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About the author

Judit Neurink (1957) has been a journalist for twenty-five years, working for the Dutch daily 
newspaper Trouw. For the last fifteen years, she has focused on the Middle East, which she 
visited regularly. From April 2008 to April 2009 she lived in the northern Iraqi city of 
Suleymania, where she set up the Independent Media Centre Kurdistan (IMCK). She provided 
training courses to journalists and media employees, with the aim of improving the quality of 
the media in northern Iraq.
Neurink was active in a number of organisations, including the press union, NVJ, and Press 
Now, for which she gave training in civil journalism in Iran and Iraq. She has previously 
written a book about the Iranian militant group Mujahedin Khalq, ‘Misled Martyrs’ (Misleide 
martelaren). 
`The Frightened City’(De bange stad) is her first fact-based novel.

www.juditneurink.nl

`The Frightened City’ is about three families of different faiths who are friends, but whose 
friendship is under severe pressure because of the sectarian schisms in Iraq. I opted for 
fiction, so the families are my invention, but the facts in the book are real. Everything they 
experience has really happened in Baghdad, however unbelievable it may sometimes appear 
to us in the safe and peaceful West. And if it sometimes seems as though the main characters 
get more to endure than is reasonable, that too is unfortunately based on the reality. It’s what 
has happened to a lot of people in Baghdad.’ – Judit Neurink

About the book

How do you survive in a city where violence is the daily routine? Where the streets are not 
safe, where people are kidnapped and murdered? Where people are at each other’s throats, 
simply because they have different faiths? Where you can’t even trust your neighbours? What 
happens to their loves, their friendships?
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`The Frightened City’ is the story of three families who have different faiths, who are friends 
with each other and connected through marriage, and who are trying to survive in the violence 
that burst forth in the Iraqi capital after 2003. When the families are stricken in quick 
succession, they decide to leave the city.

`The Frightened City’ is based on the true stories which Judit Neurink gathered in Iraq during 
conversations with people who had fled Baghdad.
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Why this book
by Judit Neurink

‘There is nothing now in Baghdad to make anyone happy. In fact, life has come to a halt. We 
Easterners are now living on hope alone. I’ve lost faith in people, I only believe in God. I 
don’t believe that anyone is able to change anything in Iraq, only God can change it back to 
the time before Saddam.’
Speaking here is Abu Mustafa, a goldsmith from Baghdad, whom I spoke in 2007 in 
Suleymania. A nice, rather sad man who had fled Baghdad in 2006. A Shiite who insisted in 
calling himself only ‘Muslim’, averse to the sectarian division that was operating in his 
country. He was one of the many dispossessed I spoke to about their lives under the violence 
in Baghdad, and about their flight. ‘Is there anything to be happy about in Baghdad?’ I asked 
him. He frowned at me. ‘The poetry, the sunlight on a leaf …’ I tried again. He shook his 
head. There is no more happiness in Baghdad, he said sombrely.
I didn’t want to believe that. People survive. They creep away – as happened literally in 
Baghdad – into their houses, watch television for amusement rather than the daily horrors –
but life goes on. Baghdadis fall in love, they get married. Children are still being born. There 
must be happiness.
But these uprooted people were so sombre that they had no memory of happiness. They had 
left their beloved city, and experienced horrific things. Everything was black. That is one of 
the reasons why I decided that the book that would follow up my conversations could not be a 
journalistic report. Because it would not allow me to show how people survive. How the 
yearning for happiness always wins out. Because it must have played a part in their decision 
to leave: the prospect not only of safety, but also of being happy again.
I therefore decided to write faction, as the British call it, a mixture of fact and fiction. Iraqis 
are proud people who are reticent when it comes to talking about suffering. They don’t 
answer questions about how they are feeling; you have to infer that from their stories about 
the horrors. But if you want to show what is happening in a city that is in the grip of violence, 
the feelings are part of it. Even though they are partly hidden – for I was surprised at how 
long people managed to endure living with violence in their daily lives. It’s only possible if 
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you hide yourself to some extent, from your own feelings and from the dangerous outside 
world.
Most people appeared to be so traumatised by what had happened to them that they often 
wouldn’t even tell me their names. They were so afraid that the murderers, kidnappers and 
militias might manage to find them in Kurdistan.
I resolved to write a book about people. About three families of different faiths who were 
friends and whose friendship was under severe pressure owing to the sectarian schisms in 
Iraq. When I was unable to find those families during my month of research in northern Iraq, I 
decided to opt for faction. The families are therefore invented, but the facts in the book are 
correct. Everything they experience has really happened in Baghdad, however unbelievable it 
may sometimes appear to us in the safe and peaceful West. And if it sometimes seems as 
though the main characters get more to suffer than is reasonable, that too is unfortunately 
based upon reality. This has happened to many people in Baghdad.
The people I present are also partly real. The doctor, Azadin al-Bakri, now lives (under a 
different name) following his kidnapping with his two wives and their children, in 
Suleymania. I met him through his teenage son, who had told me how a man was murdered 
before his eyes. Abu Mustafa was the inspiration for the goldsmith, Yacoub Michael. And my 
good friend, Kassim, who fled Baghdad because his work with foreign journalists had become 
too risky, will partly recognise himself in his namesake, Qassim.
In order to make the book readable to those who don’t know much about Iraq and its civil 
war, the stories are set within a summary of the relevant facts. They make it possible to place 
the events.
I have only taken liberties with reality on a few points. The small camp outside Suleymania 
was not yet in existence in June 2006. It was set up six months later.
I was inspired by the book by Irène Némirovsky, Storm in June. It describes the flight of 
thousands of Parisians from the French capital at the start of the Second World War, through 
the personal stories of a number of main characters. That book, too, is fiction, based upon 
reality. Némirovsky experienced the flight herself, before she was eventually picked up by the 
Germans and gassed because of her Jewish background.
I haven’t been back to Baghdad since 2004 because the city became too dangerous for 
Westerners. I therefore had to make do with my memories of the city and the route to the 
north of Iraq, supplemented with what Iraqis wished to tell me. And so I owe much thanks to 
the tens of men and women who spoke to me in their often shabby refuges. And who shared 
their memories with me over many glasses of sweet tea, sometimes shedding tears together 
over the things that people do to one another.
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Fragment from the book

Baghdad, April 2005
A wedding

Silence falls in the room. Ali walks hurriedly to the music system. The singer stops in the 
middle of her song about Baghdad and the Poets. The two couples stop dancing abruptly.
Again the banging on the outside door is heard, harder now.
‘Don’t open it,’ Ali orders.
Worried, Athir pulls his bride, Sarah, closer to him. She holds her breath. Everyone listens to 
the sounds outside of the house.
It can’t be true, thinks Athir, that soldiers are coming to my door on my wedding day.
He looks around the room. A hundred people overcrowd his parents’ big living room. Chairs 
and sofas have been pushed aside to make room for the guests and enable them to dance. His 
parents have invited almost all their entire circle of friends. Shiites, Sunnis and Christians – a 
mixture of all these faiths. He doesn’t even know the religion of some of them.
Athir sees the fear in their eyes. Fear of being robbed, kidnapped or even murdered in the cold 
light of day. Because in today’s Iraq, a Sunni can no longer marry a Christian girl. It used to 
be different. People liked each other, or didn’t. That was what decided things.
Just outside the door, there is a changed Iraq. The Iraq of post-Saddam Hussein.
The banging has increased. Athir’s mother walks to the inner door.
‘Don’t open it, Beida!’ one of the guests warns.
‘But they’ll break the door open!’ she calls back.
Something heavy is now being swung against the massive wooden front door.
Athir’s second mother, Suad, joins Beida. Both women throw big shawls over their dresses, 
although it is a pleasant, warm April’s day. But Iraqi women no longer go out with bare 
shoulders. Two other women come forward.
‘Girl Power’, laughs Suad. Her laugh is false, and Athir doesn’t fail to notice it. It is meant to 
lend courage to everyone, to dispel the chill from the atmosphere.
But the fear is palpable. Four women are going to save them. What kind of men are we, that 
we allow our women to confront the danger, Athir asks himself. Just because the Baghdad of 
today is more dangerous for men than for women? Women get harassed, reprimanded if they 
are not wearing a headdress. Sometimes they are raped. But they survive. Usually.
Athir is ashamed of what is happening. He feels responsible; this is his wedding. He will have 
to think of something.
‘Baba’, he says, his eyes seeking his father. ‘Give them money, that’s what they’ve come for.’
Immediately the whole room intervenes.
‘Don’t do it, Abu Athir’, says one of the neighbours, ‘it won’t solve anything and you’ll have 
lost your money.’ ‘They’ve heard the music, of course, and they’re after our gold’, someone 
else says.
The women fidget nervously with their rings. Their flimsy dresses can’t hide the heavy gold 
chains around their necks and waists. Flimsy enough to enrage militia of any religious hue, 
thinks Athir.
His father walks hurriedly up the stairs to his bedroom, where he finds his gold.
‘Suad, Beida, wait a minute’, he calls to both his wives.
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The front door is still holding against the blows, but it won’t be long now before the thugs are 
inside. Hurry up, Baba, Athir thinks, we don’t have much time left for a peaceful solution.
‘Stay back from the door’, warns Ali. ‘Any minute now they’ll shoot off the lock.’
And shots sound immediately. Metal on metal. Wood splintering.
Athir’s father hurries down the stairs with a packet of dollars. Suad grabs it out of his hand, 
runs to the women at the front door. The inner door slams closed behind her.
A few people in the room mutter a prayer.
Beida calls that they should stop shooting, that she’s about to open the door.
At that moment, Athir feels his mobile telephone start vibrating in his pocket. He takes it out 
and looks at the little screen. It is Wisam, a friend who works with the police. This can’t be a 
coincidence. Why didn’t he call the police himself?
He presses the button of the little green phone. ‘We’re on our way’, says his friend curtly, 
before he breaks the connection.
‘Steady, steady!’ shouts Suad at the door.
‘The police are on their way’, says Athir. The surprise can be heard in his voice. Wisam was 
invited to the wedding, but couldn’t get a change of shift in order to attend. But how did he 
find out so soon that… Athir pushes his suspicion aside. No, Wisam is an honest boy. Not 
corrupt like the majority of his colleagues. It’s an open secret that almost every last one of 
them is working hand in hand with the criminal Shiite militia.
‘No, that’s as far as you come, woelek, rascal’, he hears the calm voice of his second mother 
in the hall. What a cool one aunt Suad can be, he thinks admiringly.
‘This will have to do you.’
Going by her voice, Suad is standing against the inner door. She has handed over the dollars. 
But naturally the boys want more. They know there’s gold in here, in this rich part of 
Adhamya. They won’t be bought off so easily. Besides, the thrill of taking a packet of dollars 
is nothing against terrorising a room full of important people.
In the distance, Athir hears sirens.

_________________
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