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On March 24, 2005, Adama Bah, a sixteen-year-old Muslim girl, awoke at dawn 

to discover nearly a dozen armed FBI agents inside her family’s apartment in East 

Harlem. They arrested her and her father, Mamadou Bah, and transported them to 

separate detention facilities. A government document leaked to the press claimed that 

Adama was a potential suicide bomber but failed to provide any evidence to support 

this claim. Released after six weeks in detention, Adama was forced to live under 

partial house arrest with an ankle bracelet, a government-enforced curfew, and a 

court-issued gag order that prohibited her from speaking about her case. In August 

of 2006, Adama’s father was deported back to Guinea, Africa. Adama, who had 

traveled to the United States with her parents from Guinea as a child, also found 

herself facing deportation. She would spend the next few years fighting for asylum 

and struggling to support her family in the United States and Guinea.

I didn’t know I wasn’t an American until I was sixteen and in handcuffs. 
My mother came to the United States with me in 1990, the year  

I turned two. We originally came from Koubia in Guinea, West Africa. 
My dad was here already, living in Brooklyn and working as a cab driver. 
He went on to open his own business later.
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Then came my brother, who is now nineteen, my sister, who is 
seventeen, and two more brothers who are thirteen and five. I’m twenty-
three. We moved to this apartment in Manhattan, and we have been 
living here for thirteen years. 

I think a lot of people in Africa and third-world countries hear about 
the riches in America. It’s the land of opportunity. So my dad came here 
for that. From the stories that my mom tells me, their lives back in 
Koubia were farming and that’s it. 

Growing up in New York, I remember having many “cousins” around. 
They’re all Guinean. They weren’t real family, but whatever community 
members we had here, I considered them family. I remember having them 
come over, I remember us running around and messing up things.

My friends were Latino and African American. At that time, I fit in 
with them. I was going through the same issues as them, like boys, going 
through puberty, he said/she said kinds of things. Those were the kinds 
of problems that I wish I had now. 

W E  A L L  D I D  I T ?

I went to public school until seventh grade. My dad wanted me to learn 
about my religion, so he sent me to an Islamic boarding school in Buffalo, 
New York. What’s weird now that I look back is that my parents aren’t 
really religious, we didn’t really go to mosque. But my dad heard about 
the school from somebody who recommended it. 

I was thirteen when 9/11 happened. Every teacher came in late, and 
they sat us in a humongous circle. My teacher said, “I have to talk to you 
guys. For those of you who are from New York, I want you to brace your-
selves. I have some bad news. Sometimes things happen in life that we 
don’t understand.” She started telling us about God and how to be patient 
and steadfast. And then she said, “The Twin Towers were hit today.” 

I remember freaking out, panicking, trying to reach my family.
When she called us back for a second meeting, that’s when she 

announced that a Muslim might have done it, and that there might be 
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hatred against Muslims. When I heard that, I was like, “Wait, what do 
you mean? We all did it? We didn’t plot it. I don’t have nothing to do 
with it. Why are we all getting the blame for it?” So many thoughts went 
through my head that time: Who is this Osama bin Laden guy? What is he up 

to? Why would he do this? This is against Islam. None of us knew who bin 
Laden was. We were making jokes about the guy. My friends said, “Your 
name is very close to his name: Adama, Osama.” 

When I finally reached my family the next day, they told me they 
were fine, and my dad said, “Shh, don’t talk about it. Be quiet, bye.” He 
would not talk about anything over the phone.

T H E  WAY  I  L E F T  N E W  Y O R K  C I T Y  WA S  N O T  T H E  

WAY  I T  WA S  W H E N  I  C A M E  B A C K

I felt 9/11 when I came back to New York for Ramadan1 break. There 
were six of us classmates who had to get on a plane to come back to New 
York. At that time, we covered our faces. I remember coming to the 
airport dressed all in pitch black with our faces covered. We were even 
wearing gloves; all you could see were our eyes, that’s it.

I couldn’t believe the looks on the everyone’s faces. Everybody was 
scared, pointing. You saw people turn red. We were whispering to each 
other, “What’s going on?” Honestly, I was scared. I thought those people 
were going to beat me. 

We didn’t know what was going on around the country. We didn’t 
know about the hate crimes—we didn’t know anything, though the day 
after 9/11 someone threw a rock through the window of the school.

That day at the airport, we got extra screenings, our bags were 
checked, we got pulled to the side. The guards were so nasty to us, the 
people were so nasty to us, the airline was so nasty to us. I remember us 
boarding the plane and the captain looked at us and shook his head.

1 A holy month of the Islamic calendar that Muslims observe by fasting during daytime 
hours.
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It made me feel like crap because I was being singled out. I’m thirteen, 
I’ve never been through something like this. I’ve never had racism directed 
toward me before. I’ve been sheltered from things like that. So, that was 
my first time. People cursed at us, yelled at us, and sucked their teeth, say-
ing, “Go back to your country, you Talibani, go back to Osama bin Laden.”

This whole time, I thought I was American. I thought, You can’t touch 

me, I’m American.
My parents didn’t know I wore any garb until I came home. My mom 

opened the door, she saw me, and she closed it back. She told my father, 
“You have to tell her to take this off. I told you not to send her to Buffalo!” 

They disapproved of my niqab.2 They said to me, “Take that off, take 
that off.”

When I originally left New York City for school, it was peaceful and 
happy and everybody was cheery and saying hello. When I came back after 
9/11, everyone was like, “What do you want, where are you from?” There 
was more fear. The fear was toward me, and I felt the same way. People 
didn’t take the time to talk to me, or ask me why I was wearing a niqab. 
Walking down the street, people would curse at me, they would even throw 
things. It was just nasty. It actually made me want to wear it more.

O H ,  Y O U ’ R E  N O T  U G LY

I came back to New York public school for ninth grade. I left the Islamic 
school because I didn’t like it. I remember telling my dad, “I’m too con-
trolled there.” I wore my niqab for a few months with colored contacts to 
make the niqab look pretty. Might as well make something look pretty—
if you can’t see my face, look at my nice eyes! But it was actually fun.  
I didn’t have any problems in high school. The other kids always asked 
me to see my face, though. Like, “I wonder how you look under there? 
You’re probably ugly.” We would make jokes about it. I’d say, “Yeah,  
I look hideous. That’s why I wear it, of course!”

2 A type of face veil.
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Then, after a while, I thought, This is not a mosque. So in the middle 
of ninth grade, I took it off, because you know what? This niqab is not a 
must. It’s really not. 

So one day I walked into school, I was still wearing an abaya,3 but  
I had my face uncovered. My teacher just looked at me and said, “Adama?” 
And I remember all the students just coming in to look at me, in the 
middle of English class, to see what I looked like. 

They said things like, “Oh, you’re not ugly! You have nice teeth.”
I replied, “Thank you.” I was just smiling. 

W H AT  D I D  I  D O ?

The morning of March 24, 2005, my family and I were in the house 
sleeping. 

Someone knocked on the door, and my mom went and opened it. 
These men barged in, waking us up. I always sleep with the blanket over 
my head. They pull the blanket off my head, I look up, I see a man. He 
said, “You’ve got to get out!” I’m like, What the hell, what’s going on? 

I saw about ten to fifteen people in our apartment and right out-
side our door in the hallway. They were mostly men, but there were two 
women. Some had FBI jackets, and others were from the police depart-
ment and the DHS.4 We were all forced out of the bed and told to sit in 
the living room. They were going through papers, throwing stuff around, 
yelling and talking to each other, then whispering. I heard them yelling 
at my mother in the background, and my mom can’t speak much English, 
and they were pulling her into the kitchen, yelling at her, “We’re going 
to deport you and your whole family!”

This whole time, I was thinking, What’s going on? What are they talk-

ing about? I knew my dad had an issue with his papers, but I didn’t think 

3 A loose robe, usually worn with a hijab (head scarf). For more details, see the glossary 
entry on veiling.

4 The Department of Homeland Security.
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that my mom did. They kept saying, “We’re going to send all of you back 
to your country.” 

Then I saw my dad walking in, in handcuffs. They had gone to the 
mosque to get him. It was the scariest thing you could ever see; I had just 
never seen my father so powerless. He was always this guy whom you 
didn’t mess with. If he said do it, you did it. He was just someone you 
didn’t cross paths with. 

They took him to the kitchen, whispered something to him. 
He sat down, looked at us. He said, “Everything’s going to be fine, 

don’t worry.”
And then I knew nothing was fine, I knew something was wrong. 

They told him to tell us what was going on. He told us that they were 
going to arrest him and they were going to take him away. 

The FBI agents told me to get up and get my sneakers. I was think-
ing they wanted to see my sneaker collection. I have all types of colors of 
sneakers. I went and grabbed them. I said, “I have this one, I have this 
one, I have this one.”

One of the agents said, “Choose one.” 
My favorite color is blue, so I picked up a blue pair and said, “This 

one.”
He said, “Put them on.” 
I said, “Okay, but I know they fit me.” 
He said, “Put them on!” He was very nasty. Then he said, “All those 

earrings have to go out.” I have eight piercings on each side, a nose ring, 
and a tongue ring. I went to the kitchen to take them off, and they fol-
lowed me in there.

My breath was stinking. I asked, “Can I at least brush my teeth? My 
breath stinks really bad. Can I use the bathroom?” 

They said, “No. We have to go. You’re coming with us.”
I said, “Where am I going to go? Am I going with my dad?” I put on 

my jacket. They let me put my headscarf and abaya on. Then one of the 
women took out handcuffs. I panicked so badly, I was stuttering, “What 
did I do? Where are we going?” 
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First time in my life, I’m sixteen years old, in handcuffs. I looked at 
my dad, and he said, “Just do what they say.” 

My mom didn’t know I was going. When we got out the door, she 
said, “Where she go? Where she go?” The agents said, “We’re taking 
her,” and they held my mom back. The man who seemed to be in charge 
put his hands on my mother to stop her.

They took me and my dad and put us in the same car. I was scared.  
I said to him, “What’s going on? What’s going to happen?” My dad said, 
“Don’t say anything, we’re going to get a lawyer. It’s okay, everything is 
going to be fine.”

There were two Escalades driving with us. I was looking around, 
paying attention. I recognized the Brooklyn Bridge, I recognized a lot 
of landmarks, but I didn’t recognize the building where my father and 
I were taken. We got out of the car and we walked past a security booth 
where the cars drive up to, before taking a ramp beneath the building to 
the parking lot. Once we were inside the building, they put me in my 
own cell. It was white, with a bench. No bars. No windows. There was a 
door that had a tiny glass pane, and I could see who was out there. I just 
saw a bunch of computers and tables, and people walking back and forth 
and talking. I kept seeing them talk to my dad.

I don’t know how long I was in there.
I was nervous, I was panicking, I was crying, I was trying to figure 

out what was going on. And I was constantly using the bathroom. 
The toilet was an open toilet, though. There was a camera on the 

ceiling in the middle of the room. I was wondering, Can they see me peeing?  
I just wrapped blankets around me as I was peeing.

I ’ M  N O T  T H I S  P E R S O N

I was taken out of my cell to be interrogated. Nobody told me who they 
were. It was just me and a man, sitting where all the computers were. 
Nobody else was around me. There was a guy all the way down at the 
other end with my dad, but that’s about it.
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He asked me questions like, “What’s your name? What’s your age? 
What’s your date of birth? Where were you born?” They knew I was born 
in Guinea. Then he asked, “What is your citizenship status?”

I said, “American.” 
He asked me all these questions about my citizenship status. Then 

after a while, he said, “You know you’re not here legally, right? You know 
why you’re here today, right? You weren’t born in this country. You know 
you’re not American?”

For a second, I was just so mad at my parents. It was as if one of the 
biggest secrets in the world had just been revealed to me. I don’t know if 
it was to protect them or if it was to protect me, but that was the biggest 
secret someone could ever hold.

The guy’s attitude didn’t change when he realized I didn’t know what 
was going on. He was nasty the whole time. He just sat there explaining 
the process to me. He asked me if I wanted to see a consular officer. 

I asked, “What is a consular officer?” 
He said, “You don’t know what a consular officer is? Those are people 

from your country. From Guinea.”
I said, “What about them? What do I have to see them for?”
Finally, they called my dad. They gave us a document about how we 

could see a consular officer. My dad knows how to read English, but he 
said to me in Pular,5 “Pretend you’re translating to me in my language.” 
Then he said, “Whatever you do, do not say you can go back to your 
country. They will circumcise you there.”6 

My dad wasn’t just coming up with a way to stay. There was a real 
fear of female genital mutilation in Guinea. It happened to my mom. In 
order to get married in Guinea, a female would have to be circumcised.
My dad’s brothers would do it, they would make sure I got circumcised. 

5 A language widely spoken in Guinea.

6 Female genital mutilation is a cultural rather than legal issue in Guinea. In June of 2001, 
the State Department issued a report that cited 98% of women in Guinea between fifteen 
and fifty as having been victims of female genital mutilation. Since then, campaigns to 
eradicate or alter the process have resulted in a significant decrease in recent years.
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My parents made a decision when they had girls that they would never do 
it. That’s the main reason why our parents never took us back to Guinea, 
not even to visit. 

The guy told my dad, “Hey, you’ve got to get up, you’ve got to leave.”
To me they said, “We have to fingerprint you.” When we were done 

with the fingerprints, they took a picture of me. I was then sitting on a 
bench in the main entrance when this young lady walked in. Her name 
was Tashnuba. I had seen her at the mosque before, but I didn’t know her 
personally. I just recognized her face and knew her name. I said “Hi,” but 
in my heart, I started panicking, thinking, What the hell is she doing here? 

Who am I gonna see next?

Finally I was brought to another room. This room had a table, a chair 
on one side, and two chairs on the other side. A federal agent walked in. 
She said, “I need to talk to you about something.” The questions she was 
asking had nothing to do with immigration. They were terrorism ques-
tions. She asked me about people from London, about people from all 
over the world. I thought, What’s going on? 

The male interrogator told me that the religious study group Tashnuba 
was part of had been started by a guy who was wanted by the FBI. I had no 
idea if that was true or not. 

The study group at the mosque was all women. So it was women 
learning about religion, women’s empowerment, why we cover, how we 
do the prayer, when to pray, things like that. It was more for converts and 
new people who had just come into Islam. There was nothing about jihad 
or anything like that. 

I wasn’t part of the group, but Tashnuba was. We were the same 
age, sixteen. So, they asked me about this group and they told me 
they’d taken my computer and my diary. My diary was a black-and-
white notebook. I had phone numbers, I had notes, I had stories in it, I 
had everything. Basically, they asked me about every contact in there, 
they asked me about every little thing. But, there’s nothing in there 
about jihad, there’s nothing in there about anything that’s suspicious. 
There was nothing in there at all. So I wasn’t worried.
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They said, “We have your computer, we can find whatever you’re 
hiding.”

I said, “Go ahead, look in my computer. I have nothing to hide.”
They kept making a scene, like there was something big there. They 

said, “Don’t lie to us. If you lie to us, we’ll have proof, we’ll catch you in 
your lie.” 

I knew there was nothing in my computer, but at the end of the day, 
I started to doubt myself. I thought, Okay, what’s going on now? Is there 

something there? Their technique is to make you doubt yourself. But then 
I thought, Wait a minute, I’m not this person. What are they talking about?

The interrogation lasted a long time. This Secret Service guy came 
in. He asked me how I felt about Bush. I said, “I don’t like him.” I was 
being very honest with them. There was nothing to hide. 

The Secret Service guy was just too aggressive. He said, “I don’t 
understand—why do you choose to cover when women choose to wear 
less and less every day?”

I said, “It’s freedom of choice. Some people want to show some stuff, 
some people want to hide things. Some people want to preserve their bod-
ies, some people don’t want to. They want to show it to the whole world.”

He said, “I don’t understand. You’re young, why are you doing this?”
Then they asked me about Tashnuba. They asked me about her name, 

they asked me about her family, but I told them, “I don’t know her.”
They said, “Tashnuba wrote you on this list.”
I said, “What list?”
They said, “She signed you up to be a suicide bomber.”
I said, “Are you serious? Why would she do that? She doesn’t seem 

like that type of person.”
They were trying to make me seem like I was wrong about who  

I knew and who I didn’t know. 
They took me out of the interrogation room briefly, because my dad 

wanted to talk to me. They had him sign papers consenting to let them 
talk to me because I was underage. We didn’t know that we were sup-
posed to have lawyers. The FBI never told us that. 
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My dad said, “Everything is going to be fine. I want you to be brave. 
I’ll see you later.” 

Y O U  P U T  M E  O N  A  L I S T ?

Back in the interrogation room, they told me Tashnuba and I were going 
to leave. I said, “Where’s my dad, can I say bye to him?”

They said, “He left already.”
I started to cry because I’d had my dad there the whole time. I said, 

“Where is he going to go? What are you guys going to do?” They said 
that he was going to see an immigration judge before the day ended. 

I asked, “When am I going to see him? Where am I going?” 
They told me to stop with the questions. They brought Tashnuba 

and handcuffed us both, hands behind the back. The cuffs were very 
tight, and I remember they left marks.

We got back in the Escalade. I’m very traumatized when I see 
Escalades now. This time, I didn’t know where they took me, but it was 
on Varick Street in Manhattan. When we arrived at our destination, the 
agent told us to walk in casually because all these people were walking 
past us on the street. He said, “Act casual and people won’t say anything.”

Tashnuba and I, all by ourselves, got in this elevator. We went up, 
and we went into this large room that was divided into smaller holding 
cells. The cells didn’t have bars but were enclosed with glass. They put 
us into our own cell. From there, we saw a bunch of men in one of the 
other cells, all yelling and screaming and talking, all in orange jumpsuits. 
Tashnuba and I just looked at each other. 

She said to me, “You put me on a list?”
I said, “No! They said you put me on a list.” We both realized they had 

been trying to set us up. So they didn’t have anything on us. They’d come 
for her early in the morning, too. They didn’t detain her parents, they just 
detained her. Later I found out why they’d taken my dad. After I’d been 
reported as a a suicide bomber, the FBI started investigating my whole 
family. That’s how they found out about my dad being here without papers.
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Tashnuba and I were then trying to figure out what was going on, 
what they were going to do, if they were going to release us. 

That’s when a lady walked in. She said, “What are you guys in for?”
We said, “We don’t know.”
“I hear you guys did something.”
“What did we do?” We were asking her for information. 
She said, “We’re going to take you to Pennsylvania.” 
Tashnuba and I looked at each other, like, Pennsylvania? I said, “What 

are we going to do in Pennsylvania?”
She answered, “They didn’t tell you? There’s a detention center there.”

Y O U  N O  L O N G E R  H AV E  R I G H T S

The FBI drove us to Pennsylvania, across state lines, without my parent’s 
permission. We got to the juvenile detention center late at night. When 
the FBI agents dropped us off, I wanted to scream, “Please don’t leave us!” 
I didn’t want to be left there. I didn’t know where I was. There were too 
many faces for one night for me. 

The female guard told me and Tashnuba we had to get strip-searched. 
We said that was against our religion. 

The guard said, “It’s either that or we hold you down.” 
I said, “Hold me down and do what? I’m not doing a strip-search.” 

I’m stubborn like that, but I was in a situation where I had no choice.
So, she said, “Who wants to go first?” 
Tashnuba went first. They searched her hair, checked her body parts; 

they checked everything. She then had to take a shower and change into 
a uniform they gave her, and then she had to go. When they took her 
downstairs, the guard said, “Okay, your turn.”

The guard stood there and said, “You’re going to have to take off 
everything. Take off whatever you feel comfortable with first.” 

I said, “I can’t do this. I can’t.” I was in tears. My own mother doesn’t 
look at me naked. It’s my privacy. I said, “It must be against some law for 
you to do this to me.”
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She said, “No, it’s not. You no longer have rights.”
“Why not? What did I do?”
“You’re just going to have to take your clothes off.” 
I was crying, but she just looked at me and said, “Kids here sneak in 

things and I have to search you.”
I had on my abaya, and that was the first thing I took off. Second 

thing I took off was my head scarf. Third thing I took off was my top. 
Fourth was my bra. I stopped there for the longest minutes. I put my 
hands across my chest, just to get that little dignity for myself. 

She said, “Come on, I don’t have all day.”
I said, “I can’t do this, I can’t, I can’t.”
“Drop your pants.”
So, I took off my pants, I took off my underwear, and I kept my 

legs closed against each other, trying to cover myself. I was just holding 
myself with the little bit I could. 

She said, “You cannot do that. You have to let loose, or else I’ll call 
another guard and we’ll hold you down and search you. This is your last 
warning. If you want me to call someone in, I’ll call them in right now, 
but it’s not gonna be nice. We’re going to hold you down and search you.”

I said, “Okay.” I let go of my arms. 
She said, “Lift your breasts.”
I lifted my breasts. 
She said, “Open your legs more.”
I opened my legs. 
She said, “Put your hands in there, to see there’s nothing.” 
I said, “There’s nothing there!” 
She said, “Just do it.”
I did it. 
She said, “Turn around, put your hands up.”
I did that. 
Then she said, “All right, now put your fingers to your hair, pull at 

your ears. Show me your ears, open your mouth.” 
I showed my mouth. 
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“Show me your nose.” 
I put my finger up my nose, put it up so she could see.
Then she gave me a blue uniform: sweat pants, socks, underwear, a 

bra, and a hair tie, and a little towel and washcloth. She told me to take a 
shower in five minutes, and then she left.

I knew I only had five minutes, but I just sat at the corner of the 
shower and held myself and cried. I was thinking, I cannot believe what I 

just went through. I was just crying and crying and crying. I don’t know 
how long, but then I just told myself that I had to get up. I washed myself 
really quickly. I’ve never felt like I needed God more than I did on this 
day. So, I did ghusul, which is like a special shower for prayer. I prayed, 
“God, you’ve got to hear me for this one. I’ve never asked for anything 
that I desperately needed but this one.”

I dried myself and put my clothes on. There was a little mirror there. 
I looked into it. My eyes were red from crying. 

The guard returned and told me I had to take off my head scarf.  
I said, “It’s part of my religion.” And I was having a bad hair day, I was 
not ready to show my hair. She let me keep the scarf, but later the super-
visor took it from me once she saw me. 

I was then taken to my cell. As we walked, the guard said, “You must 
keep your hands to your sides at all times.” You had to look straight, you 
couldn’t look anywhere else. There were cameras everywhere, but I wasn’t 
listening, I was looking around. 

I still didn’t know why I was there. I didn’t know if it was immigra-
tion or if it was for the stuff they were interrogating me about. When  
I got to the cell, all the lights were out. I could see Tashnuba in the cor-
ner, praying. There was one blanket, and it was freezing cold in there. 

We stayed up the whole night talking about everything. I found out 
her mom had just had a baby; my mom had just had a baby too. Tashnuba 
was the oldest, I was the oldest. I asked her age, she asked my age. I asked 
what school she went to, what she was studying, what she wanted to do 
with her life. 

We were laughing, like, “Pinch me. This is a prank.” 
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She said, “Maybe it will be all be straightened out by tomorrow.”
I don’t know how we fell asleep, but I remember at one point we were 

both crying.

T H E R E  G O E S  A  T E R R O R I S T

I was just so angry, and I was trying to contain all this anger. I was so 
mad at America as a country. I remember the first morning in detention, 
we went for breakfast and we were supposed to salute the American flag. 
I’m like, “Fuck the American flag. I’m not saluting it.” I said it. During 
the pledge I put my hands to my side, and I just looked out the window.

Each morning I did that. I remember one of the guards asking me, 
“How come you don’t pledge allegiance?”

 I said, “You guys said it yourself. I am not American.” 

*

Nobody told me what was going on. I wasn’t brought before a judge until 
probably my fourth week there, and it was via video conference.

An article came out in the New York Times about why Tashnuba and 
I were there, that we were suspected of being suicide bombers. I never 
saw the article while in prison. I saw it when I came out. After the guards 
read what happened, things changed. They would whisper, “There goes a 
terrorist,” or “There go those girls.” 

After the article came out we got extra strip-searches, about three 
times a day, and the searches got stricter. They would tell us to spread 
our butt cheeks, and they made nasty, racist comments. I remember the 
guards laughing and going, “Look at those assholes. Look at them. These 
are the ones that want to take our country down.” Things like that. 

If I talked back, they would tackle me down and I would be put into 
solitary confinement. All I wanted to do was get out. I knew that I was 
going to have to take shit from everyone, because I did not want to be 
in solitary.
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We also lost a lot of privileges because of the head scarf. We weren’t 
allowed to use the bathroom privately. So when I had to go, I was like,  
“I hope I stink this place up, I pray that my shit would make this place 
close down or something. I hope my poop brings toxins.”

 I remember even having tissue stuck up my butt when somebody 
did a strip-search once, and I did it on purpose. I was like, “I hope after 
this, they’ll think, I will never want to strip-search her again. It didn’t work.  
I still got strip-searched. I even tried leaving caca there. I tried everything. 

*

Those first three weeks I was there, my family didn’t have any idea where 
I was. They had to do research to find out, and hire a lawyer. The lawyer, 
Natasha, came to see me at the detention center. She asked me, “Do you 
know why you’re here?” 

I said no. 
“There’s a rumor going around about you being a suicide bomber.”
I laughed so hard. 
She said, “That’s not funny.” 
I said, “Are you serious or are you joking? If you knew me, you would 

laugh and say ‘Hell no.’” 
I have a family, I am somebody. I wanted to live. I said, “I’m not 

ready to meet God yet.”
 She said, “But they’re not charging you with anything except over-

staying your visa.” 
My mom came to visit me after my lawyer. She was so skinny. You 

could tell she wasn’t eating. It was the worst visit ever because she didn’t 
want to say anything at all. When I asked about my dad, she just said, 
“He’s fine.” She knew that he was being held in New Jersey at the time.  
I just knew that she was upset. She was so drained.
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A  WAY  T O  G E T  M E  O U T

After a while, my lawyer called. She said she had good news. “I have a 
way to get you out of jail. You’re going to have to wear an ankle bracelet.” 

I said, “I’ll wear anything.” 
The day that I was supposed to be released from the detention center, 

I said goodbye to Tashnuba in the cafeteria. I wanted to hold her and let 
her know it was going to be okay. But I couldn’t hug her, or it would’ve 
been solitary confinement for her. So I looked at her and I said, “May 
Allah be with you, and be patient.” And I walked away.

I haven’t spoken to Tashnuba since then. She’d told me that her 
mother made an agreement with the federal government: if they released 
her daughter, they would go back to their country, no problems. I think 
their country was Bangladesh. So as soon as she was released, it was right 
to the airport.

I stayed there six and a half weeks. By the time I came out, I was 
seventeen. 

Federal agents picked me up. This guard walked past, and he said, 
“Arrest that fucking nigger terrorist.” But I didn’t give a damn, I was so 
excited I was leaving. The whole world could burn down, but as long as 
I was leaving, I didn’t care.

H O M E  A G A I N

As soon as we got to New York, I was just so excited and happy to be home 
again that I forgot I had to wear an ankle bracelet. I thought everything was 
going to go back to normal, but in a way, I knew deep down inside things 
would never be normal again, because I was so traumatized. 

We came back to my house. My mom had to sign papers, and they 
released me. They put the ankle bracelet on the same day. 

Once a week I had to report to Federal Plaza so they could check 
the bracelet. When I got there, I recognized it was the building where 
my father and I had been taken to a few months ago. I just looked at 
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it and my heart started beating so fast. It triggered the memory, and  
I started to cry so badly I just could not control it. It was one of the most 
traumatizing moments of my life.

I wore the ankle bracket for three years. You can still see my bruises 
from it. My heel always hurts. This is all black from the ankle bracelet.  
I had to wear the bracelet and check in every week. I also had to be under 
curfew, which was 10:00 p.m. and then 11:00 p.m. 

Every night our phone would ring, and I would have to press this 
button and they would have to hear it. I couldn’t get any sleep. The man 
who put the bracelet on me told me, “If you take it off, we’re going to put 
you in jail. If your phone is off, you’re going to jail.”

That was the best threat you could ever make to me. I did everything 
possible not to tamper with it, just to keep it on. 

They never said how long I would have to wear it. It was pending 
my immigration case. I was only ever charged with overstaying my visa, 
that’s it. I was never charged with anything related to terrorism. They 
wanted to deport me. 

For days, my mom didn’t want to talk because she thought they were 
recording us with the ankle bracelet. She was always like, “Shh, shh.”

I’d say, “They’re not listening.” 
I didn’t know if they weren’t listening, and I didn’t care. I’d get on 

the phone with Demaris, my friend from high school, and we would say 
things on purpose, like “Fuck the government!” 

I  M I S S  H I M  B E I N G  T H E  O N E  W H O  

T O O K  C A R E  O F  E V E RY T H I N G

My dad got deported around 2006. That was the hardest. 
I didn’t see him for a long time after I got released from juvie. He was 

in New Jersey. I wasn’t allowed to go, because it was outside the distance 
I could travel with my ankle bracelet. My mom and my siblings were 
able to visit, but they couldn’t go a lot because it was a lot of money to 
get out there. 
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They made an exception to let me travel to New Jersey just before he 
was deported. I couldn’t look at him. I was just crying the whole time. 

He said, “I hope you take care of the family. It’s your job.” It’s 
always about, “It’s your job, it’s your responsibility, you’re the next 
person in line.”

I miss a lot about my dad. I miss his company. I even miss him yell-
ing at me. My brothers and sister, we used to walk around saying our dad 
was a dictator. But we needed him. I just miss him being the one who 
took care of everything. I didn’t have to worry about everything; no bills, 
no nothing. 

W E  W E R E  S TA RV I N G

I thought I was going to be able to come back to school, that the govern-
ment was going to apologize and write me a check, and I would be set 
for life. But it was the opposite way around. When I came back, I had to 
drop school to work to support my family. No way my dad can work in 
Guinea; there are no jobs there. So I support my father, his family, my 
mom’s family, and I support my family here too.

I would work three or four jobs, whatever job I could find—baby-
sitting jobs, cleaning houses. I worked at an interpretive service for a 
while, until I found out that could get me back in jail, because I had no 
documentation. 

Sometimes we were starving. For days there would be no food in the 
house. Finally we met a social worker who told us we could get public 
assistance. Nobody tells you about this stuff. 

I started feeling distant from my friends because I was going through 
something that none of my friends had gone through. I was growing up 
really quickly, maturing so fast.

Everything that I do in life is to take care of my family. Everything 
revolves around them. My family here wouldn’t be able to stand on their 
own feet, not without me. I didn’t want my brother and my sister to work 
at all. I didn’t want them to miss out on what I missed out on. 
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But I was drained. When I came back, I was also going through 
my emotions. I would come home so angry, like, “Leave me alone, don’t 
touch me.”

Now that I look back, I wish there was something that could have 
been done. I wish I would have told my story to a newspaper, but I was 
always afraid to say something, because they always threatened me with 
going to jail.

That’s why I kept so silent and cried about everything. I feel like it’s 
too late for me now.

I  A M  N O T  A M E R I C A N  N O W.  I  A M  A  R E F U G E E .

In 2007, Adama was granted asylum on the grounds that she would face forcible 

circumcision if deported to Guinea. In court, her mother gave testimony on her own 

harrowing experience of being circumcised.

I had the ankle bracelet up until I got asylum. The day I got it taken off, 
I had the cheesiest smile. I went to the guy I had to report to every week, 
and when he took off the ankle bracelet, I said, “My legs! That’s what my 
legs look like!” 

But for at least a year, I still had a feeling I had the ankle bracelet on. 
I felt like it was still there. And sometimes I would be out, and I would 
think, “Oh my God, my curfew,” and I would just start panicking. I had 
to calm myself down again.

I am not American now. I have asylum. That means I am a refugee. 

I  A M  N O T  G O I N G  T O  G O  T H R O U G H  T H I S

In 2009, to celebrate winning her asylum case, Adama arranged to take a va-

cation in Texas with friends. When she tried to board her flight at LaGuardia 

Airport, a ticket agent told her she was on the No-Fly List. Federal agents came 

and handcuffed her and took her to the airport security station, where she was held 

for almost thirteen hours before being released. 
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In 2009 I started working for a family as a nanny. I met them through an 
old friend who was also working for them. They are a very nice family, 
they spoil me too much, beyond spoil. They pay me on time, they take 
care of me, they give me Christmas bonuses, they give me vacations, they 
take me everywhere. 

We were supposed to fly to Chicago on March 31, 2010. I went to 
the airport before them because I just wanted to know if there would 
be any problems or anything. I was there with my luggage, and I had 
brought a friend because I was afraid of repeating what had happened 
before. I don’t know why, but I just had a fear that something was going 
to happen. I even called my lawyers, but they said nothing should hap-
pen, that I should be fine. But I got to LaGuardia Airport and a problem 
did happen.

The same thing happened as before. The airline supervisor called 
Port Authority police and other government officials. I called my lawyer 
and he came. They kept asking me questions, like, “What did you do to 
be on the No-Fly List?”

I wasn’t able to get on the plane. I could tell the family were disap-
pointed. They ended up taking the other babysitter. I lost money that 
day. They were going to pay me for going, and I was counting on that 
money. 

As soon as I got out of that room, something in me just triggered. 
I told myself, “I’m done. I’m tired. I am not going to go through this 
again.” I told my lawyers, “I want to sue these motherfuckers,” and so we 
filed a lawsuit against Attorney General Eric Holder, FBI Director Robert 
Mueller, and Director of the Terrorist Screening Center Timothy Healy. 

About a month later, we received a letter from James Kennedy of the 
DHS7 Traveler Redress Inquiry Program, but it didn’t tell me anything. 
It didn’t tell me why I wasn’t allowed to board my flight at LaGuardia or 
what would happen if I tried to fly again. 

7 The Department of Homeland Security.
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Some months later, my friend gave me a ticket to go to Chicago, on 
November 12, 2010, as a gift. I didn’t know if I could fly, but I didn’t 
know how to find out if I could without trying again. It was LaGuardia 
again. This time, I walked up to the ticket machine, punched in my 
name, and it said, “Go see a ticket agent.” I said to myself, “I’m not going 
to be able to fly.” 

I gave the ticket agent my name and my state ID, and he printed the 
ticket. I looked at him and said, “You printed it?”

 He said, “Yeah.”
 “And it went through?”
 “Yeah.”
 When he gave me my ticket, I started to cry. He was just looking at 

me, like, is this girl nuts? 

I  WA N T  T O  L I V E  M Y  L I F E  N O W

I grew up too fast. I experienced some things that a lot of people around 
me haven’t, so it’s hard to talk to my peers. I’ve never gotten to escape. All 
my friends went to college, and now, four years later, they’ve all gradu-
ated, and I’m just like, “Wow, they’re graduating college and I haven’t 
even gotten there yet.” 

I have a bigger picture of life. But I feel like things are not changing 
as quickly as I want them to. I want to be done with school already, I want 
to have my own car, I want to be in my own space. I want to live my life 
now. I don’t mind taking care of my family, but for once, I want to do 
something for myself: I want to go and do something overseas. I want to 
be a traveling nurse. I want to help people, I want to educate. 

Even though everything is said and done, I still live in constant fear 
of federal agents taking me or any of my family members. They did it 
when I was innocent, and they could do it again. I have so much to lose, 
including my family. I remember the look of helplessness on their faces 
the day they took me and my father away. 

Still, the United States is home. It’s the only place I know. I am 
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hopeful for this country, because of people like me and my siblings. We 
know how it feels to suffer, so we can change things. 

Now I study Islam on my own. At the end of the day, I still believe in 
God, because I feel like things could have been worse; I could have been 
in Guantánamo Bay. I still have my family, I still have my health. So, in a 
way, I know there is still God. There has to be something you can believe 
in at the end of the day. 




