HOPE DIDN’T last long. The Americans seemed at odds with each other over the question of who we were: Were we animals and monsters or were we humans, and how should we be treated? There were two generals in charge of the camp, and it was the marine general who gave us shorts. The other one intensified the interrogations. And while these questions seemed to divide the Americans, it brought us together. The cruel treatment had created a new brotherhood among us and the bonds between us were growing strong. When one of us was hurt, we all hurt. That’s what happened when al Qurashi was beaten while praying and his Qur’an stomped on by a soldier.


The news spread like fire. Brothers sang it out as if calling a prayer and soon the sound of “Allahu Akbar!” filled the air. I didn’t know al Qurashi and neither did the Dane or Yousif. It didn’t matter who he was because he was one of us. Guards had knocked him to the ground, stripped the towel from his waist, and desecrated his Qur’an. Al Qurashi could have been Taliban or a schoolteacher, our response would have been the same. The camp fell into chaos.


Brothers all over the camp threw water at the soldiers, called them names, threw their towels and sleep mats out into the walkway. Anger and frustration poured out of us, and the soldiers left us alone. Hours later, after we had quieted, soldiers came and took us one by one to an empty yard away from the noise of the camp. In this quiet place, they put me on my knees with a few others, lined up with our hands bound behind our backs as if they were going to execute us. The brother next to me began to pray his final prayers. I looked up into the night sky, black but brightened by so many stars like the night sky in Raymah. I thought about my mother and father, who didn’t know where I was or what had happened to me. Would they ever know? I tried to be strong and not cry thinking about how I would never see my family again. As I looked up, I found comfort in the beauty and vastness of the universe above. It was a reminder of Allah’s magnificence, that we are all a part of His plan. If this is what Allah wished for me, so be it. Death would be better than this.


A calm settled over me as I waited to be executed, and I realized that when you have nothing, when you have been tortured and beaten, you lose your fear of the unknown. This surprised me. I never imagined I could lose my fear even of death.


Fear of the unknown is what I think drove our captors to such dark places, to imagine the worst in us. The soldiers didn’t know who we were, and that made them afraid and angry. I was a living example of their fear: my face and eyes were swollen and bruised from beatings. I knew that if you didn’t face that fear and own it, you would lose touch with who you are.


They left us in that empty yard for a long time, I think, to show us that they could execute us if they wished to, that no one would ever know. Then, one by one, they brought us to interrogators who asked us who started the uproar.


“You did!” we said.


Back at the cages, brothers whispered about what we could do to protest the worsening conditions and al Qurashi’s beating. We wanted to be able to talk freely and to stand. We wanted the IRFs to stop, along with punishments like being restrained on our stomachs. We wanted to be able to cover ourselves—for shade, when we used the buckets, and during prayer. We wanted to be able to pray the way we had prayed all our lives—together—and not get beaten. We wanted to know what we were accused of and what would happen to us.


Arabs talk a lot. Some would say we talk too much. And that night we went to sleep having settled nothing. But someone unexpected visited us in our cages while we slept. The hunger jinn whispered into our ears, Hunger strike. I’d never heard of Mr. Hunger Strike before, but other brothers had.


“It’s a sin to hurt yourself on purpose,” one brother said.


“This is the only way,” another said. “Let us at least try it.”


Some talked from a military perspective, some from a political view, some from a religious view. Many brothers kept silent.


And then Yousif, the boy in the cage next to me, refused the morning meal. He couldn’t even grow a full beard or mustache. But he acted while others debated.


There comes a point when it doesn’t matter how afraid you are, you must act. I saw what Yousif did and knew what I had to do. When soldiers brought my meal, I refused. I think my father, who knew how to make right from wrong, would have been proud.


I didn’t know how to tell the guards in English that I was on a hunger strike. When the block commander came, I asked the Dane to translate. He was always very polite and knew how to talk to the soldiers.


“Tell him I’m on hunger strike,” I said.


“Okay?” The block commander laughed at me. “Now, go fuck yourself!” This made the other soldiers laugh.


At the next meal, two more brothers joined us. We heard that brothers in other parts of the camp had refused their meals, too.


We had no plan. We just acted. When soldiers came to make us drink water, Yousif refused. I followed.


Many of our brothers didn’t think we would make it to the next meal. They thought we were young and naïve and would be so hungry and thirsty that we would break by midday. I worried they might be right.


It was so hot, and by the end of the first day, every movement, every word, every breath sent sharp daggers into my head. I couldn’t even sleep. I wanted to drink water, but I wouldn’t betray my brothers. In the middle of the night, soldiers charged into my cage and dragged me out. They put Yousif and me in the middle of the block on our stomachs, our wrists and ankles shackled together behind our backs like we were goats. They left us like this for hours. It was then that I knew I would be strong enough.


More brothers joined us until we heard brothers were striking across the camp. I blacked out on the third day and was taken to a medical tent, where they tied me to a bed and nurses put an IV in my arm. Yousif was taken, too. Every day the number of brothers refusing meals increased and so did the number taken to the medical tent. Mr. Hunger Strike walked the blocks happy with what he had started.


The Muslim chaplain brought us a fatwa he printed in Arabic saying that it was against the teachings of Islam to harm ourselves with hunger. Then he recited a verse from the Qur’an: O you who have believed, do not consume one another’s wealth unjustly but only in business by mutual consent. And do not kill yourselves. Indeed, Allah is to you ever Merciful.


This was the Pakistani chaplain who watched us get stripped naked and beaten, who watched us get punished for practicing our faith, and as far as we knew had never said a word in protest.


“As you know, it is our religion to pray together,” we said. “Why do you sit by and watch them beat us for practicing our faith?”


He had no answer for this. So none of us listened to him.


Ten days passed, and we knew the hunger strike was serious when the marine general Lehnert walked the blocks with an interpreter talking to prisoners. When he came to our block, he knelt down in front of our cages and talked to us through the interpreter. He had the squarest jaw I had ever seen, and sharp eyes, but when we talked, he nodded his head and listened.


It surprised me that he would kneel down and talk to so many of us.


Our demands were simple. We wanted to be able to practice our religion praying together. We wanted to be able to stand and talk freely. We wanted to be able to cover ourselves. We wanted the soldiers to stop harassing us.


“I hear you,” the general said.


One of the older, more educated brothers asked, “Can you tell us where we are and what crimes we have committed?”


“No,” the general said. “But I can promise there will be hearings soon.”


Soon the general announced over loudspeakers the changes to the camp we had asked for. He promised us hearings and the possibility of release.


“Allahu Akbar!” we cried out.


We all stopped our strike, except two brothers, one Yemeni and one Kuwaiti, who continued their strike for another month.


I thanked Mr. Hunger Strike. He was so naughty. Oh, sweetie, he said. We haven’t even gotten started.


WE COULDN’T HAVE been in a worse hell, but the mood changed after the hunger strike. It seemed like some of our captors were starting to understand that we weren’t the bloodthirsty terrorists they thought we were. Even though we still didn’t know where we were or what would happen to us, we could stand and talk and pray freely. This gave us a sense that we could reclaim some parts of ourselves we had lost, and that made us feel human. We talked to each other now and opened up. We even played jokes on each other.


There were more Afghans than any other nationality, and for most of them, their world was their village and farm where their families had lived for generations. They lived in mud huts and had simple lives. Some were illiterate and spoke only Pashto or Urdu, like Gulam. He seemed old in his midthirties and had never seen an airplane until he was sent to Kandahar. How does it fly? he asked over and over again.


We were all in bad shape after the hunger strike, worse than when we arrived. Ismatu Allah, a fourteen-year-old Afghan who had fainted the first day of the strike, was introduced to Ms. Ensure, blond, sweet, and delicious, who filled him up and helped him gain weight. Ms. Ensure was everywhere. I really liked how she made me feel full. I liked her so much, I gave some to my neighbors who didn’t hunger strike.


“Gulam,” I called. “I want to introduce you to my good friend, Ms. Ensure. Put your cup to the fence.”


“What’s this Ensure?” Gulam asked. He was illiterate, but he was smart to be skeptical.


“You don’t know about Ensure?” Shah asked. “How many rupees were you sold for?”


“Over one hundred thousand,” Gulam said, which was about $1,500.


“I think the Americans overpaid,” Shah said. He was also from Afghanistan but had lived in the Emirates and was well educated. “This is American woman’s breast milk!”


Gulam furrowed his eyebrows and sucked his tongue. He didn’t like what he heard.


“Look at the American’s hair,” Shah said, speaking of the nearby female corpsman with blond hair. “Now look at the Ensure. They’re the same color, brother!”


Most of the Afghani brothers, like Gulam, had never seen blond women before. Blond women with their white-white skin were like angels to these men, even if they wore the US uniform.


Gulam sat quietly for a while, watching the blond corpsman head for a tent.


“She’s very pretty, isn’t she?” Shah said. “Her breast milk is beautiful like her and tastes like honey. When she comes out, she’ll have fresh Ensure. She’s in there milking her breasts for us.”


Gulam tsked, he was so disgusted. But he respected Shah and trusted him. He watched the tent carefully. The female corpsman came out in a few minutes carrying cans of vanilla Ensure. Gulam’s face soured. What was true and what wasn’t in this crazy upside-down world? Gulam’s neighbor had turned him over to the Northern Alliance so that he could take his land. If he could be sold to the United States as a Taliban fighter, flown through the air in the belly of a metal beast all the way to the other side of the world where he’d been told that the sun set in the east and rose in the west, was it so hard to believe that this golden liquid that made us strong and helped us gain weight was American breast milk?


Gulam’s face went pale.


“If you want some, just ask her,” Shah said. “Watch Mansoor.”


I called the female corpsman and asked her for Ensure. Other brothers asked, too.


She disappeared to the medical tent.


“You Arabs are bad people!” Gulam cursed. “Shame on you!”


“Mmmm,” Shah said. “Smell the honey!”


When the corpsman came back, Gulam went crazy and splashed me with water. Be careful with an angry Afghan.


Another Afghani brother in a cage across from us asked Gulam why he was so angry.


“Do you know what they’re drinking?” Gulam cried.


We all laughed loudly, and that made him even angrier.


“Allah forgive us all for these men’s sins,” Gulam cried. He started praying.


We laughed even harder. We were sixty brothers in our block now—six large cages with ten cages in each and inside each cage a lost human desperate for anything good. So we laughed hard and loud at our Afghani brother. We laughed and our laughter felt good. It made us feel like we weren’t crazy. But our loud laughing caught the soldiers’ attention, and they came running.


“Why are you laughing?” they yelled. They looked scared. I wondered if they thought we had magical powers.


“What’s so funny? Why are you so happy?”


If they couldn’t understand, we could never teach them.


THEY COULDN’T HOLD us like this forever and we all knew it was just a matter of time before something big happened. The interrogations got worse, while the living conditions got a little better. The young soldiers in the camp seemed confused by us the more time they spent with us. I heard about brothers who could speak English singing and rapping with soldiers. Even the marine general who had helped end the hunger strike was overheard saying to a tour of civilians that the camp held mostly farmers, boys, and men with no fighting experience—not terrorists and killers.


Weeks, we thought, months at the most, and we would be set free. They were just trying to squeeze us for any last drops of information before they released us. The older brothers who were educated and knew about the world and international laws said the Americans couldn’t hold us forever without a reason—it was against their laws; it was against international laws.


But many brothers still thought we would be executed. They came from countries known to torture prisoners, and those prisoners never lived to tell about it. They were always executed instead of released.


“How can they just release hundreds of men they have tortured?”


THEY CAME ON Sunday, just after the morning meal was served. Officers with high ranks walked the blocks, stopping at each cage to compare photographs of us from the day we arrived with what we looked like now. Months had passed and we hadn’t been allowed to shave or have our hair cut. We looked very different from the men in our photos with no hair or beards, faces bruised.


Armored Humvees and buses pulled into the camp, and hundreds of masked soldiers in battle gear swarmed the blocks with dogs. The air was tense. I tried to show strength, but I was terrified. The fake executions they had done before never looked like this. There was so much movement. They seemed serious this time. I didn’t have the stomach to eat my breakfast. No one did.


“I don’t want to die!” Ismatu Allah cried.


“Why would they bring us breakfast if they are going to kill us?” the Dane asked. But he looked nervous, too, and this scared me.


“Someone saw a stack of body bags at the front gate,” Yousif whispered.


Brothers hurried to make ablution and to prepare for their last prayer before death.


Please, Allah, grant me forgiveness, I prayed. Grant me entrance to paradise.


Despite all the noise of soldiers and dogs, a strange quiet entered my soul, and I listened to myself breathe. As I repeated my prayers, the fear washed off me and a calm settled in. I waited for the worst to happen next.


“I’ve seen people executed,” the Dane said. “I don’t know what this is, but it’s different.”


“Detainee 3028!” A masked IRF team stood outside Ismatu Allah’s cage. “On your knees! Hands over your head!”


The blood drained from Ismatu Allah’s face.


“Don’t worry!” I said. I smiled. I tried to give him my strength. “They are going to take you home now.” I don’t know why I said this. I just wanted to make him feel less afraid. The IRF team rushed into his cage, restrained him, and put a hood over his head, then earmuffs and goggles. They searched him in the worst possible way; why would they do this now?


“Cowards!” I screamed. “Donkeys!” I banged my cage as they led Ismatu Allah away. All the other brothers shouted, too. I was mad and not thinking, and I grabbed my shit bucket and threatened the soldiers with it. Other brothers joined me. But more masked IRF teams stormed the block. There were too many of them.


I put my bucket down and swore to Allah that I would fight with every ounce of strength I had. As they loaded brothers onto buses, I paced my cage, pounded the fencing, cursed. The soldiers ignored me and soon the entire block was empty except for me. No Yousif. No Gulam. No Dane. No Ismatu Allah. Their cages were open; the mats, buckets, and clothes—all of it left behind.


The IRF team came for me just as the sun was setting. I’d been praying and watching a lone female soldier stuff what was left in the cages into black garbage bags. This is it, I thought. My heart pounded through my chest. I was ready to fight to the very end and that’s what I did. But they still beat me to the ground and got me shackled and hooded. Then they searched me. I kicked. I tried to headbutt them. I refused to walk, so they carried me to the bus and chained me to its floor. Someone removed my earmuffs and whispered in my ears in English. I didn’t know what he said, but it didn’t sound harsh or cruel. It didn’t sound like he hated me or was going to execute me. That one whisper calmed me down and comforted me, and I was ready for whatever would come next.
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