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This book is dedicated to the loving memory of
my younger brother, Hassan-jaan, and to my
friends behind the wire.

“Feed the hungry and visit the sick, free the
captive if he is unjustly confined, and assist the
oppressed.”
—The Prophet Mohammad
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Au t h o r ’ s N o t e

The U.S. prison camp at Guantánamo Bay stands as a challenge to our nation. It challenges our readiness to do the right
thing in times of crisis, the times when it’s most important,
and most difficult, to adhere to our founding principles and to
follow the rule of law. What lies at the heart of the Gitmo debate are the beliefs upon which the United States of America
was founded and for which it has long been celebrated: the
conviction that no one should be imprisoned without charge
and that everyone has a right to defend him- or herself in a fair
and impartial trial.
The prisoners at Gitmo never had the chance to prove their
innocence. They were never told why they’d been brought to
Cuba. They were never allowed to be heard in open court. But
their perspectives must be aired.
In selecting prisoners to profile, I’ve tried to present a range
of individuals of varied backgrounds. The first detainees I
met have had a lasting personal impact. Others offered compelling stories, unique personalities, or distinctive experiences.
I did not have access to any of the fifteen “high-value” detainees, such as alleged September 11 mastermind Khaled
Sheikh Mohammad.
Though it may appear to some readers that I give ample,
and perhaps naïve, credence to the prisoners’ points of view, I
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

have made every effort to verify their accounts and to explore
the military’s contrasting perspective. Some readers may also
argue that detainees, or “enemy combatants,” as the Defense
Department calls them, aren’t entitled to the protections of
U.S. law. This is an argument I reject. While I believe that
Guantánamo may hold evil men as well as innocent ones, I
also believe that only a full and fair hearing can separate the
good from bad.
Readers may judge for themselves the merits of each tale
recounted here. My objective is simply to tell the stories of
some of the men held captive by the United States at Guantánamo Bay, the stories they themselves have never been able to
tell.

Prologue

Tehran, August 28, 2003
The phone rings a little after 11 PM. Waheeda knows something is
wrong the minute she hears the voice on the other end. It’s her
brother-in-law, Hayat. She stands in the living room, holding the receiver to her ear with both hands.
“Doctor Sahib has been arrested,” Hayat says. He is calling from
Gardez, Afghanistan, the hometown of her husband, Ali Shah. Waheeda has not spoken to Ali for more than two months, but his family
in Afghanistan has sworn to her repeatedly that everything is fine.
“Khanum, don’t worry yourself so much,” they say. “He is very
busy setting up the clinic and traveling for work on the parliamentary elections. He can’t call you in Iran right now because the telephone reception in rural areas here is awful.”
But now Waheeda is hearing what she has dreaded all along. “He
was arrested on his second night here,” Hayat is saying. “The Americans came to the house. . . . They came here and arrested everyone.
They took him, Sayed, Ismael, and Reza, too.”
Then, he stammers, “Everyone has been released—except Ali.”
Waheeda feels the floor sway beneath her.
“What are you saying to me?” she demands. There is a short silence. Then, Hayat says that he had hoped Ali would be released like
This account has been reconstructed with the help of Dr. Ali Shah Mousovi’s
family.
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PROLOGUE

the others. But it has been several months now, and he can no longer
hide the truth.
“Oh, Allah,” Waheeda says. “What did they say? Why?”
But Hayat knows nothing, can tell her nothing. The rest of the call
is a blur. Waheeda hangs up and sits staring at the maroon rug under
her feet for a very long time. Hayat’s words have descended upon her
like the weight of the world. She remembers the last time she spoke to
Ali, just hours before his arrest. He was happy to be in Afghanistan
again. All was well; his family was happy to have him back.
After more than a decade as a refugee in Iran, Ali Shah had returned to Afghanistan to open a clinic after the fall of the Taliban.
Now was the time to go back, he had told her. Once the clinic was up
and running, he’d come to fetch her and the children. As the son of a
prominent Gardez family, he also planned to run for parliament in
the new government led by President Hamid Karzai. And he wanted
her, an economist, to fulfill her own dream of working in a free
Afghanistan.
She remembers him standing by the door before he left. He’d held
her close, told her there was nothing to worry about, that the Taliban were gone now. Their eight-year-old daughter, Hajar, ran to
him, and he pulled the child onto his lap, kissing her face and asking
what she wanted him to bring her from Afghanistan.
Those images collide with Hayat’s words, echoing in her head.
She can only remember fragments: Twenty or thirty American soldiers, military uniforms, guns pointed. Hog-tied, blindfolded,
dragged out. Arrested. Suddenly panicking, she calls Hayat back.
“Did you tell them it was a mistake? Did you tell them he was just
a doctor?” she asks.
“Please be calm,” Hayat answers. “Inshallah, this will be over as
soon they realize . . .” His voice trails off.
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“Can you talk to the Americans?” she croaks. “What did they
say?”
“I don’t know,” he replies. “They didn’t tell us anything. We will
straighten this out, show them it’s a mistake.”
Waheeda clutches the receiver long after the call is over. Her eyes
fill with tears, and she whispers a prayer. “Bismi’Allah—God protect him.”
The children have climbed out of bed and come into the room. She
dries her face quickly.
Eleven-year-old Kumail asks what’s wrong.
“The Americans came and asked Baba to come with them,” she
says. “But it’s just to ask a few questions. It’s nothing to worry
about. They made a mistake and once they find out that they have
the wrong person, everything will be okay.”
“When are they going to let him go?” asks fifteen-year-old AbuZar. His gaze lingers on her tear-stained face.
“Inshallah, very soon, bachai—my child,” Waheeda says and
tells them to pray hard for their father. “Allah listens to children’s
prayers.”
“But Baba fought against the Russians a long time ago, not the
Americans. Why would the Americans take him?” Abu-Zar asks.
Waheeda is silent, holding Hajar tight. The little girl twists around
to look up at her big brothers. She is the youngest and her father’s favorite. Then, she jerks her head back around and shoves it into her
mother’s chest, wailing.
“Hajar-jaan, Baba will be home soon. It’s just a mistake,” Waheeda says. But Hajar keeps weeping, muffling her cries in her
mother’s shirt.
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Chapter one

Secret Clearance

It was Google that got me to Gitmo.
In 2005, I was in law school at the University of Miami. We
were studying the federal torture statutes in my international
law class and how policy makers had cleverly circumvented legal
principles in creating the military detention camp at Guantánamo Bay, Cuba, where prisoners in the “war on terror” could
be held indefinitely without being charged with any crime.
I don’t remember when I first heard about the detention
center, but by then, it was something everyone knew about, a
daily issue in the news. When people said “Guantánamo,” you
knew instantly what they were talking about, and it wasn’t
just the military base that the United States has maintained in
Cuba since the Cold War.
As a law student and a daughter of immigrants, I thought
the prison camp’s very existence was a blatant affront to what
America stands for. How could our government create legal
1
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loopholes to deny prisoners the right to a fair hearing? I didn’t
know whether the men at Guantánamo were innocent or
guilty—how could anyone know if there was no investigative
process or trial?—but I believed that they should be entitled to
the same justice that even a rapist or a murderer gets in the
United States.
I was young and idealistic. But so were the framers of our
constitution when they tried to establish the rights and responsibilities of a young nation. All my life, I’d been taught
that the United States guarantees everyone certain inalienable
rights. My parents had left their home in another country to
come to the United States so that their children could grow up
with all those rights and with the freedoms that exist here for
everyone, no matter a person’s background or socioeconomic
status.
“Now is not the time to be complacent,” my mother often
said when I was growing up. She believed in political and civic
engagement, and I got my passion for it, and a persistent
streak, from her. Almost from the first time I heard about the
“war on terror” prison, my mother’s words echoed in my
mind. It was hard to be complacent.
Some of my passion had to do with my own Pashtun heritage. As an American, I felt the pain of September 11, and I
understood the need to invade Afghanistan and destroy the Taliban and al-Qaeda. But I also felt the suffering of the Afghans as
their country was bombed. And when hundreds of men were
rounded up and thrust into a black hole of detention, many apparently with no proof that they had any terrorist connections,
I felt that my own country had taken a wrong turn.
They were people like me and my relatives. I couldn’t help
thinking of my own family; how would my aunts or cousins
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feel if their husbands and sons and brothers were swept up
and deported to Cuba? How many mothers and wives and
children were waiting at home in Kabul, or Gardez, or other
Afghan cities, waiting for men who couldn’t know when, if
ever, they might return home?
Why, I thought, should the luckless Afghans, among others,
be deprived of a shot at proving their innocence?
One day, after launching into another tirade about the injustice of Guantánamo Bay, my fiancé got tired of listening to
my seemingly never-ending rant. “Why don’t you stop complaining and get yourself involved if you feel so strongly
about it?” he asked.
So, I turned on my computer and Googled the names of
the attorneys on the landmark Supreme Court case Rasul v.
Bush, a habeas corpus case brought in 2004 by two Guantánamo prisoners who challenged the U.S. government’s practice of holding prisoners indefinitely without giving them
access to lawyers, the right to a trial, or the right to know the
charges against them. In late June 2004, the Supreme Court
ruled that the prisoners at Guantánamo Bay had to be allowed
access to U.S. courts to challenge their imprisonment.
One of the names that kept popping up on my Google
search was Michael Ratner, a lawyer who worked for the Center for Constitutional Rights (CCR) in New York. I started
bombarding him, his secretary, and his colleagues with calls
and e-mails saying that I wanted to help in their work on behalf of Gitmo prisoners.
They asked me to send a resume. It took a few weeks to
figure out exactly how best I could help. Eventually, the attorneys I contacted at CCR put me in touch with Peter Ryan
at Dechert, a Philadelphia-headquartered law firm that was
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representing fifteen Afghan detainees. I quickly realized that
they had no one with a security clearance who spoke Pashto,
which meant that none of the attorneys had been able to
meet his or her Afghan clients yet.

I’m the daughter of Pashtun immigrants. My parents met in
medical school in Peshawar, a city in northwest Pakistan on
the Afghan border. They came to America in 1977. They had
just gotten married, and Mumma sold some of her wedding
jewelry so that they could make it to America. Mumma was
twenty-six and Baba-jaan was twenty-seven when they arrived in Baltimore and enrolled in residency programs to
complete their medical training. I was born a year later, and
my brother Hassan came two years after that. My older
brother, Ali, was born in Iran, where my parents had lived for
a brief time.
When they first came to America, Baba-jaan and Mumma
were desperately homesick. Mumma used to write long letters to her parents because the international calls were too expensive.
Initially, they were somewhat let down
by their new country. They didn’t like
the big supermarkets that sold cold
pita bread packaged in plastic bags.
They missed the fluffy hot naan that
street-side bakers made in brick
ovens and the spicy chapli kebobs
wrapped in newspaper to soak up the
Baba-jaan.
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oil. And they saw a lonely side to
America, where people call before
they visit. They were used to an
endless stream of guests ringing the
doorbell unannounced. Baba-jaan
often reminisced about how he
would come home from school, put
his things down, and walk from
house to house visiting friends and
relatives.
Mumma.
They decided early on that they
would leave America after they finished their residencies. But when the time came to pack up
their little apartment, they changed their minds. They felt it
was their duty to give their children the best opportunities.
And so they stayed, working late nights at the hospital so that
they could afford to send six-year-old Ali to private school,
where the tuition was half their salary at the time.
Over the years, my parents grew to admire and love America, and they gradually called it home. Soon enough, they
were living the American dream. Baba-jaan became a successful cardiologist. Mumma became the director of neonatology
at her hospital close to West Bloomfield, Michigan, where we
settled. She was also active politically. Members of Congress
attended fund-raisers at our house.
And yet, they were deeply concerned that we children not
lose touch with our heritage. They would overcompensate for
their decision to come to America. Some aspects of American
culture made my father especially anxious about the example,
or lack thereof, that it provided me. He wanted me to have a
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successful career, but he was adamant about raising a good,
conservative Pashtun girl with traditional Eastern values.
That literally meant no MTV, no short skirts, no tight jeans.
No drinking. No prom and definitely no boyfriends. Ever.
“You take the good from this culture and leave the bad,” they
would say.
For some time, they insisted that I wear traditional clothes,
kameez-partoog, to school. Kameez-partoog consists of a long tunic of varying length and loosely fitted matching pants underneath. For women, they are often mirrored or embroidered
and come in an assortment of colors and fabric. Now I think
they are beautiful, but for a fourth grader, this was a nightmare. I wanted only to look and dress like everybody else.
Once, on picture day in elementary school, Mumma picked
out a blue tunic with red pants. I grudgingly put it on. I remember standing in line in my colorful kameez-partoog, wishing I could find a hole to crawl into. My outfit made the girl
behind me in line curious. I’ve forgotten her name, but I remember she had long blond hair, and her mother dressed her
in a skirt and blouse.
“Why are you wearing pajamas?” she asked.
I was wildly embarrassed. At that age, everyone just wants
to blend in. I took to changing my clothes once I arrived at
school. It was a small school, so many of my friends and some
of the teachers were in on the changing routine. Mumma and
Baba-jaan never found out.
As I got older, my life was sheltered and laden with restrictions to keep out the influence of American sex, drugs, and
rock ’n’ roll. I felt stifled. As a teenager, I didn’t really care for
the funny food and clothes, and it drove me mad when my par-
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ents spoke to me in Pashto in front of my friends. Thanksgiving at our house was different too. We didn’t have gravy, stuffing, or cranberry sauce, and our turkey was marinated in
spices like cumin, coriander, and tandoori masala. Whatever
was left over, Mumma turned into turkey kebobs. I never asked
them to do anything differently because I knew it was just as
challenging for them as it was for me. The idea of heritage was
so central to them; besides, Mumma thought the American
way of making Turkey was too bland, and she couldn’t fathom
how meat and cranberry sauce went together.
“I’m American,” I remember saying to my grandmother. “I
was born in America, and I’ve lived my whole life in America.”
“No, you’re not,” she would object in Pashto. “You’re a
Pashtun girl, and, above all, you are a Muslim girl.”
By the time I entered college, I felt suffocated by the expectation to uphold traditions I was unfamiliar with. When I
moved into my all-girls dorm room at the University of
Michigan, I was by all standards a very good Eastern girl. I had
never tasted alcohol or had a boyfriend. Latently, though, I
struggled with the prospect of balancing two very distinct cultures. I distracted myself with campus life. I wrote for the
Michigan Daily, joined the Fencing Club, took part in student
demonstrations, and made friends from around the world. I
soaked up everything, inside and outside the classroom. But I
made a point to stay away from the Muslim Student Association, and I didn’t go out of my way to befriend people of Eastern backgrounds.
By my early twenties, I felt unsatisfied. Sometimes, when I
came home after an absence, Baba-jaan would test me: “Have
you found what you are looking for?” he would ask.
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