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Advance Praise for


It’s Not What You Think


“It’s Not What You Think is truly a tale of surprises, as our assumptions about Saudi Arabia, its culture, and the lives of its women are turned upside-down. Rehman takes us deep inside spaces that are tightly closed to non-Muslims and/or non-females—not only the hajj but the women’s-only lingerie department of a Saudi department store! The one thing that is not a surprise here, for those of us who know Rehman’s previous work, is her writing: intimate, warm, often funny, and always irresistible.”


—Susan Choi, National Book Award–winning author of Trust Exercise 


“Painfully funny, genuinely touching, culturally confounding, unexpectedly unnerving, and just plain unexpected, Sabeeha’s adventure drops us into the dynamic heartland of her faith, confronting the stereotypes that keep countries, cultures, and the people in them so lonely. But It’s Not What You Think is more than that. It’s not where we go, Sabeeha shows us, but who we become on the way; it’s not where we come from, she discovers, but whether we decide to keep going—and why. This warm and wild journey changes her. And if you let her, it’ll change you too.”


—Haroon Moghul, author of Two Billion Caliphs


“In this engrossing and compelling read, Sabeeha Rehman takes us inside Saudi Arabia, globally the most closed and secretive country, in which ‘patriarchy is in its DNA,’ and where she lived for six years. With her, we tour Mecca, where no non-Muslim is permitted, and experience hajj, the world’s largest annual gathering. A brilliant, insightful, and fascinating tour of a state where freedom of religion, freedom to assemble, and freedom of expression are limited.”


—Jan Goodwin, award-winning journalist, author, Soros and Kiplinger fellow, and former senior fellow at Brandeis University’s Schuster Institute of Investigative Journalism


“Illuminating, informative, and deeply personal, It’s Not What You Think is a refreshing and complex antidote to the harmful and outdated stereotypes of Muslim women and the Middle East that still dominate America’s media and political landscape. Sabeeha Rehman weaves a complex and empowering narrative of Muslim women reclaiming their identity, gender, and religion from men who seek to hijack all to ensure control and power.”


—Wajahat Ali, author of Go Back to Where You Came From and contributing New York Times op-ed writer


“Easy to read, engaging, and informative, It’s Not What You Think will be a great help to all who aspire to visit/work in Middle East in general and Saudi Arabia in particular. For folks navigating different cultures/traditions/faiths, it provides a great introduction from an author who successfully navigated these challenges. I was privileged to consult for the ailing King Fahd in June 2005 and attest to the high standards of health care and the great medical institution at KFSH&RC where the author held a very senior administrative position.”


—Prof. Faroque Ahmad Khan, MB MACP. Chairman, Interfaith Institute of Long Island


“In this charming book, Sabeeha shows how even a devout Muslim who had previously visited Saudi Arabia for pilgrimage can have her stereotypical views of the Kingdom continually shattered for the better. She reveals how Saudi women both exercise their power and irreversibly expand the boundaries of their power within the confines of a patriarchal society subject to the unavoidable winds of societal change.”


—Imam Feisal Abdul Rauf, founder of Cordoba House, author of Defining Islamic Statehood and What’s Right with Islam


“Sabeeha Rehman’s travelogue memoir invites as well as entertains, inspiring the reader with personal adventures and insight into Saudi Arabia—a modest masterpiece.”


—Sidney Offit, former president of the Authors Guild Foundation and Authors League Fund and author of Memoirs of a Bookie’s Son
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To my Saudi colleagues at King Faisal Specialist Hospital and Research Center, Riyadh, who welcomed me, offered me professional opportunities to achieve my potential, and made my stay in Saudi Arabia a memorable one









AUTHOR’S NOTE


I had my trepidation about relocating to Saudi Arabia, even though it was for only two years. My friends shared my apprehension. A week before my departure, I attended my last book club meeting. As we transitioned from discussing the book to talking about my move to Saudi Arabia and wondering what it would be like, one of my friends said to me, “Write to us every day about your experiences. Start writing the day you get off the plane. First impressions need to be captured immediately.” It struck a note with me, and I did just that.


The morning after my husband and I arrived in Riyadh, I wrote a long email describing my Day 1 experience: what I discovered and how it made me feel. And believe me, there was a lot in those first few hours after landing. And it took off from there—the daily reports, that is. I beamed these emails to family, friends, and colleagues in the US and to my family in Pakistan. Their responses energized me, and I found myself looking for stories to write home about. The chapter “First Impressions” is devoted to a chronological day-by-day account of my first month in Riyadh. From there on, you will read about my life on the job and life after work, a compilation of observations made in real time and my reminiscences.


As you read my stories, you are likely to wonder if any of this cultural phenomenon has changed. In fact, I am sure you will. Since most of these episodes were narrated in real time, look for updates in the epilogue, and in some cases in the footnotes.


You will come across Arabic terms that may sound unfamiliar. Check the glossary at the back of the book. It’s as good as Google, if I may say so humbly.


To protect the privacy of my colleagues and friends, I have changed most of the names of the people in this book. These are people who had a remarkable impact on my life in Saudi Arabia and who made this book possible.


And now dear reader, turn to the prologue. I hope it entices you to continue reading. Sit back and relax and enjoy the journey. Thank you for flying with me.









PROLOGUE


“Don’t leave home without it,” my neighbor across the hall had cautioned me. Not my American Express card but the abaya. I reached for the black cloak hanging on the coat rack just before stepping out of my apartment, buttoned it up from neck to ankle, draped the black scarf over my hair, wrapped it around my neck, and turned around to face my husband.


“Am I covered enough?”


He smiled.


We were in Riyadh, the capital city of Saudi Arabia, where my husband, Khalid, and I had come to work in the country’s premier hospital.


As we made our way through the courtyard, I waved to my Canadian friend Melanie lounging by the pool, sunbathing in her bright yellow bikini, with her husband, Larry, and their children.


“Going shopping?” she said.


“Yes. Need anything?”


“No thanks.”


“Stay cool,” Larry said, and waved as we walked past, stepping out of the compound.


“Why are you shaking your head?” Khalid asked.


“I still can’t get over it. Every time I step out, I must cloak myself in the abaya, yet in the compound, it’s acceptable for women to be lounging in a bikini.”


“I know.”


Saudi Arabia is a land of contradictions, a country that struggles to balance tradition with practicality. Saudi and Western expat cultures coexist in a “don’t ask, don’t tell” policy. There is room for everyone, with boundaries.


Saudi culture, I learned during the six years I lived there, is as varied as its geography. In the early 2000s, urban women were forbidden from getting behind the wheel, yet Bedouin women drove freely in the desert. In the conservative city of Riyadh, women did not work in public places frequented by men; they were conspicuously absent at the cashier and sales counters in stores and restaurants. In the mountains of Abha, women-owned and -operated businesses flourished. I was struck by the commanding voice of a woman issuing orders to her assistant, a Saudi man, to hurry and get the lady—me—a straw hat. Hers was just one in the rows of women-owned shops in a choice location: the touristy souk of Abha. While men and women were pushing cultural boundaries on the coasts in Jeddah and Dammam, Harvard grads in Riyadh were bound by traditional rules.


In the West, where our knowledge of Muslim countries is sometimes reduced to sound bites and headlines, we’re prone to a mistaken idea of homogeneity. The truth is, if you have seen one Saudi, you have seen one Saudi. And for that matter, if you have seen one Muslim country, you have seen one Muslim country. There is the Middle East where women cover their hair, and Turkey, where until 2013 head scarves were banned; West African nations of Senegal and Sierra Leone where religious freedom is protected by law, and Saudi Arabia where churches, temples, or other non-Muslim houses of worship are forbidden. Iran is a theocracy, and Albania is a secular state. In Pakistan and Indonesia, women have been heads of state, and in Afghanistan, a woman’s right to an education and a seat at the table is being curtailed—a consequence of culture, tradition, and politics—a fact erroneously attributed to shari’a.


Coming back to Saudi Arabia, while there was a time when this was the only country on the planet where women were not allowed to drive in cities and could not travel without their male guardian, those restrictions have been repealed by Royal decree. But, and there is a but: whereas the laws have changed, the traditions and culture that define the identity of that nation remain intact. Beliefs and traditional ways observed by families prevail.


Those traditional ways, I learned, are grounded in a culture that is tribal, patriarchal, family-oriented, hospitable, private, insular, and nationalistic; a culture that dates to the pre-Islamic era. These are values they hold dear. Tribal loyalty can be counted upon. Patriarchy is in its DNA. Family is primary, and Saudi culture, both social and corporate, is structured around family values. A closed society, Saudis welcome expatriates (like myself) into the Kingdom but keep them at a safe distance. Permanent residency and citizenship laws are restrictive. All that has not changed.


Saudi Arabia is a benevolent and absolute monarchy where freedom of religion, freedom to assemble, and freedom of expression are limited. That has not changed.


Beyond the walls of the hospital where I worked exists a rigid bureaucracy, exploitation of expat laborers, mismanagement, and waste. This contrasts with the striking efficiency with which the royal family’s activities and the pilgrimage of hajj are managed. That has not changed.


Today, as I read about Saudi Arabia relaxing its restrictions on women, I can’t help reminiscing about my experiences living there. I recall my confusion as I tried to distinguish the legal from the cultural, as in “am I required to cover my hair?” and “what is the culturally appropriate thing to do?” I feared the morality police, who had the power to have you arrested if your conduct defied undefined expectations. In struggling to find my footing, I lived the contradictions, adopting one persona in public and another in the conference rooms of the hospital. I was charmed by the respect my Saudi colleagues accorded an American—a woman, no less—seduced by the luxury of not being in the driver’s seat, and believe it or not, surprised at the sense of freedom afforded by being cloaked in the abaya. When compelled to wear the veil, I was struck by its power. What astounded me was the influence Saudi women wielded in the workplace. It was embarrassing to confront my ignorance: how precisely I had stereotyped the Saudis, erased the gray areas, and viewed them through the lens of black and white, women in black, men in white. I would live and learn that Saudis, while not “just like us,” are every bit as complex and various as we are.


This is the place my husband and I planned to live for two years. We ended up choosing to stay for six.
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CHAPTER 1


Why Saudi Arabia


Why would anyone give up her lifestyle in the United States, leave her children behind, and relocate to Saudi Arabia—albeit temporarily? Made no sense to me, yet that is precisely what I did—my husband and I, that is. Let me qualify: our children were in their twenties. Still!


It wasn’t my idea. My husband, whose parents named him Khalid, which means “forever”—as in my belief that I would live forever in my beautiful house overlooking the valley dotted with trees and homes on the slope of Lighthouse Hill—looked up from his medical journal and said, “A hospital in Saudi Arabia has an opening for an oncologist.”


So? 


But I didn’t say that. Why would a position in a hospital in Saudi Arabia get him excited? A thriving private practice for twenty-five years, a settled life in Staten Island, good marriage—I believe—two wonderful adult sons coming into their own, active in organized medicine, Muslim community building, Pakistani cultural affairs, politics: the all-you-ever-wanted kind of life.


From nowhere, in comes midlife itch. Khalid was restless. The practice of medicine had lost its luster. HMOs, Managed Care, and PPOs all brought in more regulations, more constraints, and less independence, until doctors found themselves being second-guessed by paraprofessionals. Looking for a change, Khalid had started pursuing options: Cleveland Clinic and a hospice in Connecticut, a fulltime job freer of the constraints. I went along with it, visiting these out-of-state options. I didn’t want to give up my beautiful home, but I would do that for him. He had always supported me in my endeavors, and if this is what he wanted, I’d stand by him.


But Saudi Arabia! He can’t be serious. He knows we can’t just move all the way to the other end of the world and leave our children behind.


“I will email the hospital,” he said.


He was serious.


“I don’t want to go to Saudi Arabia,” I said, and put forth all the arguments that you have already been thinking of:


Women can’t drive. (I like being in the driver’s seat.)


I will miss my children.


Our younger son isn’t married yet. We can’t just leave him alone.


I won’t be able to work. (I had a career as a hospital executive.)


I don’t speak Arabic. (I could read Arabic but didn’t understand a word.)


I don’t want to go through another identity crisis. Khalid and I were raised in traditional Pakistani homes as devout Muslims before coming to the US, where we set down Muslim roots while also expanding our circle to people of all faiths. We made the journey from Pakistani Muslims to American Muslims. How would my American Muslim identity fit in the Saudi culture?


Et cetera, et cetera.


If you can think of more reasons, those too.


“Let me write to them and see what they say.”


They said: come for a one-month locum tenens and see if you like it here.


Good idea. Let him go, and he will see for himself that this is not for him; not for us.


And so it came to pass that Khalid took time off, asked a colleague to cover him, and flew alone to Riyadh. By the way, Riyadh is the most conservative city in Saudi Arabia.


My mother was aghast at the idea that we might move. “You can’t just leave your home and take off. Your children are here.”


I know.


Our sons, twenty-nine-year-old Saqib, married and doing his residency in orthopedics, and our twenty-six-year-old, Asim, who was starting a career in law, both in New York, weren’t happy about it either. From their perspective, we were adults and should be trusted to know what we are doing. So American.


No sooner had Khalid landed than I started getting emails from him. It didn’t look good: he liked the place.


“They want you to come for a week,” he emailed. “They will pay for your airfare. Bring your CV.”


Uh-oh! 


I’ll go and make the case that this isn’t for us, I thought. I will have hard facts and evidence on the ground.


Walking out of Immigration at Riyadh airport and seeing the look on Khalid’s face, I felt my resolve crumble. He looked happy. On our way from the airport, he filled me in.


“Bia, practicing medicine is so much less stressful.” He calls me by my nickname. “No preauthorizations, no billing, no insurance issues, patients are very appreciative and accepting, no language barrier, nurses are bilingual and serve as translators, I have the freedom to treat patients as I see fit without a third party second-guessing my decision. . . .”


I was getting the picture.


The hospital had organized a packed schedule for me. A tour, meet-and-greet, plus a couple of—are you ready for this?—job interviews. I hadn’t thought that was possible. Everyone in the workplace spoke English. Most of the people working at the hospital were expats. Pakistani doctors invited us for dinner and introduced us to the thriving expat Pakistani community. The ladies were telling me: “This is the most peaceful place on earth,” and “We get so much vacation time that as soon as we come back from one trip, we start making plans for the next.” Khalid’s prospective boss’s wife, a Christian American from North Carolina, also a hospital executive, took me out for lunch along with another American employee and spent the hour wooing me. I listened to her tell me how much she valued working here, the various job opportunities I would have, the connections she would make for me, the social life of an expat, and all the delightful travel opportunities.


“But you can’t drive!”


Her response was: “It’s a luxury to be driven.”


“I will miss my children,” to which she said: “You will. But you get so much vacation time that you can visit them twice a year with travel expenses paid for.”


“What is it like getting by without knowing Arabic?”


“It is not a problem. The stores are manned by and large by Filipinos, and they all speak English. Cab drivers and gas stations attendants are Pakistanis, Indians, and Bangladeshis and speak English.”


Then some advice: “You should ask for accommodations in the Diplomatic Quarter. Those villas are the best, and the expat lifestyle there will agree with you. Go check them out.”


If she, a born-and-bred American from the South, was loving it here, I suppose . . . By the time I was done with the mouth-watering Um-Ali desert—rice pudding with almonds—I was sold. Not on the dessert—though that too—but on Saudi Arabia.


Within hours she had me scheduled for two job interviews. I wasn’t impressed with the salary but was taken by the level of scrutiny one interviewer gave my portfolio. By late afternoon, she had made an appointment for me to visit a doctor’s wife in the Diplomatic Quarter (DQ) and check out the accommodations. The doctor arranged for the hospital’s limo service to drive me. Modern kitchen with bar-height counter seating, lots of natural light, tastefully furnished, all the closet space I would need, sliding glass doors opening out to a brick patio and garden with red bougainvillea draping the boundary walls, it had an open yet cozy feeling and just the right size for the two of us. I loved it.


A two-year stint didn’t seem like such a bad idea. The hospital setting felt like an American hospital, the staff was mostly North American and European, the environment where I would feel at home. They promised to find me a job. Every expat I met told me how happy they were. So maybe a temporary change of place would be almost like an adventure kind of thing. Hmmm!


Breaking the news to our sons was hard on me and hard on them, not to mention my mom. The fact that I would be closer to Pakistan—where she lived—was inconsequential. Dislodging ourselves from our current setup was another story. Khalid signed a two-year contract with the hospital, handed over his practice to a colleague, and sold his office building—a house converted into an office. I resigned from my job, leaving all my colleagues in shock, and accepted an informal job offer at the hospital in Riyadh. Our children were bewildered, and I was oh so sad at leaving Asim behind alone, even though he was moving into an apartment in Manhattan with two friends and starting his first job clerking for a federal judge. But he was not yet married, and to me that meant: alone. By the time we left, Saqib’s wife was pregnant, and now I carried the added emotion of missing the birth of our first grandchild.


Our entire extended family descended at JFK to bid us goodbye, and when boarding was announced, I broke into tears.









CHAPTER 2


First Impressions


Emails sent from Saudi Arabia to family and friends in the US and Pakistan


April 14, 2001


Subject: Day 1. Just Arrived


Dear family and friends,


It is 7:00 p.m. Saudi time and 12 noon New York time. We are almost settled in our temporary apartment in Riyadh.


An eleven-hour flight in business class (paid for by the hospital) is far more restful than a seven-hour transatlantic flight in economy. They don’t wake you up just as you have fallen asleep, and you get to stretch on those comfy reclining seats. Thank you, hospital, for the treat.


“Dr. Rehman?” Two Saudi men in white robes and red-and-white-checkered headscarves approached Khalid as soon as we got through Immigration at Riyadh airport.


“Yes,” Khalid said.


“Welcome to King Faisal Hospital. We will be taking you to your accommodation. This way, please.” They guided us to Customs. We watched as the Customs officers in Saudi garb opened our suitcases. That was fine until they started opening the cartons we had so carefully taped, flipped through every medical book, and read the title and back side of each CD.


The fun was just beginning. Contrary to our understanding, the staff had not come prepared to transport our luggage—all thirteen pieces. Their instructions were to welcome us and take us to our lodging. To arrange for baggage transport for a family relocating for two years was somehow not in the equation. So, after we got through Customs and stepped out to a glorious cool breeze, they hailed a pickup truck and, between their minivan and the pickup, got everything loaded.


Driving in from the airport, I was struck by the highway infrastructure. By and large, the drivers drive by the rules and traffic is orderly. The city looks modern, well laid out, and very clean.


When we got to our apartment building, they deposited our cartons curbside and waved us goodbye.


There we were, standing by the roadside with thirteen bulky and heavy cartons. Khalid went in to speak to the doorman, who told him to take the elevator down to the basement and get the trolley.


O-kay.


Khalid came back laughing, pushing a wobbly shopping cart. The doorman stepped out, glanced at our thirteen boxes, and laughed, saying that the shopping cart wouldn’t cut it, it wouldn’t even fit one box.


You are not kidding. 


“Call Housing,” he said.


Khalid called Housing. I stood guard outside.


“It will take them twenty minutes to get here with the trolley,” Khalid said. “Let me get started.”


Getting started meant loading one box on the wobbly shopping cart, balancing it kitty-cornered and wheeling it all the way down the maze of hallways to the other end of the building to Apartment #120, and then wheeling the shopping cart back and reloading another carton while I stood guard. Just then an American gentleman came jogging. He and Khalid recognized each other, as he was the first person that Khalid had run into at the same spot when he had first come to Saudi Arabia for a locum last November.


“Need assistance?” he asked.


In minutes he retrieved another shopping cart from who knows where (I guess he knew his way around) and was carting the cartons to our apartment. I waited outside watching our luggage. Not that you need to guard your belongings in Saudi Arabia, but old habits are hard to break, especially when you are fresh off the Boeing. Exactly twenty minutes later the housing person pulled up in a pickup van. He thought we wanted a pickup van. No, we needed someone to pick up our bags and haul them to the apartment.


“No problem.” He found another cart and now there were three.


Nice apartment—spacious two-bedroom with the kitchen stocked with a two-day supply of food, plus pots and pans, flatware, dishes, linen in the bed and bath—you get the picture. As soon as I had toured the apartment, I went across the hall to say hello to Sangeeta and her husband, Dr. Pai.* Of Indian descent, this was a couple who we befriended on our last visit. They had shown us around town and kept us company. It was a welcome coincidence that our apartment was right across from theirs. Tired as we were, it felt more important to beat the feeling of loneliness.


“Oh, you are here! Come in, come in. Please join us for dinner. Biryani. Come, come.” Dr. Pai opened the door and stepped aside. Sangeeta, dressed in a shalwar kameez, her dark brown hair framing her face in shoulder-length waves, gestured, “Please come in.”


“No thank you. We are stuffed, and very tired. But come, take a look at our apartment.” I showed them around, and after inspecting the apartment one more time, we turned in.


Next morning, I woke up missing my children and sobbing like a lost child. This E.T. couldn’t phone home; we are not yet hooked up for long distance. Must be telepathy—Saqib and Asim called. Bless them. I guess we get long distance but not outgoing calls. Just listening to their voices, I was cured. It reminded me of the scene at JFK when we were boarding. A flight attendant was saying goodbye to her baby and the baby was crying uncontrollably. As soon as she picked up the baby, he stopped crying. My boys had reached out and touched me, and I was consoled for now.


Khalid left for his first day of work, excited at the prospect of a new beginning. I unpacked. We are in temporary accommodations until a villa becomes available in the Diplomatic Quarter, so it was difficult to decide how much to unpack, not knowing how long we will be here. The hospital is right across the street, so Khalid can come by each time he has a small break. We have gotten our internet access, are reading our mail, and writing to you all. It is nice to have mail as soon as you arrive.


The weather is glorious. I sat for a while in the backyard reading a book, and it felt like utter luxury. I wanted to go out and explore, but you cannot go out without an abaya (black cloak), and I don’t have one. When Sangeeta stopped by to invite us for dinner, she asked if I needed anything.


“Yes, I need to borrow your abaya, and I need you to take me out shopping to get me my own, so I can go out.”


So, that is our plan for tonight.


More to come.


Sabeeha


Cloaked in the Abaya


Sunday, April 15


Subject: Day 2


Dear all,


Today I wore my own abaya for the first time. It was rather exciting to be donning a new outfit of sorts. If you haven’t seen one, it’s a black ankle-length long-sleeved cloak worn over the clothing, plain—although they come fancy too—with black-on-black embroidery and a scarf to drape over your hair. Inside the walled compound of apartments where expatriate employees of the hospital live, you don’t need to wear the abaya. The compound’s two-level structure forms a square around a courtyard with a swimming pool right in the middle. From my apartment windows, I have a view of bikini-clad women lounging in the glorious morning sun.


Last night, Sangeeta had us over for dinner and then she and Dr. Pai (also an oncologist) took us shopping. I had to borrow one of her abayas to go abaya shopping. They took us to the Pakistani grocery market—like we have Chinatown and Little Italy in New York. Well, here they have a Pakistan-Town. I got all my spices including the same Shan Chicken Tikka Masala. Small world!


Everything revolves around prayer times. When Sangeeta stopped by to ask us to come for dinner, she said, “Since Maghrib (evening prayer) is at 6:15 (no daylight-saving time in Saudi), and Isha (night prayer) is at 7:45, come at 7 p.m. for dinner. We will go out shopping after Isha.” Got it. Speaking of prayers, here in Riyadh, I turn in a different direction. Unlike New York, where we turned east to face the Kaaba in Mecca, or in Pakistan where I prayed facing west, here the qibla—direction of the Kaaba—is southwest. I don’t have a compass, so when I asked the receptionist in the lobby, he smiled and told me that in the living room of my apartment, one of the walls has an arrow painted indicating the direction of the qibla. Cool!


This morning, after Khalid went to work—Sunday is a working day—Sangeeta and I took the Ladies Shuttle Bus to the supermarket, courtesy of the hospital. There is a supermarket in walking distance, but it is expensive as they sell only American products. I went local. Of course, the passengers were all wearing the abaya, all black. I did see one woman wearing a dusty rose abaya. I suppose going colored is kosher. Covering the head seems to be optional. Some women had the scarf draped loosely over their hair, some had it pinned hijab style, and some just wore it around their neck, leaving their hair exposed. I decided to let my scarf slip off my head, wondering if the women would cover their hair once we entered a public place. Well, they didn’t, so neither did I. Two women in the bus were veiled in the niqab, their faces concealed, and all you could see was their eyes. They were talking to each other in Arabic, so I presumed they were Saudi. Watching the passengers was like being at the United Nations. Pakistanis chatting in Urdu, Americans in American English, British in their clipped English accent (love the sound), Filipinos in a language foreign to me; all skin colors, all accents, all a friendly bunch of women.


“And how long have you been here?” one with an American accent asked me.


“One day!”


She had no hesitation asking for my phone number, saying, “I’ll call you.” And I had no hesitation giving it to her. I was yearning for friends.


I went crazy buying what you wouldn’t find in a supermarket in the States: halal deli meat. “Give me a kilo of this, a kilo of that. . . .” Here is the other thing: besides having to convert riyals into dollars each time I check the price ($1=3.75 riyals), here they have the metric system. American products such as Rice Krispies (small world) are marked both ways, but local products are strictly metric. Now what was the conversion for grams and ounces, for kilograms and pounds? I can never remember, so I will just have to learn the metric system. The supermarket has groceries on one side and a Kmart-type outfit on the other. Prices of American products are comparable. Saudi teenage boys in their white robes and red-and-white-checkered ghutras draped over their heads work the checkout counter. Their robes are so clean—sparkling white and neatly pressed. From cab drivers to cashiers to everyone else: clean, pure, gleaming white. Men in white, women in black, black and white, all so uniform.


The director of the Quality Resource Management (QRM) department at the hospital called me. He wants me to start work as soon as I am settled. “How about tomorrow?” I said. I have no jetlag, I am unpacked, I am ready to start work. So, I am going tomorrow and see what they have to offer.


Two days in a row, Khalid has come home twice during the day for extended breaks. So far, his workload is light. And speaking of light, our apartment is very well-lit, lots of windows and glass doors. A linear layout, with every room opening out to the courtyard. But it’s an old building and looks old. We will see how long this temporary arrangement lasts. We are on the waiting list for accommodations in the Diplomatic Quarter.


This evening we decided to experience “hanging out” in a Saudi mall. We are not big shoppers or mall frequenters. Nevertheless, I was curious to see what kind of clothes were being sold, how people shopped, etc. So, after Isha prayers, we called a Pakistani colleague of Khalid’s and asked for a list of malls and how to get a cab. The hospital has contracted with a limo company and has negotiated the rates for its employees. So we called Haala Cab and, after pulling the name out of a scarf, asked to be taken to the Sahara mall. The cabbie was Bangladeshi and entertained us with his experiences in Saudi. Dropping us off at 8:30 p.m., he offered to come pick us up at 10:00 p.m. Due to prayer timings, the malls stay open late after Isha prayers. What a mall! New, spacious, vast, with high ceilings, not too ostentatious but modern. I headed straight to the clothing store—the abaya whets your curiosity, as in: what do women wear underneath it?


Well, it’s American all the way. Nine out of ten stores had western clothing: jeans, pants, blouses, and a rather nice selection, I must say. I saw Saudi women buying all this apparel. Beneath the black abaya is a very stylish lady. And men’s clothing was entirely western too. Yet, all the men in the mall were wearing traditional attire, as in white robes. Not sure when they wear jeans and tee shirts. Most of the clothing stores were for ladies’ apparel—why should Saudi women be any different! Then there were the evening-wear stores. One store displayed long A-line gowns of organza material with glittering embroidery. The gowns were three-piece: a long sleeve gown, a front opening sleeveless cape, and a full-length scarf worn around the neck and hanging at the backside. I could use one of those! By the way, the mannequins wore nail-polish. And after all that, no fitting rooms. I suppose it is considered unseemly to undress, even in a women’s fitting room. Another store carried made-to-order evening gowns of western designs. The mannequins wore tightly fitted gowns, strapless or halter—Hollywood style. Inside the store were rolls and rolls of heavily beaded and sequined fabrics, and women cloaked in abayas were ordering custom-tailored gowns. Men manned all these stores; I didn’t see any female staff, not in sales, not at the cashiers, no women period. I spotted Victoria’s Secret.


“Khalid, I want to take a peek. You wait outside.” I presumed that men were not allowed in that store.


A round table in the center had lingerie on display. As I picked up a piece, I heard a voice from behind.


“Can I help you?”


A man’s voice!


The salesman walked up to me. “These are on sale,” he said, making eye contact and handling one of the pieces on the table.


I dropped the thing like a hot potato and dashed out.


“Khalid, a man is selling ladies underwear. To women!”


Khalid chuckled. “Did you buy any?”


I cannot rationalize this contradiction. Can you?


Most of the shoppers were women, some with children, some with friends, and very few with their husbands. I noticed couples holding hands, discreetly. They were all arriving in cabs and cars, mostly women in groups of two or with children. Children wore jeans and shirts, but there were no bare legs; not girls, not boys. Taking a look around, all I saw was black and white, women in black abayas, men in white robes. I wonder at what age the girls must wear the abaya. At puberty perhaps?


Now listen to this: I was wandering in one of the apparel stores by myself when I heard Khalid’s laughter. Spotting him at the other end of the store, I rushed up to him.


“Why are you laughing?”


“I couldn’t find you. Normally when you wander off, all I have to do is look above the racks and spot your tuft of curly hair. This time when I looked around, all I could see was black scarves.”


How delightful! Until now, I hadn’t experienced the freedom the veil offers. Had my face been veiled, he would never have found me, but I would have spotted him. See the advantage women have! They can disappear in the crowd of black-cloaked and veiled women. It suddenly dawned on me: the power of the veil, the security it offers, and complete privacy and anonymity. No one knows your identity or your business. It is all safely tucked behind the veil and beneath the abaya. Maybe I will start wearing the veil. Just kidding! Think of the women who go to work wearing the abaya. No fussing over what to wear, the right color lipstick. Bad hair day? No problem. Just throw the abaya over yourself and you are set to go. Get dolled up when you come home. Keeps life simple. I guess if you can get past the idea that it is being forced on you, it can be pretty liberating.


There was a sign in the mall that pointed to the food court on the left, mosque on the right. How about that: a mosque in the mall! So, when it is prayer time, the stores close, and shoppers walk to the mosque. I wondered how it works for women. I will have to go to the mall during prayer time to find out. Anyhow, getting back to the food court—it has all the same eateries as in the US and more: for example, Baskin-Robbins, Pizza Hut, KFC. Each stall has two checkout lines with two large signs: Men’s Line and Women’s Line. I like that. I get served sooner and have my privileged line. The seating area has a men’s-only space and a family space. Women and men with families sit in the family space, where each seating is screened off, offering privacy. Nice! I wondered how the women with the niqab eat. The screens got in the way of my prying eyes.


The arcade? Massive. I peeked and saw children having a ball! But, and it’s a huge but: no movie theater at the mall. There are no public movie theaters in Saudi Arabia, period. But they have video stores. True to his word, our cabbie came at 10 p.m. By then, there were more shoppers coming than leaving. The round-trip cost the equivalent of $10 for a thirty-minute drive. Not bad. I don’t think we will need a car here. Cabs are cheap and shuttle buses are free.


Goodnight for now.


Sabeeha


[image: image]


Monday, April 16


Subject: Day 3: Job Offer


Dear All,


I called Sangeeta this morning and invited the family over for dinner tonight.


“No, no,” she protested. “You are too new to be entertaining.”


“Yes, yes,” I insisted. “Now that I have groceries in the pantry, I am ready.” Did I mention that she had invited me to lunch yesterday and served fried fish—sizzling, crisp, and spicy Pomfrey fish from the Arabian Sea.


I got the cooking done early in the morning and then went off for my job interview.


The director, a Saudi whom I will call Samir, had interviewed me back in November. This time Khalid accompanied me—just to say hello to my prospective boss. He greeted Khalid with a warm smile, holding him by the hand and bringing him into his spacious office. When Khalid left, we got down to business. Samir offered me a position doing utilization management. He explained that this was a new position, created to address over-utilization of clinical services and patients overstaying; with my prior experience and American credentials, I could be effective in molding physician practices.


He suggested I look into other job possibilities within the institution before accepting his offer and escorted me to the Personnel Office. I appreciated his gracious gesture. He advised me to inquire into my benefits and notify Personnel that I was being hired as my husband’s dependent. Got that? This is what it means: my visa is in my capacity as the dependent of Khalid. He was hired on a two-year contract, not me; therefore I, being his wife, am allowed entry into the Kingdom by virtue of being his dependent. That being my status, my job with the same employer would be in the category of an employee’s dependent. Translated, it means that I don’t get any duplicate benefits such as a second apartment. Makes sense from a practical standpoint. It did not ruffle my feminist instincts.


The Personnel office is located in the administration building. I continue to be amazed by the sparkling cleanliness of the hospital. Sarah, a light-skinned young lady of Arab descent and bilingual, wearing a white lab coat and a black hijab, briefed me: I was entitled to all my husband’s benefits and no more. Sounds fair. All vacant positions were listed on the website, and she gave me the specifications of the position being offered to me, the hospital’s table of organization, other available positions and contact persons. A rather pleasant and helpful person.


When I got back to the apartment, the doorbell rang. A young lady in a shalwar kameez greeted me.


“I am Nasreen, your neighbor next door. Sangeeta told me that a couple from Pakistan had arrived, so I stopped by to welcome you.”


I invited her in.


“No, no, you must be busy.”


“No, I am not busy. Come in, please.”


I first straightened out my demographic history. Yes, I am originally from Pakistan, but I am really from the United States, as in the last thirty years.


That makes me a Pakistani-American-living-in-Saudi-Arabia, for now. Talk about super hyphenation. She was sweet and offered all her help. We exchanged phone numbers. Here the telephone numbers coincide with one’s apartment number, like a hotel room.


Today the hospital hooked us up with cable TV. The choices of TV channels include: CNN, BBC, CNBC, MTV, America Plus, ESPN, Hollywood, Disney, Discovery, Zee TV, Pakistan TV, Saudi, Kuwait, Bahrain, Syria, Egypt, Dubai, Jordan, Filipino, etc. etc. To get cable TV, I had to join the employee Social Club. I now have a club card and all the promotional material.


Every time Khalid logs on to the internet, he calls out, “You have fifteen emails,” or however many. That is music to my ears, and I go running to check. Yesterday when I sent my email to you all, I got an error message: “Unable to send. Can send only fifty emails at a time. You have sixty-one!”


“You sent sixty-one emails!” Khalid gasped.


I had to resend in batches of two. I am also hooked up on Dialpad with the US and call my children every day.


Sangeeta, Dr. Pai, and her children showed up at 7:30 for dinner. I made matar pulao and koftas. She brought her favorite music cassette of Indian Bollywood songs, and I played the Pakistani mystical music of Abida Parveen and Pathana Khan’s melancholic ghazals for them.


Let’s see what tomorrow brings. Goodnight for now.


Human Resource Encounter


Tuesday, April 17


Subject: Day 4 & 5


Dear All,


Day 4


Working hours are 8 a.m. to 6 p.m. But then, there is no commute.


Today I called Lorraine, the secretary in the chairman’s office (Oncology) and asked for names of the secretaries in offices where I planned to inquire for job opportunities. I had paid Lorraine a visit two days ago, so she knew me. Then I called them, and they asked that I bring in my CV. That afternoon I timed my “drop-in” before their lunch hour and got all of them in their offices. The secretary in the CEO’s office looked like an American model. Tall, slim, green-eyed, and elegant. I closed the loop with Samir, filling him in. His sense was that Personnel did not give me the correct information regarding my benefits, specifically that Khalid gets six days business leave, which I will not be entitled to. They had not told me that. He asked that I go back and get them to spell it out. So, I went back to Sarah.


“OK. What is the difference between my benefits and my husband’s?”


“No difference,” Sarah said.


“But I am told that I don’t get business leave, which my husband gets.”


“Oh yes. That is correct.”


Am I glad I asked! 


“OK. Let’s go over my leave benefits,” I said.


“You get thirty days annual leave, five days for Ramadan, five days for hajj, and seven days post leave.”


“That adds up to forty-seven days. I understand that it should be fifty-four days.” Don’t bother asking whatever post leave is. Focus on the number fifty-four.


“No, no.”


Yes, yes, I pressed on.


“Are you Muslim?” she said.


“Yes.”


“OK, then you get seven days for Ramadan.”


A Muslim perk. Am I glad I asked! 


I did the math: 30 annual +7 Ramadan +5 hajj +7 post leave=49


“It still doesn’t add up to fifty-four.”


“Why don’t you talk to the Benefits staff.”


So I went to the Benefits office. A sour-faced man in a Saudi garb who looked like he didn’t want to be disturbed sat by his window desk.


“Sir, I am being hired as my husband’s dependent and I want to know if and how my benefits are different from his.”


He gave me that don’t-bother-me look.


“Like what?” he asked.


“Like time-off.”


“You get what he gets.”


“No. I don’t get business leave, or do I?”


“No, you don’t, but you can.”


Aha! 


“How is that?”


“Ask your supervisor to approve it.”


Am I glad I asked! 


“OK. Now, let’s go down the list of all my entitled leave.”


“Like what?”


Young man, probably with all his teeth intact. I started pulling.


“Like annual leave, like post leave, like Ramadan leave . . .”


“You get thirty annual, seven post leave, five Ramadan, seven for hajj.”


“I was told I got seven for Ramadan.”


“Are you Muslim?”


I guess I don’t look Muslim. No hijab. Could pass for a Lebanese Christian.


“Yes,” I said.


Hello world, I am a Muslim. 


“You get seven days for Ramadan and ten days for hajj.”


Bingo! The magic number fifty-four.


First tooth out.


“Do you have a package that spells this out?”


“Yes.”


“Can I have it?” I don’t think I said please.


He reached out and handed me the package.


Am I glad I asked!


Second tooth out.


All the time the package was right under his nose. I felt completely at home. There are helpful people with good customer service skills, and then there are the “I can’t be bothered” people, and that is the way it is no matter where you are in this whole wide world. No culture shock here.


What is culture shock for us Americans is the religious perks in the workplace. Whether I fast or not, perform hajj or not, I get five extra holidays. Is that religious discrimination? Hmmm!


Back in the apartment, the phone rang again.


“Assalam Alaikum, this is Razia. Welcome back.” Actually, she spoke in Urdu.


I had met Razia during my November visit. Her husband is also an oncologist and they had invited us to their home along with other Pakistani families to introduce us to the group. I was so happy to hear from her.


“I am placing the order for meat with the butcher. Can I place an order for you? My husband will pick up the meat and deliver it to your apartment.”


“Thank you so much but I am fully stocked for now.”


That was very nice of her. She proceeded to give me all kinds of orientation tips that newcomers crave. Everyone is so welcoming.


I now hear the adhan for Maghrib prayer. I am going to get really spoiled. I no longer have to keep a salat timetable to keep track of prayer time. No one here should have any excuse for missing prayer. You cannot forget—the call for prayer reminds you and beckons you. You cannot let work get in the way—all business stops when the adhan is called. Even if you wanted to conduct business, you couldn’t. You would have to wait for people to come back from prayer to attend to you. This culture of prayer clears the way, makes it easy, makes it possible—for Muslims, that is. Living in the US, whereas I was able to say my prayers at work, I had to work at it, and sometimes, I did miss my prayers if a meeting ran long. In this respect, Muslims living here are fortunate.


In the evening Khalid suggested that we go for a walk. With me in my abaya, we headed out. It’s exciting to be in this new attire. There is a strip mall at the end of a long block. We decided to check it out. There is the Al-Azizia supermarket to anchor it, a bank, the Body Shop, McDonalds, Domino’s Pizza, KFC, Mothercare, the Learning Center, Internet Café, Telephone Exchange, Milano Shoes, etc., and believe it or not, Cheesecake Factory. We decided to try the ATM machine at the bank and see if it worked. It looked like a Citibank with a different name. We put our Citi card in the door, and it opened. We poked around with the ATM machine, which was in English and Arabic. It swallowed our card and gave us our checking balance. It works! Isn’t the world a small place? You put in your NY bank card in Saudi Arabia, and it beams it off the satellite and, in an instant, you know that your last paycheck was deposited. The thrill of connectivity can only be appreciated when you are far from home.


We needed milk and checked out the supermarket. It was flooded with people from the hospital—mostly the female staff. They work here, they live here, and they shop here. In the produce section, I ran into the model from the CEO’s office. What I had really wanted to experience was Arabian food. But you just don’t see it. This supermarket was Shoprite USA all the way. The closest I came to local food was tahini in cans. But I’ll find it—it can’t be too far behind.


Day 5


It is Wednesday, April 18. The work week ends today. Weekends are on Thursday and Friday, and on Saturday, the new week starts. How is that for getting disoriented!


Today the doorbell rang. A young man handed me a flyer. Aerobic classes starting May 1 right here in my apartment building. Just what I need.


“You have to come in person to the recreation building to register.”


“Where is that?”


“It’s on hospital grounds across from the bus stop. And bring your Social Club card with you.”


During lunch break Khalid walked in with another flyer. The Social Club was arranging an overnight trip to the city of Medina. Just what I wanted. Medina is the city Prophet Muhammad migrated to and where he established an Islamic State. He is buried there. So I called them and got the same answer: come in person to sign up.


Khalid and I went to the recreation building. It looks like a resort. Terraced gardens, covered conical walkways, tennis courts, and playgrounds with large toy turtles. First, I had to have my ID badge made. The waiting area had a designer’s touch: plush sofas, modern-looking coffee table and lamps, neat artwork on the walls. . . . I’d wait here anytime.


When I had called to sign up for the Medina trip, I was told to bring in our iqama. It’s a residence permit. Every expat living in Saudi Arabia is required to carry it on their person at all times or one can be put in jail—no questions asked—unless you have your passport on you. That is the law. Since we are new and our iqama isn’t ready, we are allowed to use the passport with our visa stating we are here on employment. Once the iqama is issued, the employer holds your passport until you need it for travel. The Social Club accepted our passport, and we were told to get travel papers from the hospital within the next few days. All this was explained to us when we had come in November, and Americans living here had assured us that one easily gets used to the idea of carrying one’s iqama on you; and getting travel papers is a mere formality.


Next stop: sign up for aerobics. Fourteen classes being offered throughout the month of May at 15 riyals a class ($4.00.) You can sign up for any number of classes. When he asked me how many classes I was signing up for, I wanted to say: all fourteen.


Khalid came home and said we were invited out to dinner that evening by one of his colleagues, who I will call Christine. She is an American, an oncologist, married to a Lebanese, a CPA with Arthur Anderson. They live in the Kingdom City Complex. She offered to send her driver, but I insisted that we take a cab. I had brought half a dozen coffee table photo books on New York City and a whole lot of gift bags. They are coming in handy. I should bill New York City’s mayor for the free promotion.


Khalid called Haala Cab service. “We will be there in two minutes.”


And there he was, in two minutes.


The Kingdom City Complex is at the far end of town, when the high-rises become low-rise and the land becomes bare and flat. Minarets dot the landscape, rising above the domes of the mosques, illuminating the landscape and glowing against the gray sky. We approached what appeared to an exclusive compound. The fancy gates were shut, and the guard approached us with a mirror attached to a long handle. We gave him our names, who we were visiting, and the address. He called our hosts, came back, had us sign in, and asked for Khalid’s ID. The only acceptable ID Khalid had was his passport, which he took away, to be returned when we leave the compound, after we give him the form signed by our host. Gee! Then he scanned the underside of the car, looking for bombs, flashlight in hand. Goodness! Only then did the gates part, and we drove into a complex that took my breath away.


My eyes popped out at the exotic landscaping, designer-look houses with curving walkways. Christine and her husband were waiting at the door. Petite and slim, blonde hair permed, and wearing a mini pale-blue skirt, she was all smiles. Her husband, wearing dress slacks and a white-collar shirt, extended his hand, “I am Fahad.”


I started complaining the minute I stepped out of the car.


“They took our passports!”


Christine gave me this serene look that seemed to say I can see that it bothered you. Seeing how matter-of-fact they were made me wonder whether I was overreacting. Perhaps this is business as usual here, and if this American woman isn’t bothered about it, maybe I shouldn’t be either. Like them, it’s possible I will get used to it too. But it’s my passport.


Their home was furnished in soft neutral colors, with a welcoming feel, artwork on the walls, and sparkling crystal on the buffet. Christine and Fahad took us for a barbecue dinner at a poolside restaurant in the compound, landscaped with artificial giant rocks and waterfalls. I tried to be an attentive guest to this charming couple, but the setting was distracting.


This compound rents only to expatriates. No Saudis. The purpose is to keep the cultures separate so that the expatriates can live according to the lifestyle they are used to. It also helps in recruiting and retaining expats by providing them with tennis courts, gym, piano lessons, school up to grade 5, you name it. I saw no abayas.


Fahad filled us in on the banking system in Saudi Arabia. Being an Islamic country, it is an interest-free economy, one of the few Islamic countries with this system. No mortgages, and loans are interest-free. How about that!


I asked Christine if she had any household help.


“An abundance,” she said. “A maid, a nanny, and a driver.”


The nanny is a live-in. Most people who own cars have a full-time chauffer. He drives the lady of the house to work and the children to school or their other activities, and in our case, the dinner guests to their homes.


I asked about the heightened security at the gate. She explained that it is all preventive; it holds the residents accountable for their guests (not more than two guests per family in the pool), keeps rowdy teenagers to a minimum, and keeps the place safe, not that they have had any bomb incidents. I guess it was my first encounter with the mirror scanner and I was intimidated. Come to think of it, how is it different from the security at the airport, where our baggage goes through an X-ray device and our person through a metal detector? And I shouldn’t be surprised at the passport incident either—that’s the norm here. Hotels routinely hold passports of guests (in lieu of your Visa card number) and release them at check-out.


Before their driver drove us back, we handed in the form and got our passports returned. Phew! Tomorrow is Thursday, beginning of a weekend. It feels odd.


Laura Bush is being interviewed by Larry King on CNN. I like her smile.


All the best,


Sabeeha


Religious Police


April 20


Subject: Days 7–10


Dear All,


Day 7


I have been here just about a week. Khalid has gone for Jumma,* the Friday prayers. At my former job as compliance officer at University of Medicine and Dentistry of New Jersey (UMDNJ), Jumma prayers were held in the chapel across from my office. Here, the hospital has its own mosque.


Yesterday I had my first mutawwa incident. They are the morality police that enforce moral and religious rules. People fear them because they are accompanied by a cop who has the authority to arrest and put you in jail. Whether it’s the Office of the Inspector General in the States—a compliance officer’s worst nightmare—or the mutawwa in Riyadh, I can’t seem to be able to get away from “the most dreaded.”


It was Thursday evening—a weekend—and we had gone to the Faisaliah Mall to pick up a few items and get a bite to eat. No one had invited us for dinner that night, so we had to fend for ourselves—what an outrage! We left home after Maghrib prayers, knowing well that it would be Isha time while we were at the mall. Neither of us was sure how that would work out, but we decided to find out. Sure enough, at 7:45 p.m., we heard the adhan call to prayer resonate through the mall. What a pleasing sound!


What is distinctive about the recital of the Qur’an is the sound. It is musical, mystical, and poetic. But to achieve that quality of sound, it must be recited with the correct Arabic pronunciation (not in my hopeless Urdu/English-accented version). The impact of the adhan resonating from the Kaaba or other mosques in Arab countries is mesmerizing. The sound, and its echo throughout the mall, brought tears to my eyes, which always happens because it reminds me of when I first heard the adhan in the Kaaba in Mecca. All at once the shutters of the stores started coming down slowly and noiselessly, as if bowing in submission to prayer time, and I marveled at the good fortune of this nation. Businesses were closing, for just a little while, so that employees could fulfill their obligatory prayers.


Little did I know what awaited me.


We decided that Khalid would go to the mosque, which was next to the parking garage on the lower level, and I would wait for him in the family dining area of the food court. I had not seen a ladies prayer area and figured that the mosque was for men only.* Besides, I prefer to say my Isha prayers as the last thing before I go to bed. Does that sound defensive?


“Will you be OK alone?” Khalid said.


“Sure, don’t worry about me.”


Little did I know.


“No. Let me walk you back to the food court.”


So, Khalid walked me to the food court, sat me down in the family area, which was teeming with families eating, and walked to the mosque. I settled down with my notepad to make my journal entries. On the left was the men’s seating area, with no visual barrier, and on the right, another family area fenced off by a glass-brick wall.


Suddenly, I heard this loud voice—a man’s voice. Looking up I saw a tall, long-bearded man wearing a brown robe, a scarf draped over his head, hanging from both sides. He was accompanied by a skinny police officer in khaki uniform—shirt and pants. They were walking through the men’s eating area, and the man in the long robe was waving his hands and speaking in Arabic in a loud voice that sounded angry and commanding. The men quietly got up from their seats and started leaving the eating area. I was startled. Why had the men left? Where did they go? He couldn’t have asked them to go for prayers, because many of them might not be Muslims, and one cannot impose prayers on a non-Muslim. Then he and the cop were gone.


I was still recovering from my confusion when he walked into the family area and started addressing the crowd in Arabic, waving his hands. It sounded angry but that may just be his style; it’s hard to tell, not knowing the language. What was he saying? What did he want us to do? What were we doing wrong? I looked around and saw people looking nervous. Some women covered their faces with the veil. Then I saw everyone get up and start walking out of the area. I followed and stayed close to the crowd. While we were walking out, I spotted a Filipino woman. I inched close to her.


“What is he saying?” I asked.


“I have no idea.” She didn’t seem nervous.


“So why is everyone walking out?”


“I have no idea.”


“I see. Just follow the crowd? They must be doing something right?”


“Yes,” she said calmly.


And then the crowd walked into the other family area adjacent to where we had been sitting, behind the glass wall. That place was already packed, and next to it was a children’s play area packed with kids laughing and squealing. I looked around for an empty seat—I didn’t want to be noticeable by standing.


“May I have this seat?” I asked, using hand gestures, not knowing if the family sitting at a table spoke English. The woman nodded, and I pulled the chair just a little aside, to allow them privacy and yet not appear to be alone. Still recovering, I heard him again. He had entered this area and was walking through, waving his hands, talking in a raised voice and again sounding angry—I think. People looked less nervous, but no one moved. Then I saw him point at a woman, a blonde, and gestured that she cover her hair. She made no move to comply. But he had moved on, unaware of her defiance. I wouldn’t have taken that chance if I were she. Then he walked out the other end. No one had moved, no one had left, nothing had changed. Everyone went back to the business of eating.


I didn’t know what to make of it. I noticed two European girls standing against the wall. It’s amazing how one can tell the difference between a European and an American. It’s something about their look. They both looked nervous. I walked up to them.


“What was that all about?” I asked.


“That was the mutawwa,” one of them said.


“That I figured out. But what was he saying?”


“I don’t know. Probably that people should leave during prayer time.”


“And go where?”


“Outside.”


“Outside where?”


“Outside the mall.”


“Then why didn’t anyone leave? Why did everyone move from one family area to the other?” I asked.


“I don’t know. Maybe he wanted people to go for prayer.”


“I don’t think so. There could be several non-Muslims here. And besides, where are women supposed to pray?”


“There is a women’s prayer area on the third floor.”


I didn’t know that.


“With the mutawwa, you should do as they say or they will put you in jail. If they tell you to cover your hair, do it. Don’t fight them,” she said.


“I don’t have a problem with that. If that is the law of the land, and we came here by choice, then we live by the law. They tell me to cover my hair, I’ll cover my hair. What is a problem is not knowing what you are being asked to do.”


“Well, if they ever confront you personally, just say, ‘I only speak English,’ and they will know that you don’t understand Arabic.”


One of them was Irish, the other Scottish. Both nurses who had been here only a month and were as unnerved as I was. I felt puzzled, threatened, and intimidated. It was not knowing that bothered me.


Did I give Khalid an earful when he returned!


Next day I tried to make informal inquiries. I wanted to be sure I was conducting myself in accordance with the rules. At the residential compound, I went to the pool expecting to find ladies willing to converse. A woman in a bikini was sunbathing with a book in hand. I decided not to interrupt. Another lady was conducting swimming classes. That’s out. I spotted two women in the abaya with shades on, watching their children take lessons. I hovered around them to get a sense of who they might be. They looked at me for a minute and then went about their business of minding the children. I was wearing a long denim dress, shades, and my head was covered with a bright colored scarf to protect myself from the strong sun. From their accent, the two women seemed Pakistani. Then one of them spoke to the children in Urdu, and I knew for sure. I walked up to them and introduced myself.


“Oh, you are Dr. Rehman’s wife. We know you. We had met you at Razia’s house in November. I didn’t recognize you in this dress.”


“I thought you were Lebanese,” said the other.


In a minute we were chatting away. They invited me to their home, took my phone number, offered all the help in the world, and then I asked my burning question.


“What was that mutawwa incident all about?” I gave them the whole story.


“Oh, don’t worry about that,” one of them waved her hand dismissively. “As long as you are sitting in a waiting area, it’s not a problem.”


“But, but . . . ”


“Don’t worry. You were just fine.”


They took it so lightly. Well, I don’t feel so lightly about it, so I am going to be on my guard.


Perhaps Sangeeta can explain. 


“What was that all about?” I knocked on her door and poured my heart out.


Sensing my agitation, she sat me down, assured me that waiting in the family area is exactly what is expected of mall shoppers during prayer time, so I shouldn’t agonize over it.


Well, for now, I have decided to follow my instincts and not take any chances. No more frequenting public places during prayer time until I am sure about the rules.


Day 8


It is Saturday, April 21. I called on Nasreen, my neighbor, and invited her over.


“No, no, you should come over,” she said.


Since I am new, it is customary to be invited before one invites old-timers. With a big smile she welcomed me into her oh-so-large apartment. Families with children get a three-bedroom apartment, with a living/dining the size of a four-car garage. After the formalities and small talk was over, I brought up the mutawwa incident.


“Newcomers get very distressed when they first encounter the mutawwa. But over time, you will feel less concerned. As long as you are wearing the abaya and are not wandering around during prayer time, you are OK.”


“What do you do when you are out on the mall and it’s prayer time?” I asked.


“It happens to us all the time because we always go in the evening after work. We get in the restaurant before the adhan. Once the adhan is called, you won’t be allowed in because the kitchen closes and the attendants go for prayer. But you can walk into a food court at any time. We have gotten the hang of it and know exactly when to stop shopping and head toward the food court. Once there, you are OK. If the mutawwa comes in, don’t worry.”


“I see.”


I think I do.


Here is my theory. This incident was an aberration—just my luck. When he came into the men’s eating area, he was probably saying, “What are you men doing here during prayer time?” and they quietly left the mall. Then he came to the family area and probably asked people to move into the secluded, less visible family area with glass-brick walls (we were sitting in the area very visible from the mall with no visual barriers). Once there, he moved through the area reminding people of their obligations, and left, which is why everyone stayed put. This is purely conjecture on my part.


What do you think?


All the best,


Sabeeha


* * *


Recycled Pillows


Sunday, April 22


Subject: Back to Day 9


Dear All,


I woke up with the worst back pain and a pain in the neck—literally. It was the mattress. I had been experiencing this problem from day one and thought I could weather it since we were in temporary accommodations. But this can’t go on. Besides, Nasreen had advised me to call the Housing Department for every problem. So, I decided to set aside my entire day today for housing issues. I had my grievance list and was going to make calls, wait for people to return my calls, be around when they said, “We will be there between nine and five”—in this case between eight and six.
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