
l i g hts, the risqué billboa rd s, the ta tto os, the pierce d
b e l l y b u ttons all gave her the adrenaline rush she had so
longed for in the so m n o l e nt Saudi sa n d s. New York wa s
e n e rg y. It was freedom. For Lana, it was insta nt ka r m a .
This was where she belonged. 

U n b e k n ow n st to her at the time, howeve r, it was also
d a n g e ro u s. Tw i ce in that fi rst month, she was mugged.
Upper Manhattan is not the sa fest of places and this
was befo re former Mayor Rudolph Giuliani cra c ke d
d own on crime. And while Lamia cried, co n cerned fo r
her siste r’s sa fety in the big bad world, Lana re m a i n e d
u nt roubled, determined to learn the st re et- s m a rts
n e cessary to make it in a thriving met ro p o l i s.

Fo u rteen yea rs since she arrived on the island of
M a n h a ttan, Lana had accomplished quite a bit. Wi t h
a d va n ced degre es in eco n o m i cs and co m p u ter sc i e n ce,
she had landed a lucra t i ve and coveted position as an
i nvest m e nt ba n ker in Goldman Sa c h s’ M&A gro u p.
Goldman had even agreed to sponsor her for an
i m m i g ra nt visa and thus she did not have to wo r r y
about returning home to Saudi Arabia once her H-1 B
work permit ran out. In fa c t, Se ptember 20 2001 wa s
the date scheduled for her to officially ta ke the
c i t i zenship oath for the US. 

N ew York had been her home now for as far back as
she could remember but this would be the final sta m p
of approval. It had been a long and tedious pro cess but
at lea st there was a method to becoming American if
one so des i red. 

She thought of all the ex pa t r i a tes in her co u nt r y, the
Ba n g l a d es h i s, Pa k i sta n i s, Indians, Filipinos, British,
A m e r i can, Canadian, the list goes on. She had not
i nte ra c ted with them on a social level as in Saudi Ara b i a
it was not cu stomary for locals to mix with ex pa t r i a tes.
The ex p e c tation was that fo reign wo r ke rs wo u l d
p rovide the re q u i s i te se r v i ces, earn co m m e n s u ra te
wa g es, and eve ntually make their way back home. An
i m m i g ration se r v i ce simply did not ex i st. Yet anot h e r
rea son she liked America. It was acce pting. It wa s
to l e ra nt. It was merito c ratic and egalitarian. Lana had
n ever felt so pro -A m e r i can as she did now. The syste m
had proved its wo rth to her and she co n s i d e red herse l f
pa rt and pa rcel of it.

And then Se ptember 11 happened. On what wo u l d
h ave been a perfectly normal wo r kd ay, Lowe r
M a n h a ttan was set ablaze. The Twin Towe rs co l l a pse d
and body pa rts litte red the ground as Lana and her
offi ce m a tes, horrified and dismayed, made their way
t h rough mid-town and finally to the Upper West Side,
w h e re she lived. In the tragic aftermath of this heinous
i n c i d e nt, Lana, like other New Yo r ke rs, was ove rco m e
with grief, waiting anxiously to hear from those she
k n ew who we re still missing. 

But for Lana, much to her surprise, there wa s
a n other angle to the tra g e d y. Aty p i cal or not, she wa s
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his is the story of Lamia and Lana, tw i n
s i ste rs, ident i cal in looks, but oppos i te in
t h o u g ht. Lamia, a fairly ty p i cal Saudi wo m a n ,
was married at twe nty. At thirty- two, she has
four children, a Malaysian nanny to look afte r

them and a Pa k i stani chauffeur to ta ke her shopping.
Lamia has never ve ntu red into the wo r k p l a ce. She has a
g e n e rous husband, howeve r, so has never had to wo r r y
about making ends meet. Her mornings are most l y
s p e nt socialising with similarly settled young wo m e n ,
and her evenings relaxing at home with her fa m i l y.
Although Lamia is yet to be co nv i n ced of the merits of
the veil, she abides by the law and dutifully shields
h e rself in a black abaya cloak and hijab head cove r i n g
each time she ste ps outside her home. Saudi law furt h e r
d i c ta tes that she ca n n ot drive her car or leave the
co u ntry without her husba n d ’s permission. 

Su rely such rules are claust ro p h o b i c, but only if one
sto ps to think about them, which Lamia ra rely does. She
fo cu ses instead on the pos i t i ves of her so c i ety – neve r
h aving to worry about locking the fro nt door for fear of
b u rglary; never having to keep a close eye on the
c h i l d ren as they play in the compound park for horror of
pa e d o p h i l es; neve r, for that matte r, co n cerning herse l f
with the thick gold ba n g l es on her arms, which glitte r
and jingle day or night, as robbery is clearly out of the
q u estion. Lamia may not be independent, but she is
sa fe. Bes i d es, if ever she feels too co n st rained, a
summer abroad in Eu rope or the US can always be
a r ranged, and she returns with re j u ve n a ted spirit and
re n ewed faith in her rea d y- m a d e, re l a xed lifesty l e,
w h e re even the most abhorre nt of household chores
m ay be delegated at affo rdable prices. Lamia, no doubt,
is happy in her pre d i c tably co n s i ste nt, if cu rta i l e d ,
wo r l d .

N ot like her twin. Iro n i ca l l y, Lana is everything Lamia
i s n’ t. Fiercely independent and a total misfit in the Sa u d i
e nv i ro n m e nt, she feels ent i rely inhibited in the wo r l d
w h e re Lamia seems so se cu rely fa stened. At fi f te e n ,
she stole her co u s i n’s ghutra – the Saudi male hea d g ea r
– so she could test his brand new Fe r rari on the eve n
n ewer seaside marina drive. At seve nteen, she dodged
m u tawas – the moral police – up and down esca l a to rs at
a local mall to avoid sporting that dreaded abaya on a
midsummer afternoon. 

When seve ral lectu res and even a few bribes co u l d
n ot drum se n se into the te e n a g e r’s head, Lana’s fa t h e r
decided that such rebellion would, if nothing more,
j e o pa rd i se his own ca reer and social standing. And so,
at eighteen, Lana, unlike nearly all other Saudi girls
whom she knew, was enco u raged by her father to apply
to unive rs i t i es abroad and head west. It was New Yo r k’s
Columbia Unive rs i ty that was to be her new home. 

Lana took to New York like a fish to wa te r, her fre e
spirit soaring higher than the skysc ra p e rs. The neon



an Ara b. And it did not ta ke long befo re the Fe d e ra l
Bu reau of Investigation paid her a visit. Ac tu a l l y, seve ra l
v i s i ts. Jo and Tim from the Bu reau became re g u l a rs at
her apa rt m e nt and we re soon to inform her that her
c i t i zenship oath would be postponed until they we re
sa t i sfied that she was not in any way co n n e c ted with or
sy m pa t h etic to Al Qaeda or the Ta l i ban. 

Le n g t hy inte r rogations ensued, detailing her eve r y
friend, fo e, family member and financial tra n sa c t i o n ,
esse ntially calling into question her ex i ste n ce since the
d ay Lana landed in the land of the fre e. Was this the
same America she had embra ced so wholehea rtedly in
her escape from the shurta and the mutawa? Or did Bi g
B rother wa tchdogs ex i st in every so c i ety, differing only
in so p h i st i cation and subt l ety?

This was a side of the US Lana could never have
a nt i c i pa ted. Had she been too naïve, even biased, in her
a ssess m e nt of the American co m m i t m e nt to fre e d o m?
Ce rtainly she had read in history books of the
M c Ca rt hy- e ra witc h - h u nts and the inte r n m e nt of
J a pa n ese -A m e r i cans during the Se cond World Wa r, but
had dismissed those episo d es as dated. Instead, it wa s
the impress i ve re p e rto i re of fre e d o m - l oving legislation
that had ca u g ht Lana’s fa n cy, and which she hoped
would be emulated the world ove r. 

The First Amendment to the US Co n st i tution, fo r
i n sta n ce, unequivo cally guara nte es freedom of
ex p ression, speech and religion. Title VII of the Civil
R i g hts Act 196 4, more ove r, forbids discrimination on
the basis of gender, religion, ra ce or national origin.
Th ose we re the ty p es of laws Lana dreamed would one
d ay be imported into Saudi Arabia. But the gap se e m e d
to be bridging in the oppos i te direction. The dra co n i a n
and ove r- b road ant i - te r ro r i st legislation now pending
b efo re Co n g ress pro p osed sweeping provisions under
the guise of protecting ‘homeland se cu r i ty’, and
p rovided a virtual ca rte blanche to the authorities to
wa tch over the eve r yd ay lives of ordinary citize n s. Th a t
f reedom must be suppressed to guara ntee fre e d o m
was an arg u m e nt lost on Lana-style civil liberta r i a n s. 

Lana felt angry. She felt defi a nt. But wo rst of all, she
felt meek – miskeen, as they would say in Saudi Ara b i a .
She dare not argue with Jo and Tim, or ra i se her vo i ce,
or appear in the lea st bit unrea so n a b l e, no matter how
n o n se n s i cal a turn their line of questioning took. Why?
Be ca u se she fea red deportation. The truth was that no
m a tter how co mfo rtable she had been in her
s u r roundings for the pa st fo u rteen yea rs, this mont h
she felt alien. 

St ra n g e l y, she was reminded of an incident in Sa u d i
A rabia where the sheer length of a man’s hair had
offended the cu stodians of public mora l i ty such that
t h ey insta ntly ord e red him a haircut – right there, nex t
to a shawarma stand in the middle of a bustling ba za a r.
Th ey had turned to Lana nex t, who as usual was in
some way or another lacking in her att i re, but she had
ta l ked back, co nf ro nted them. Was it the fo o l i s h n ess of
youth or the similarity of skin colour that had
e m p owe red her to react the way she did then? She wa s
a Saudi; the long-haired man was not. If she stayed on in
A m e r i ca would she tacitly acce pt se co n d - ra te sta tu s?
Did she need to ta ke the citizenship oa t h? Could she go
back and re -a d j u st in Saudi so c i ety?

Th ese we re a new brand of quest i o n s, which Lana
n ever thought she would ask herse l f. She thought of her

two best friends, a Peruvian and an Au st ralian; of her
offi ce m a tes, a Lithuanian and a Ta i wa n ese; and of her
n e i g h b o u rs, a Tunisian married to a Nepa l ese. Didn’t we
l i ve in an age when even int i m a te personal re l a t i o n s h i ps
of ten tra n scended cu l tu ral boundaries? Or was such
i nternationalism co nfined to the cos m o p o l i tan mega-
c i t i es of this world? Had she become the product of a
secluded elitist subcu l tu re far re m oved from the
rea l i t i es of the provincial masses inte rested only in
p reserving their cu l tu ral homogeneity? It was hard to
imagine how in this age of sa te l l i te te l evision and
I nte r n et ca fes, fear and pa ranoia could oblite ra te the
i m p o rta n ce of a diffe re nt pers p e c t i ve. Shouldn’ t
cu l tu ral exchange pro g ra m m es be fo rce - fed to the
youth of to d ay? Instead, all she hea rd from Lamia ba c k
home was the amount of stu d e nt visas the US emba ssy
had denied or how returning Saudi to u r i sts re co u nte d
ta l es of undue hara ss m e nt at immigration checkpoints. 

Was there a way to curb this racial profiling, this rise
in ex t remism on all sides, this polarisation of thought?
Or we re we doomed to fall victim to jingoism and
ove r b earing nationalistic fre n z y, euphemist i ca l l y
refe r red to as the ‘clash of civilisa t i o n s’ by Sa m u e l
H u nt i n g to n? How could anyone just i fy as jihad the
g r u esome murder in Pa k i stan of journalist Daniel
Pearl? How could six million French vote for Le Pe n?
Had Se ptember 11 irre pa rably turned back the clock fo r
i nte r- faith, inte r- ethnic harmony? Or had mankind
simply reached its sa tu ration point for multicu l tu ra l i s m
and could only re g ress hencefo rt h? 

Th ree months late r, Lana re ce i ved a chirpy call fro m
Jo at the FBI saying her file had been clea red and she
could re - schedule her citizenship oath without furt h e r
d e l ay. Did she still wa nt to, though? Was it better to ta ke
US citizenship and sever all remaining ties with her
co u ntry of birt h? Would it simplify matte rs or
co m p l i ca te them furt h e r? 

Hailing from one of the wea l t h i est nations, Lana wa s
n ot your ave rage economic immigra nt, preferring to
c l a ss herself as a social ref u g e e. A libera ted, ra d i ca l
Saudi woman – a lover of freedom, if you will. Th e
eve nts of the last few months had co n s i d e rably ero d e d
her belief in the American dream, but unfo rtu n a tely she
could not think of a better alte r n a t i ve either. 

As she set her eyes on the Sta tue of Liberty, she fe l t
a shred of optimism, remembering Frank Sinatra ’s
t r i b u te. ‘New York, New York…If I can make it there, I’ll
m a ke it any w h e re,’ he sang. It would be a pity if this
nation we nt against the very grain of its being, she
t h o u g ht, if it cea sed to be the melting pot, the globa l
m a g n et for ta l e nt, no matter how dive rse, which had
ca ta p u l ted it to superpower sta tu s. 

Lana thought again of the US Co n st i tution and the
F i rst Amendment and some of her earlier faith wa s
re n ewed. Her decision was not free from doubt,
h oweve r. Pe r h a ps her trust in the American system wa s
m i s p l a ced. Pe r h a ps it would fail her. Pe r h a ps it wa s
b etter to be a Lamia – co nve ntional, unquestioning and
yielding to the fa te geogra p hy deals us. Pe r h a ps Lana
and her children, if she got around to having any, wo u l d
l i ve to re g ret her decision to wander from the land her
a n cesto rs had called home. Only time will tell. For now,
to pa ra p h ra se Sinatra, her ‘vagabond shoes we re
longing to st ray’ as she took a chance on her adopte d
h o m e. WT  


