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To those who remain captive but whose songs cannot be caged






1 NUMBER 27


Members of the Organization had taken all the captives’ possessions, including their gold wedding rings. But Helen’s wedding ring was not a ring. It was a tattoo of a bird. She was staring down at her finger when someone started shouting “Twenty-seven! Number twenty-seven!”

He sounded angry, and as Helen belatedly realized that she was number twenty-seven, she wondered if she was in trouble because she had just left the queue and run to Amina. She hadn’t believed her eyes when she’d spotted her dearest childhood friend on the other side of the hall. Amina, too, had opened her mouth in disbelief.

Their tearful hug hadn’t lasted more than a few seconds when the irate voice announced, “Twenty-seven is sold.” The speaker was pointing at Helen. In his other hand, he carried a cardboard box filled with all the captives’ cell phones.

“Leave her alone!” Amina protested, but her voice was barely audible. All the phones in the box were ringing, their loud tones coming from anxious relatives who kept calling and calling the women captives gathered there, but they got no answers.

The man, who wore a long black shirt that reached his knees and trousers to just above his ankle, pushed Amina so hard she fell to the floor.

Helen bent down to help her up, but the man pulled Helen away and led her to another room. He threw her to the floor and left, closing the door behind him.

Other women sat there on the floor with their heads down. They, too, were labeled with numbers, like those distant planets that have no names.

The one woman who had no number sat at a desk. She handed Helen a paper and said: “This is your marriage certificate. Your husband will come soon.”

Helen returned the paper without looking at it and replied: “I’m already married.”

“Abu Tahseen purchased you online, and he’s on his way here.”



If she had not seen it with her own eyes, Helen would never have believed a market for selling women existed. What had surprised her even more was that this market was in a school building. Its name, Flowers of Mosul, was displayed on a banner at the front of the building, which looked just like the elementary school she had once attended with her twin brother, Azad.

But even their principal, the strict Ms. Ilham, would be unable to comprehend the idea of a market for women. For Ms. Ilham, chewing gum had been immoral, even if it was done during breaks. Azad, who was fond of the Arrow brand of gum, had thought it was no different from the candies that other students ate without any problem, until the day Ms. Ilham summoned him to her office.

Azad had been frightened that Ms. Ilham would hit him on the hand with the sharp side of her ruler, as he had seen her do to students who were late to class. They were supposed to be in their seats before the bell rang so that when their teacher entered, they would all stand up in a show of respect. But to his astonishment, when at the end of her questioning she found out who had given Azad the gum, Ms. Ilham had smiled and said, “Say hello to your uncle Mr. Murad and tell him that gum is prohibited. Now go to your classroom.”



This room was similar to the principal’s office, with its neat table at which now sat the numberless woman busily managing the sale of captives.

“Put on these clothes. The photographer will come soon,” she said, handing a plastic bag to another prisoner in the room.

Helen had been surprised by the contrast in the style of clothes imposed by the Organization. In the beginning, they had been forced to wear the niqab, through which only the eyes are visible. Later, they were forced to change into “promo” clothes for pictures and sale exhibitions. The photographer had asked Helen to wipe away her tears in order for him to take the picture.

In other classrooms, members of the Organization were using teachers’ desks for paperwork to oversee the selection of boys for military training in the school’s front yard. Where on Thursday mornings, teachers and students had once held the Iraqi flag-raising ceremony, the Organization now raised their black flag and recited the pledge to the Islamic State instead of the national anthem.

It had been three months since she’d been taken captive, and Helen had gradually come to understand the laws of this strange market. When a man took her to another classroom for his pleasure and returned her immediately after, it meant that he had taken her for temporary pleasure only, like a customer examining goods in the market. When one of them decided to buy her, he paid the Organization an agreed-upon sum of money, in accordance with a purchase contract with the State’s stamp on it. Helen’s price started at seventy-five dollars because she was in her thirties. Any buyer had the right to give her to another man in a “rental” contract and then take her back. He could also return her to the market or exchange her for another captive. One of Helen’s previous buyers used to temporarily sell her whenever he needed money, then take her back. He finally brought her back to the market, saying, “This one screams in her sleep. Maybe there’s a jinn inside her.”

About 120 women were crammed into the hall. You could tell which of the women had been raped most frequently by the number of bruises on their bodies. Some tried to hide behind each other, but the guards did not bypass any of them. At night, when the auction was closed, the guards came and took whomever they wanted for pleasure. They pushed the classroom desks aside and raped them in front of each other.

Helen met other captives through the looks exchanged during these ordeals. They spoke with their eyes and communicated through tears.

During a mass rape one afternoon, a captive shouted at the men: “Enough! Would you let someone fuck your mothers and sisters?”

Right away, one of them threw her against the wall, leaving her unconscious. Another woman followed him, screaming incomprehensibly. She spat at him. Helen imitated her and spat at a man nearby. Another captive did the same. Every woman in that room spat on whomever she could in a campaign against the rapists.

Shocked by the collective reaction, the men beat the women with all their might. But eventually the room fell quiet, and the men seemed exhausted from all the beating, and probably felt shame. They left the room one after the other while the captives exchanged looks of encouragement, as if they were patting each other’s shoulders, although that would hurt with all the bruises they now bore. Some of the women could not move for several days.

After Arabic and Kurdish, silence was the captives’ third language. The youngest among them, Layla, who was ten years old, did not know any Arabic except for the word tafteesh, which she learned from the woman who entered the room and pronounced it so that the captives lined up side by side for inspection.

This woman checked the captives’ clothes to make sure they didn’t conceal any sharp objects. The number of inspections increased daily because suicide attempts among the captives had reached a point that had irritated members of the Organization.



Rehana tried to hang herself with a rope she found in the corner of the hall. It had been the school’s gym hall, and the rope was a jump rope. A female member of the Organization ran over to Rehana and was able to take the rope from her. She saved her life, then beat her with that same rope.

She was the same inspector who, since the first week of captivity, had passed by the new captives one by one to ask, “Are you married?” and “When was the last time you had your period?”

A captive had replied, “Why this question?” Another screamed, “Why?” And then a third, even louder, “Why?”

The inspector stepped back and yelled at them, “Because our State’s law prohibits the sale of pregnant women.”

Rehana was supposed to be given for free to Organization soldiers for the sake of domestic service only. This was according to the Organization’s code for those aged over fifty, but the broken look with which she came back whenever she was taken and returned showed that the soldiers were breaking their own rules.

“Mama Rehana” was what Layla had called her since the dark night during the second week of captivity when Layla returned to the room, naked and wincing with pain and humiliation. They had thrown her clothes in behind her.

Another captive picked them up, dressed her, and said, “May God take revenge for this girl and for us all.” She said it in Kurdish, so the female inspector wouldn’t understand.

As a kitchen worker, Rehana had rushed to Layla with a pail of water and stayed up looking after her until morning. Layla opened her eyes to Rehana, who at that moment was wiping her forehead with a wet cloth to bring her fever down.

They exchanged a look of gratitude and sorrow. Rehana spoke Arabic and did not understand Kurdish. Therefore, she depended on Helen to translate between her and Layla—not always, but in the few periods that would pass without any rape. They usually had no desire to speak after rape. They entered the room in a silence that was only interrupted by a greeting from one rapist to another. It sounded odd, like laughter at a funeral.

Thanks to Helen’s translation, Rehana knew that Layla had not seen her parents since the day when her mother had braided her hair, and they left home along with the rest of their village, heading toward the mountains. Layla didn’t say more because they all knew what happened next, how the men were separated from the women, old from young, and girls from the age of nine and above from the rest of their family members.

One day, Layla had no words, not even for Helen, because Rehana had been found dead. She didn’t have any sharp tool, nor a rope. They didn’t know how she had died.

“Sadness killed her,” said one of the captives. Tears raced down Layla’s cheeks. Helen rocked her in her lap as she, too, wept. She held her as long as possible, despite the pain in her back from the beating by Abu Tahseen, who had bought and returned her.

Braiding Layla’s hair, Helen remembered the day when Abu Tahseen took her to his home in Aleppo and how she had vomited on him when he was having sex with her. Helen had felt sick all the way to his home. When it happened, shortly after they arrived, he hit her with a stick on her naked back until she passed out. She found herself in the hospital, her hand tied to an IV bottle.

A nurse handed her a pill with a glass of water and asked, “How are you?”

Helen burst into tears and replied, “I’m not from here. I beg you to help me return to my family in Iraq.”

The nurse looked right and left and whispered: “How can I help you?”

“Just get me out of here to the street.”

“Sorry, I cannot do that. Do you want to call your family, so they can help you?”

“Yes, may God protect you.”

“I will bring my phone during my break.” The nurse looked at her watch and added, “I’ll be back in an hour and a half.”

Helen heard the far-off sounds of explosions while she counted the ninety minutes and tried to remember any number for her relatives to give to the nurse. Since his imprisonment, her husband Elias’s phone must have been taken from him, as he hadn’t answered any of her calls, and Amina had been taken captive too. Helen didn’t know any other numbers.

As if it were a pistol, the nurse slowly pulled out the phone from her pocket while looking at the nearby patients’ beds. “I’ll leave this with you for five minutes and will be right back,” she said to Helen.

“Wait, please. I don’t know any numbers. Do you know the code to Iraq from here?”

“Oh, no. Later then, I’ll ask around,” the nurse said and put the phone back in her pocket.

At that moment, a female doctor entered the room. She picked up and read a clipboard by Helen’s bed and said: “You can go home now.”

“May I stay one more day?” Helen asked.

“You don’t need it,” said the doctor. “There are wounded people on their way to the hospital, and we may not have enough beds.”

Helen reluctantly got up from the bed. The nurse escorted her to the reception area, where Abu Tahseen waited. As he walked toward her, Helen froze on the spot.

The nurse said to her: “Wait. I’ll give you my phone number in case you have any questions.”

Abu Tahseen had overheard her. He said: “No, there will be no questions. She will leave from here and return to her country.”

“Really?” the nurse asked.

Abu Tahseen turned his back on the nurse and signaled with his hand for Helen to go out with him. Before Helen crossed the threshold to the street, she looked behind her. The nurse was still standing there, watching her.

Abu Tahseen hailed a taxi, then waited for Helen to get into the back seat before he climbed into the front. He might have been afraid that she would vomit on him again. She wondered if he really would take her back home as he had told the nurse. About fifteen minutes later, she heard the driver talking about construction on the road to Mosul, and hope flickered inside her like a lamp in a dark room. She could not suppress the hope that they were indeed on the way to Mosul and not to Abu Tahseen’s home in Aleppo.



The journey to Mosul took about ten hours. Helen noticed the sign announcing when the highway became the Caliphate Way. At last, the driver stopped at the same school-turned-auction-house where Abu Tahseen had purchased her.

He had taken her back to the same prison. Yet she breathed a sigh of relief to be joining the rest of the captives, if only until she was sold again. Who knows, perhaps a miracle from heaven would allow her to go home. She needed a miracle in order to breathe in the scent of her family again.

“She’s sick and not fit for me,” Abu Tahseen had said to the guard in the school’s front yard.

The guard offered to exchange Helen for another woman, but Abu Tahseen chose to get his money back.



The same day Rehana died, Helen was brought outside to be auctioned off again. The schoolyard was packed with customers with extremely long beards, who looked as if they had just emerged from ancient caves.

In the hope of spotting Amina again, Helen searched the faces of the other captives. Had someone bought her dear friend? Helen wondered as she glimpsed a huge person moving toward her. She lowered her head to avoid him.






2 HALF OF A PERSON’S BEAUTY


Helen was worried about the rice, if it was not cooked the right way for Ayash.

She had never been good at cooking. Her mother had once said to her father that Helen should marry a cook, or they would both die of hunger. Her father replied, “Or you rush in and save them with your eggplant dish.” Her mother had laughed. He loved to joke about how frequently her mother cooked eggplant and how she had been adding it to every meal.

Helen soaked the white beans in water to make a stew. She had to prepare dinner before Ayash was back from work. Would he come alone today or with his friends? she wondered. Would he come home high, or would he wait until after dinner? How would his mood be? What if he had a bad day at work and disliked the food? Would he just scold her or beat her? Worse yet, he might sell her again.

Two days earlier, she had heard him bargaining with someone on the phone, but it seemed that no deal had been made, and the buyer had not come to take her. Ayash had asked for $400, then lowered her price to $300. He said: “I swear she’s worth more. She’s sweet, obedient, and smart, but I am in a rush to sell her.” He did not mention that she didn’t know how to cook rice.

Of all those who had purchased her, Ayash was the best. During the six weeks that she stayed with him, he didn’t beat her brutally like the others, who had covered her body with bruises; and when he raped her, Ayash did it alone, not in a group. He even spoke and listened to her sometimes.

When Helen first saw Ayash at the auction, she had been horrified. As she’d lowered her head, she saw feet of different sizes pacing back and forth in front of her. She studied his huge feet and the black trousers that stopped well above his ankles. “My God, don’t let this one buy me. Anyone but him,” she thought.

The feet came closer, and she was scared. But unlike the others, he didn’t open her mouth or check her teeth or smell her. He asked, “How much is this?”

A man standing nearby answered, “Four hundred, but for you, mawlana, half price.”

Ayash opened his wallet, grabbed two bills, and gave them to the seller. Helen understood it was her turn to leave the school and follow the new buyer. She would follow him in silence because she had learned that objections would do no good. She had learned this lesson the hard way, through beating and humiliation. Every inch of her body and soul had turned blue. Looking back, Helen’s heart was pierced by a tearful look from Layla, and she sighed deeply.

It was obvious that this new owner was of a high rank, because they called him mawlana, which was what sultans were called in ancient times. She had never heard this word before except for in history programs on TV. A driver in a luxurious black car waited for them outside, confirming her impression.

Ayash sat in the front of the car next to the driver. In the back seat, Helen wore the black niqab they had given her. The two men immediately started talking to each other, and Helen found herself looking through the window at a city she recognized as she would a familiar person who had fallen sick.

The city of Mosul looked pale, silent, and slow as never before. There were no crowds or loud music coming from the shops. Black flags had replaced the neon advertisements. Even the Tigris River, flowing under the bridge, looked completely deserted and oblivious of everything going on above it.

These streets she looked at through the car window were the same ones she used to freely walk, wearing clothes of her choice and sometimes of her own design, inspired by fashion magazines. Once, Helen had imitated the style of a girl wearing her jeans slightly torn. She tore her own pants at the knee. When Helen’s mother saw this, she offered to patch them up for her.

From this street in particular, Helen used to buy buttons, fabrics, and threads. Most customers on this street were seamstresses, as well as some shoppers needing to repair shoes or watches or radios. Its shops were small, not exceeding two by three meters each—just a table, a chair, and a lamp. People still called it King Ghazi Street, although the government had officially changed its name to Revolution Street. Helen didn’t know who King Ghazi was, but her neighbor Shaima, known as Umm Hameed, had once told her that King Ghazi had always liked to show off. That was why, when he was a sixteen-year-old schoolboy, he had his plane descend to a very low altitude above his school—so his classmates would see him in the plane, which the British called the magic carpet.

The clothing shops looked familiar to Helen, except for the niqabs, which had been put on all the mannequins. Helen and the mannequin were dressed alike, but the mannequin was not for sale.

THE NIQAB IS PURITY and TOGETHER WE TAKE CARE OF THE TREE OF THE CALIPHATE were among the banners now attracting Helen’s attention. A few meters away, she saw a handwritten phrase repeated on more than one wall. In a thick font that could be read even from afar, the graffiti read, “I love you, Nadawi.” This was the usual nickname for Nada or Nadia. Helen imagined a lover writing on the walls of this city. Did he want to set a contrast to the other, more serious banners, or to vandalize the walls with the huge, sloppy handwriting of that simple phrase? Or was he simply a lover who had lost his mind?

The sudden voice of Ayash interrupted Helen’s thoughts. He had lowered the window of the car and was now yelling at a woman walking on the sidewalk: “You, woman! Cover your hair!”

The streets receded and disappeared from Helen’s view, as did her former life. The steering wheel was not in her hand to return to that life. Yet she would return as soon as she could, she thought. She would find a hole in the wall through which she could get back to her family.

Again, Ayash interrupted these thoughts as he ordered his driver to stop. He got out of the car and headed into a women’s clothing store in the Souq of Prophet Yunus. The shop owner was talking to a female customer but seemed to panic when Ayash moved between them.

Helen did not hear the conversation between the two men, but it was clear the man was fearfully begging Ayash. Ayash did not speak to the customer. She left the piece of clothing she had been bargaining for and hurried from the shop.

Listening to Ayash’s conversation with the driver after he returned to the car, Helen understood that he had been giving a warning to the shop owner; the distance between him and the female customer had been less than two meters, and that was a violation for which the punishment was twenty-five lashes. In addition to breaking the law, the shop owner had been flirting with the customer, calling her “my eyes,” Ayash said.

“No manners,” said the driver.

A few minutes later, they heard a man shouting, “Look at this, Da’usha!” as he pointed at a big mannequin in front of a women’s clothes shop.

This time the driver hit the brakes and stopped without any order from Ayash. He probably thought the situation required intervention. Helen guessed the man outside the shop was crazy. No one would dare to use the mocking nickname of the Organization in such a public way unless he’d lost his mind.

When Ayash jumped from the car and approached him, the crazy man laughed and said, “And your excellency is Da’ush?”

Helen covered her eyes with her hands to avoid seeing what happened next as Ayash hit the man. Yet she saw how Ayash knocked him down and climbed over him, choking him and banging his head on the ground.

This time, Ayash did not comment when he returned to the car. The driver put his foot on the gas, and in the side mirror the man appeared, lying on the ground, motionless and bleeding.

Finally, the car entered a residential area. Ayash asked the driver to stop by a small store. Its sign read PICKLES AND OLIVES SALE. Ayash went inside. At first, Helen wondered if he’d stopped to buy something, but this was not the case. An old man came out with Ayash and took down the sign. Ayash got back in the car, murmuring, “They don’t know that pickles and anything fermented are not allowed.”

On that same residential street, the car parked in front of a two-story henna-colored house. Ayash indicated for Helen to go inside, and he stood beside the car, talking to the driver. The house’s front door was ajar, so Helen just went in.



It was furnished and smelled of people who were absent. She felt as if she were about to suffocate despite the fact that she loved the place and its decor, especially the carpet with Persian-style motifs and the turquoise ceramic vase on the round wooden table. The cushions on the sofas were of warm colors that matched the carpet. A large box of toys by the sofa filled Helen with sadness, as she imagined children forced to leave their toys and their home. On the side table was a dried piece of bread. The inhabitants must have left in a hurry and not taken much with them, neither big things like the television in the middle of the wall nor small things like the tiny sandal by the door. She almost saw their fingerprints on the furniture and memories between the walls. She saw in her mind how they’d escaped with only the clothes they were wearing, just as her own people had. They dispersed like billiard balls after a hard hit.

Helen had been by herself when she was taken, but she’d heard from other captives about the caravans of people who fled their homes and headed toward the mountains. Some had made it and others not. Daesh cars had blocked their way, parked in the middle of the road.

In the living room, Helen stared at a framed calligraphy painting on the wall next to the door. She contemplated it but found it hard to read because it was written in an exaggerated, artistic style. She looked closely at it, word by word, and was finally able to read the first word: half. Then person and then beauty. She tried to figure out the rest of the words but could not. The words were drawn as images rather than letters.

She winced when she heard Ayash’s footsteps as he entered the house. She looked down while he was pacing the room. He stopped in front of her and said: “My name is Ayash.”

Helen did not say anything but glimpsed his curly beard and seemingly neckless head.

“I am Tunisian French.”

Helen remained silent.

He walked back toward the TV, then returned and stood before her. “I left my wife and daughter in France,” he said in a Tunisian dialect with a French inflection. “I came to answer the call of God,” he added, looking toward the window.

Helen remained silent.

“My marriage to you is a jihadi mission in the name of Allah. The State did you a favor because you will become Muslim and thus pure,” he added.

Helen wished she could tell him that if he left her, for God’s sake, that would be the real favor.

“You are an infidel, and this is not your fault; you were born this way,” he said.

Helen looked away.

“You would go to hell if you remained Yazidi.”

Helen remained silent.

“Take a bath and come up to my room,” he said.



In the bathroom, Helen took her time because she knew that the bath would be followed by prayer and then rape. This was the usual pattern.

In that first building where they’d been kept after they were stolen from their villages, it was in the bathroom that some girls committed suicide. Helen looked at her face in a silver-framed mirror. She was surprised by how normal she looked, despite all the scars she now bore inside. She closed her eyes. They were burning with tears, and she washed her face again. If her heart would allow it, she, too, would commit suicide. But her heart would not let her; she was too attached to her loved ones. If only she could survive this time… this difficult time in which she was unable to die or to live.

In the bedroom, she stood by Ayash as he called her to pray with him. Oh, God, please help me, reunite me with my family, in the name of God and Peacock Malak, Helen murmured inwardly. She didn’t know if she was praying or pleading.

As soon as he finished his prayer, he ordered her to take off her clothes and lie down on the bed. Helen responded mechanically. She did not refuse or resist as she had done in her first days of captivity. No more begging to be left alone. She shrank and curled up because he was staring at her whole body.

He lifted her left hand up and examined the bird tattoo.

“What’s this?” he asked.

“Long story,” she said.

“I want to hear it,” he said.

Helen kept silent, and Ayash repeated his request that she tell him her story. Using his desire to listen to her advantage, Helen thought to put on her clothes.

But before she could do so, he took his off. Helen assumed that he’d changed his mind and didn’t want to listen to her. Obviously, he wanted sex. He lifted the bedcover and half covered their bodies and asked again, “What’s the tattoo story?”

Helen hesitated, wondering if he really wanted her to tell him. Could she trust him? Who was this Ayash? Was he really one of them? He did not seem to want to rape or beat her. So why did he order her to bathe and take off her clothes? And what did he want if he was not one of them?

In the midst of her bewilderment, Ayash repeated his request, adding: “You can tell me anything. Do not be afraid.”

“Are you with Daesh?” she asked.

“Their name is not Daesh. It’s the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria. I am a security officer in the Hesba.” He explained that Hesba was the religious police. “The State gave me this house and pays the bills for water and electricity. The Islamic State is well organized, and it collects taxes from business owners in accordance with profit. The State provides for our daily needs so that we can work for a cause and not for a living.”

Helen resisted asking more questions: What is the cause you are fighting for? Slaughtering people? Kidnapping them and forcing them out of their homes?

After a minute of silence, Ayash touched her. Helen regretted her silence. Perhaps if she had told him her life story, he would have listened to her and not raped her.

“You will enter paradise, you know?” Ayash said.

She remembered what one of them had once told her: that in paradise she would not be a human being but a nymph to delight believers.

“No, I’ll not enter paradise. I’ll be in hell,” she answered. She wanted to say that she would rather be in hell if he and his group were in heaven.

“Why? What sin have you committed?” he asked her.

Helen didn’t know what to say.

“You went out with a man secretly?”

“Yes, once I did,” she replied.

“You mean you had a relationship with him?”

The question made her afraid, so she quickly answered: “No, he had a relationship with me.”

As Ayash was touching her body, Helen froze. She did not let him feel her pain in the bruised parts of her body and was too tired to resist. She’d let him do whatever he wanted since he would anyway.

But perhaps this Ayash was unlike the other beasts who’d enslaved her. Perhaps he was human, and a magic spell had turned him into a Daesh. And then perhaps another power would turn him back into a human being, like in the story of Beauty and the Beast. His huge body on her stifled her breath, and she longed to cry.

And in that moment, her parents came to mind. They didn’t know where she was. How upset her father would be if he knew what they were doing to her. Her father was tender-hearted, and he always forgave Helen no matter what she did, especially if he saw her tears. Even on that day when she broke the toy camera of cartoon pictures. A relative had brought it for her brother, Azad, and given her a doll, with which she did not know what to do at first.

So she asked her brother: “Do you want to swap?”

He had shaken his head and kept looking through the lens of the plastic camera while turning the side handle to rotate the images inside. There were dozens of images that went around in a loop. Helen asked him to let her see too, but he kept pressing the button, ignoring her request.

She snatched the camera from her brother’s hand and ran. He ran after her, and they circled around the house. The camera fell from her hand and broke. Her brother scowled and pushed her. So when their father saw them as they were fighting by the broken camera, he appeared angrier at Azad than at her because Azad was not crying, only she was.

She did not know where Azad was now. Was he looking for her? Did her mother know she’d been kidnapped? Helen imagined her wailing and singing that sad song, the one between singing and sobbing, as she used to do when mourning a missed one, whether a relative or a stranger. It was in their house that the people of their neighborhood used to gather on weekends, and at the end, when darkness prevailed, they would sing. Her mother’s voice was always beautiful, whether she sang in joy or in sadness. Their family would sometimes gather in the orchard next to their home, and her father would invite guests to pick fresh figs from the trees.

Her father was well known in the village because he was the only one in the area who knew how to circumcise boys, and he did it so skillfully that some people traveled from other villages to their house, together with their sons. This was how he earned his living, in addition to the gifts that the parents of the boys would bring to their home.

Helen’s father never saved anything because he constantly invited people over and provided guests with all that he had to offer. He invited farmers whose crops had failed that season just to give them some money. One time, a farmer came to their house and filled their sitting room with pomegranates because her father refused to take back the money he had given him when he’d needed it.

That was the same day her uncle Murad came over from the city and asked her mother—his sister—to accompany him to see the family of the girl whom he wanted to marry. Uncle Murad suggested that Helen and Azad go with them too. The children always loved going with him to the city of Sinjar.

“I’m coming!” said Helen joyfully. But Azad refused because he’d agreed to go with his friend to the orchard. There was a snake on a tree there, and Azad said they talked and played with that snake.

Her father told her uncle: “You are not going anywhere unless you carry away all you can of these pomegranates. Bring them as a gift to your fiancée’s family, Murad.”

Helen’s mother carried two bags of pomegranates, and Helen did the same. Her father handed two more bags to Murad, and they went on their way.

In the city, after dropping off the pomegranates in his home, Uncle Murad took them to the market. He lifted little Helen up on his shoulders so that she sat high above the crowds of people. She sneezed on his head as she smelled the spices displayed in big open sacks. He stopped in front of a banner that was advertising a new film in the cinema two blocks away from the market. He suggested they go watch it.

Helen was stunned in her seat in front of the big screen, and her uncle exchanged a smile with her mother because Helen was sitting with one leg crossed over the other like a grown-up. When they returned to their home in the village, Helen ran to her father and said: “I was not scared by the film. Only Mama was scared.”

“Children have no fears. When you grow up, you’ll be scared by those movies like your mother,” her father answered.



This terrifying film I am watching as a grown-up scares me, Father. It’s real. If my life were a film, I would be traumatized by its details. Do you remember, Father, how you once got angry because the teacher slapped me and I cried? You then prevented me from going to school until I convinced you, “It was not a strong slap. I did not feel it, Baba.” And you said, “It’s unacceptable that someone—whoever it is—touches you or hurts you.” If you knew, Father, how many men have hit me in your absence, how many have raped me. Do you remember, once at night, on the roof of our house, how you looked up, and I asked, “What are you looking at?” You pointed up and said to me, “Every one of us has a star there in the sky. Look, that is your star. It’s bright like you. I want you always as high as that star. Never put your head down, Helen.”

If only I could put my head on your shoulder and cry, Father. Do not let me down from your lap, please.

Tears fell from Helen’s eyes as she called out silently to her absent father.



Ayash had just finished with her, and now he surprised her by wiping away her tears.

“Why are you crying? Because I married you?” he asked.

“No, I was remembering my family.”



After more than a month in the house, Helen finally dared to turn on the TV. She had resisted because Ayash had warned her not to. He expressed fear that the TV might show her songs and programs featuring infidels. But that evening, a strong desire to watch the news made her take the risk. She wanted to see if the outside world knew about what was going on for her and her people in this part of the world.

They were reciting the Quran when she turned on the TV, and although she was sure that listening to the Quran would not put her in danger, she still kept an eye on the window, fearing that Ayash might return at any moment. After the Quran, a cartoon came on. She turned off the TV, hoping to watch the news another time.

Ten minutes later, she glimpsed Ayash through the window. He was next to the car, talking to the guard. When he entered the house, Helen said to him: “I wanted to ask you if it was okay for me to watch religious programs and cartoons, for example, on TV. I am alone here, and time passes slowly.”

“No,” he said sternly. “All TVs are to be given to the Organization. But listen, there is a new family on their way here. The Organization gave the second floor of this house to a man from Chechnya known as ‘the desert emir.’ He signed a contract, according to which he owns a wife and her belongings and children. He is a talented man and a top fashion designer who designs men’s clothing inspired by the time of the wise caliphs.”

“When will they come?”

“Maybe in two or three days, when the woman gets out of the hospital. She fainted on the way, so he had to take her for a checkup. There they found that she had severe dehydration. Well, she did not ask for water. Anyway, her condition has improved, but she will stay in the hospital for a day or two. She will keep you company when she comes.”

Helen was unable to sleep, not only because Ayash snored loudly but because sleep just would not come. From the day she was first abducted, she’d suffered from insomnia. When she closed her eyes, she felt more awake. It was not an awakening in the sense of not sleeping but in the sense of remembering. Helen’s loved ones appeared to her whenever she closed her eyes.

But that night, she also thought of the captive woman who would join her in this place.



In the morning, Ayash told her that someone was coming to the house to take the TV to the Organization. Helen stayed in the bedroom while Ayash helped the man carry it into a pickup. When she heard the door slam, she knew Ayash was leaving. Helen left her bed and went into the living room, where there was now an empty space where the TV had been. She knew the front door was locked, but she habitually tried to open it. Every hour she tried and failed. The locked door was just another wall.

Forget the door, she said to herself. Breaking the window glass would be easier than breaking the door. She had lost a lot of weight recently, so perhaps she could pass through the small space between the window’s iron bars. She moved closer to the window to inspect it. There might be enough space for her to pass through it and back into her old life. The window was a wall too, though it had more mercy than the door: at least you could see through it.

The person she saw at that moment was the very one she did not want to see. He was the driver who had brought her with Ayash to this place, and he was in charge of guarding her. He stood next to his Chevrolet, in front of the house, talking on his phone. Helen wished that he would suddenly disappear so she could break the glass and flee.

How far she would run! She would never stop. It was a bright day, but who cared? What did bright mornings mean for prisoners? Bright or not, at this moment, what difference would it make?



Helen picked up a pamphlet from the stack on the table. There had been more on this pile yesterday. Ayash must have taken some with him to distribute to the local residents so they would learn that “the employees must say the oath of obedience to the State and promise repentance from previous government tasks. Citizens must hand over televisions and satellite dishes because they broadcast blasphemies and programs from outside the State’s area of control. Music other than religious chants is haraam.” Helen turned the page, reading a sermon from the Faithful Emir about “values that the caliphate seeks to achieve, such as the redistribution of wealth and the fight against corruption” and how “the State will make the caliphate great again.”

In the kitchen, Helen opened the cabinets, mainly to find a tool to break the window. Beneath some business cards and bills, Helen spotted a small album, the words Family Album written on its cover. Opening it, Helen browsed photographs of the family that had once lived in this house.

Some were in black and white; a jasmine flower appeared in front of the façade of a house. She was not sure if this was the house she was in. She had seen its outside only once, when she’d first entered it. Then there was a picture of an elderly woman with her hand outstretched as if talking to someone who didn’t appear in the picture. Another woman, younger, with very short hair and wearing glasses, appeared in several color photos. There she was with two little girls in a park and giant trees in the background. She had such a sweet smile. When someone smiles in a picture, the smile remains forever, despite what happens in reality, which may not always make you smile. Even though he was not with them in any of those other family photos, a man surrounded by various oriental rugs and calligraphic works of art was probably the father.

It seemed that he owned or worked in a shop selling rugs and antiques, which explained the house’s beautiful carpets, one of which had miniatures of people surrounded by birds extending colorful wings. Even the clock on the kitchen wall had a classic look with an ornamented frame, although it was frozen at ten past ten. Its two hands looked as if they were pleading for a change while time was out of work.

Helen opened and closed the refrigerator. She was hungry; she had not eaten anything since yesterday morning, but she did not want to eat.

It was as if her senses were out of place, like a ghost with only one desire in this world: to see the real people she knew. If Helen were a ghost, she would also possess their ability to move around unseen. But instead, she found herself in a nightmare from which she could not wake: finding herself with the dead who made her sleep with them in their graves, from which emanated the smell of their corpses. In the nightmare, they wore dark glasses brought from the seventh century, so they saw life through the telescope of that time. They wanted her to see their dead world with them. They denied the existence of a world in which she had her own people, people whom she loved and missed terribly. Helen would trade half her life just to know that they were still alive.

She paced the distance between the kitchen and the living room several times. When she turned, she looked again at the Arabic calligraphy art on the wall. She faced it, determined to read it in full, and this time she succeeded.

So that was the saying, then: “Half of a person’s beauty comes from the tongue.”



This saying’s tacit recommendation was not for her. Helen was well aware that she must remain silent and not use her tongue at all in the presence of Ayash’s friends. It was not permissible for male strangers to hear her voice. From their point of view, that would be haraam. Only in her heart could she say what she wanted.

After the visitors arrived that evening, her voice was locked in her throat and she in her room. In fact, she had three rooms to move around in: kitchen, bathroom, and bedroom.

In the kitchen, she had made food for the men, but she must not take it to them in the living room. She should not be seen by them. Instead, Ayash came and took the tray of food to them. Helen made tea in a large pot that whistled and blew out steam. Its whistle mixed with the religious songs that she heard as Ayash’s guests enthusiastically sang praise for the State and its deeds. They didn’t have to lock their feelings in their hearts.

The Chechen desert emir was one of the guests in the living room that evening, so when Ayash came to the kitchen to pick up the tea, Helen asked in a low voice about the new family: “Did the Chechen emir bring them with him?”

“No, maybe tomorrow,” he said, leaving with the tray of glass teacups.



Helen was eager to meet the woman who would share her prison. This was no regular waiting; it was a yearning for someone like her, for another stifled voice. Even though she had not met her, Helen felt this woman was her close friend. She would make this prison less lonely, or they might even escape together.

Going out into the street wearing the niqab, they would not raise any suspicion. There were police everywhere, but no one would recognize them since all but their eyes would be covered. Not even Ayash would recognize Helen if he passed her in the street.

In any case, he would be busy elsewhere, monitoring and enforcing the State’s rules that men left their beards unshaven and women wore the sharia attire. He imposed fines on anyone selling Western clothes, especially T-shirts with foreign words on them. At Friday prayers, if he saw a boy in the street, he would yell at him to get to the mosque. If someone laughed during prayer, Ayash would summon him to disciplinary prison. If he spotted a smoker, he would punish him with twenty-five lashes, plus the number of cigarettes missing from the pack. If he saw a boy wearing trousers that did not fall slightly above his ankle, he would punish the boy’s parents, specifically his father, with twenty lashes, and the same number of lashes for the husband whose wife made a mistake in her outfit—for example, if something showed under her niqab. Ayash earned $100 a month for his work, which contributed to reforming society, as he said. The State paid all of his daily expenses, and he did not even need to spend that $100, he explained to Helen.

But she knew that he spent it on drugs. He had taken them in her presence, and he forced her to take some too, almost every night of the past week.

It was obvious that the State did not prevent the use of drugs, but Helen wanted to make sure, so she had asked him: “Only smoking is forbidden, right?”

“Alcohol is also forbidden,” he’d replied.

When he said this, he looked at her with such concentration that she guessed he was about to say something important. But she did not expect the words that followed: “Helen, I will release you and go back to my family because our religion says that the one who sets a slave free will be rewarded in heaven.”

He rubbed his forehead and asked, “What is your family’s phone number? I will sell you to them. I need money to be able to travel. Whoever comes here cannot go back. I know a trusted smuggler, but he is asking for a large sum of money.”

“Is it possible to use the Kurdistan telephone directory? I might find someone’s number,” Helen said.

“I’ll see and let you know later,” he answered.

“When?”

“I don’t know. I told you, later.”



Ayash fell asleep soon after his friends left the house, so exhausted that he neither prayed nor raped her that night. Helen waited impatiently for the next day’s arrival with its promise of a companion for her.

Helen didn’t know why she kept thinking of the jasmine she had seen in the photo album. In the morning, as Ayash left the house, she rushed to the window to see if the jasmine was actually there. She couldn’t see it. More importantly, she did not see the guard either.

It was an opportunity for escape. She could break the window’s glass with any tool she found in this house. She would walk fast until she reached the main street, and there she would stop a taxi. She had no money, but when she arrived at her destination, she would ask the driver to wait a little until she retrieved the money from her house or from her neighbor, Umm Hameed.

If they caught her along the way, they’d bring her back to Ayash. If he implemented the State’s law, he’d have to stone her to death. Even if he did not want to kill her, he would do it because if he did not, the State would punish him with the same sentence. He himself had told her so.

Perhaps it would be better for Helen to wait for Ayash, so that he could help her escape in an easier but more expensive way. But what if he changed his mind? Or what if the previous night’s words were merely said under the influence of drugs? No, she could not wait for him.

Helen rushed into the kitchen, looking for a knife to break through the window.
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