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Chapter 1


Come to the Gulf





If you’re bored with your day to day working life, be careful what you wish for. That’s how I was feeling. So, if you ever consider selling your soul please remember it’s the devil getting it back. I don’t think I actually sold my soul, well I hope not, but I know I wanted something more in my working life.


Well, I reckon that’s what happened to me when the phone on my desk rang in the middle of September in 1994. I knew the caller and he asked if I would be interested in exhibiting at a trade show in Saudi Arabia.


He lived and worked there and saw an opportunity to make a lot of money. Apparently, the products I was dealing with were quite new to the region and they would go down a storm; not a desert storm, I hoped. He said it would be easy to sell to the Arabs and a fortune could be made. Oh yes, I had problems selling to the English, let alone Arabs. Anyway. I fell for it as pound signs flicked through my brain and I agreed to go. I’d been stuck in the office for a while and wanted something exciting to happen and this sounded like it. My biggest problem was that my bank balance was very low and I couldn’t put much into the deal. My partners at the time were sceptical and didn’t want to waste time or money on a fool’s errand. Well, I now know that I was that fool, but I wasn’t deterred so I started planning it myself. Naivety was an understatement but in for a penny, which is about all I had, in for a pound, a few of which is what I hoped to make. I had no idea of the complex nature of a trip to Saudi Arabia. Firstly, you need a sponsor. What a palaver; I mean, I’ve travelled quite a lot on business trips including a couple of times to Abu Dhabi in the UAE, and never needed one before.


Well, the guy who started all this had an idea about that and asked an Arab friend of his to act as my sponsor in return for a cut of the deal.


This Arab friend was a business man who owned a cement company and was willing to ‘look after me’ during my stay. The first thing I needed was to arrange a visit visa. I had to fax a photocopy of my passport to the sponsor and he would send it to the Saudi Arabian embassy in London stating he needed me to visit him for a business deal, which in a sense was true because I thought I was only going to be there for a week. So, I had to take my passport to the Saudi Embassy and they would verify the copy and issue a thirty day visa. My mate in Saudi had told me my new sponsor had loads of contacts and one would meet me at the airport. So, he’s got a few mates too, I thought; I had no idea how many he had.


So I caught a Gulf Air flight from Heathrow Airport to Dhahran in Saudi Arabia with fifty quid and a Diners Club card in my pocket. We took off in the afternoon and landed in the morning but I’d slept most of the way so I had the illusion of time travel.


I was looking forward to a nice little break in the sunshine, especially in October, so I was thinking it was not a bad temperature first thing in the morning. It was the end of their summer season, which lasts from May to October. As that first day wore on though I found out there’s plenty of sunshine, and you end up searching for shade very quickly. 


To my surprise my guy was waiting for me by the steps of the plane near the entrance to the terminal. We walked out of the sun’s heat into the air-conditioned chill of the terminal. The terminal was new and very big, pale fabricated stone and tinted glass panels. A man stood just inside the door. He had a wide brimmed hat, a big belly, a damp cigar end, brown eyes and an air of authority. He was a dynastic man and this was his domain. He steered me wide of the crowd of passengers heading towards passport control. There were two queues, a very small one for Saudi nationals and a massive one for everyone else.


I didn’t know how but we bypassed the queues, but he steered me through a side door to the front of the queue. I wasn’t sure whether to feel privileged or scared. My bags were waiting and I was in, or so I thought.


Saudi Arabian customs is entirely different to any I’d had the privilege to pass through before. Every bag is opened and everything in them is inspected. I had brought some thriller/crime novels and the customs officer asked me what they were about and when I said I didn’t know because I hadn’t read them yet they were confiscated. I saw a guy in the queue before me explaining why he had photos of his infant child. Thank the lord I didn’t have any rude magazines or I’d have been carted away.


It was extremely hot, by the way.




***





I’d looked up Dhahran and this is what I found out. It is in the eastern province of Saudi Arabia and a major administrative center for the Saudi oil industry; it’s home to a major base of Royal Saudi Air Force and the most prestigious Saudi university, KFUPM. Together with the nearby cities of Ad Dammam and Al-Khobar, Dhahran forms part of the Dammam Metropolitan Area, which is commonly known as greater Dammam.


Together, they are often known as ‘The Triplet Cities’ by many natives and locals. Dammam, Dhahran and Al-Khobar are less than 15km (9.3mi) apart and form one metropolitan area, the fifth largest in the kingdom and sixth in the Gulf Cooperation Council.




***





The show was in Al-Khobar, where I would be staying for the week.

















Chapter 2


The Sponsor & the Show





Saud


It’s 50 km from the terminal to Al-Khobar city, about 30 miles, with desert on both sides of the road. We went straight to my new sponsor’s office, where I was introduced to him. When I first met Saud Al-Harbi I wasn’t sure what to make of him but was soon impressed. I saw a man who looked in total control of his life. He looked about my age but he was in fact an astonishingly youthful forty-eight. He had black hair, just a little gray over his ears with a long narrow face, deeply seamed and a thin lipped mouth with a small twisted smile which looked habitual. He was dressed in a white dishdasha and looked very cool. There was a massive fan on full blast just behind him standing in the corner, while I was a bit hot under the collar in my suit and tie. He seemed relaxed, watchful and reasonably friendly.


He clicked his fingers and his ‘tea-boy’ came in and asked if I would like some tea. Elevenses sounded nice so tea all round then, got any biscuits? Saud sat at his desk and looked down on me like a solicitor on his elevated chair and I felt like a person he could control. I had one of those strange moments of unreality, that old ‘what-am-I-doing-here’ feeling.


‘Get control of yourself or go home’ was going through my mind. The moment passed and the tea came, on a silver tray mind you, with a glass of water each. There was no milk, just black tea in a very small glass with loads of sugar. I was glad of the water.


There was another guy sitting smoking in the corner who Nick, my contact, told me was Saud’s translator if we needed one. Saud badly needed one but he wanted to show me he was in charge and tried his best to speak to me in English. He couldn’t speak much English but enough to make me understand he wanted us to work together for a long time.


Maybe it was his accent or his pigeon English but the way he said the word ‘long’ unnerved me.


Saud’s company made and sold concrete, and had absolutely nothing to do with the computer hardware and software I was dealing with. Never mind, I thought, he would be just a sleeping partner in this new venture. How wrong could I be? He asked me to refer to him as Mr. Saud and I was Mr. Dennis. A great start, already on first name basis.


Saud was the type of person who breezed through life and who thought, like me, he could make some money from the arrangement.


Three wives and a few children seemed a perfectly natural result of his controlled energy.


So he had gone along with Nick and agreed to sponsor me. It was only a week for me to exhibit at the trade show anyway, so it wouldn’t cost him much.


His company was ticking along nicely with no problems and he didn’t have to do much. His staff ran it and he just popped in a few times a week to get away from all those wives.


So he was OK with me doing all the work. Anyway, I liked the guy and I thought I’d start calling myself Mr. Dennis Al Norman. So from then on I signed that on all my correspondence. London office thought it was a joke until I explained my middle name is actually Allan.


Seaview


After the meeting Nick invited me to his place to meet his wife and daughter. They lived in a really nice villa on a compound called Seaview. What’s a compound, I heard myself saying? The dictionary says it’s ‘a group of residences set off and enclosed by a barrier’. Basically, in Saudi Arabia it’s a place which is enclosed by barbed wire to keep people out and in.


‘To keep the religious police out,’ Nick said.


‘Whoa, why do you need to keep them out, Nick?’


‘So we can have a drink,’ he chuckled.


How I needed a drink in this heat nobody knows. Nick wanted a Jack Daniels. Don’t ask me how he smuggled whiskey into Saudi, I had no idea at the time; all I wanted was a long glass of water, or even a cold beer, with plenty of ice. It’s over thirty five degrees out there. Still, it had been a long night and an even longer day, plus the time difference of four hours, so I longed to freshen up and relax. Nick went back to work. Kaitlin was fussing over me offering me this and that, but after an eight hour overnight flight I was ready for bed so I dozed for a couple of hours in the spare room. The temperature didn’t drop that much as evening came. I went to the pool for a dip but even that didn’t cool me down, the water had been warmed all day by the sun and it was like a warm bath. No chance of an early night either – Nick and Kaitlin wanted to know what had been happening in England, so we sat up till late and talked. No rush to get to work tomorrow, I thought, but there was a show to prepare for. I had assumed Nick had some idea what we needed to build a stand at a trade show. He had been to a few but only as a visitor. I’d done a few myself but I had partners in London and they knew a thing or two. Problem was, they weren’t here, and I was on my own. 


Nick and Saud


Nick had met Saud at a company party. It was something to do with the oil industry and Saud had been invited because his company had been a supplier in a new office they had just built. Nick is your typical Scotsman and noticed a bottle of whiskey being offered around. Considering Saudi Arabia has a complete ban on alcohol he obviously wanted some, but more than that, he wanted to know how to get some more. It is illegal to produce it, import it, or consume it but sometimes it was smuggled in. He asked around and was introduced to a couple of guys who knew a few more who could get some. Saud’s translator was listening in and as he was Saud’s right hand man, he was there to get things for Saud and make sure all was well with him. The translator was called Mosem and he agreed to keep this information secret as long as nothing would come back to bite him. So another friendship started.


Mosem was Egyptian and he was totally loyal to Saud. Mosem would do anything to make sure Saud was happy and would try to get anything Saud wanted, and I mean anything.


He was broad-shouldered, big-bellied, his nose was hooked, his mouth large and narrow and had a muscular force about him. He smoked like a chimney and he was also very sly.


Mosem would be my interpreter and I thought he was doing a good job of it until I found out later he changed some of the things I’d said, to make it ‘sound’ better, he told me. With some people you start off on the wrong foot and you can’t get back on balance, you’re constantly hopping; I could feel there was already tension between us.


Showtime


Nick and Mosem had arranged the space and paid for the week so all I needed to do was turn up and demonstrate my software.


Ha! I turned up a day before the show was due to open and a good job too. There was a space, just a space, no tables, no chairs, no signs or computer equipment. No problem, this is Saudi Arabia, says Nick. We’ll improvise, they’ll love it.


We borrowed a couple of desks and two extension leads. I had a laptop, or more of a luggable as it weighed a ton. Nick borrowed a big screen from work and printed some posters and I had brought brochures and flyers to hand out. In western terms we looked amateurish and I was wondering what I had signed up for. Mosem had a brainwave: curtains, we needed some net curtains and big pots. What the…? Help!


Wow, what a stand. We wrapped some net curtains around the legs of the stand at the front and back and draped a couple across the roof. Placed the pots on the corners and it looked like a boudoir, very enticing, genius.


It was too late to start worrying and if nothing worked we hadn’t lost much. I hoped it was enough.


The next day the show opened and there was some bigwig royal guy being shown around before the crowds were allowed in.


‘Assalaamu Aleikum,’ he said as he passed.


‘You have to say wa aleikum Assalaam wa rahmatullah wa barakaatuh to reply,’ said Mosem.


‘Right!! I’ll remember that,’ I answered. Fat chance, it will probably take me a year to learn that lot.


He had about twenty people in his entourage, some with gold braid on their robes and some with guns hidden under theirs. He stopped at every stand and asked one of his team what we were selling; he looked very disinterested and classed it as a chore he could do without. I should have taken more notice of him as he would become a big part of my life in Saudi at a later date.


Once he was out of the way the main doors were opened and all hell broke loose. People were fascinated with the merchandise but had no idea what most of it was. Everyone wanted a new toy but unless they were there on business it was a waste of time. People just looking around wondering why what was going on. It was a computer show and ninety percent of the population didn’t own a home computer. What the hell do you do with a graphics card? Or what do I need a modem for, what’s a mouse? You can’t sell anything at the right price, everyone wants a discount. They all barter as if it’s an Arabic souk. How much discount can I get?


As soon as people found out what I had to show they moved on. I was asked for my photograph which I thought was flattering until Nick told me why.


‘They just want to use it to blackmail you,’ he said. ‘It’s illegal to photograph someone without their consent.’


Lunchtime came and everyone cleared out.


‘Come on, might as well go home for a couple of hours, it’s siesta time until four,’ said Nick.


‘What about my laptop?’ I said. ‘I’m not leaving it here to be nicked.’


‘Nobody will touch it, there’s no crime here. People get their hands cut off if they are caught,’ said Mosem.


‘OK, if you’re sure,’ I said.




***





A couple of days after I got there I called home and spoke to my Dad and he encouraged me to keep at it and he was sure I could get something out of it, but my mum was not so sure.


‘You do know Iraq are moving their army towards you, don’t you?’ she said. ‘The Americans are calling it “Operation Vigilant Warrior”.’


‘Stop worrying,’ I told her. ‘I’m only here another few days and I’ve got a return flight booked.’ I hadn’t even considered there might be another war. Oh well, I wasn’t going anywhere; the show must go on as they say.


What a waste of time. I spent a week trying to get some interest but it’s hard when you don’t speak the lingo. Nick’s comment to me during that first phone call was not true; it’s not easy to sell to the Arabs.


Mosem was with me the whole week but he isn’t a salesman and he didn’t know anything about my products. So he took business cards from anyone who had one and we had a draw for a meal out in Al-Khobar. This proved to be a way of at least getting people to stop at our stand. I planned to call some of them after the show finished. Mosem was definitely living up to his name of getting things for you.


So the show was a bit of a disaster. Told you so, said my partners, Ron, Martin and Laurence, in London. I had to report in every other day and it wasn’t good news.


I wasn’t giving up yet though.


Stay or Go


Nick and Kaitlin were brilliant. I stayed at their villa for the week and they made me feel at home as best they could. Seaview was like an English holiday camp with a pool, tennis courts and a gym but without the social club or entertainment. Each villa had two bedrooms and they gave me their spare bedroom. Their daughter still slept in a cot in their room.


During the week every evening Nick tried to persuade me to stay. He said it was not easy to make a lot of progress after only a week at a small trade show. It was a massive decision for me and I was not convinced. I had a family in England and I missed them. My wife was OK with what I decided and knew I would make it work.


Nick’s company were into computer aided design and he knew my software would save them time and money in the long term.


We visited Saud halfway through the week to update him on our progress. He knew Saudi Arabia was a nation of slow, laid back people looking for a bargain who seemed never to be rushed.


So I had a decision to make. Commit to a long stay or go home for good. I had planned a ten day visit and my return flight was pre-arranged.


My Saudi visa entitled me to a three month stay so I could use the time to find out if it was worth staying. I went to Nick’s office and he showed me the work they were doing using similar software to mine. He was having problems with suppliers and thought the region needed a professional outfit. He thought a new approach would take a lot of business from his suppliers. They had had it easy for too long and he was willing to put the word around. The office block where he worked had loads of companies on different floors and he took me to a scanning company called Arabscan a few floors down who said they were having similar problems.


After explaining that the best rival I would have was pretty unhelpful and technical support was virtually zero I was convinced. The task in hand was a bit daunting to say the least. To open an office and build a client network, I would need introductions. So stay was the more profitable option but I would need a lot of help. I had a flashback to my childhood, straying outside my comfort zone, exploring a world holding mysteries beyond me.


So I went back to England and explained all this to my family and my partners at the office. It didn’t go all that well at first, but they knew when I put my mind to something there was no changing it. I had some time off with the family and arranged another trip.


Not straightforward this time, as the embassy would need all my details to issue me with a work visa to replace my visit one.

















Chapter 3


Joint Venture





It’s a Matter of Trust


As a limited company registered in the UK we decided to call my new venture a branch office. Saud became our sponsor as well as mine individually, and we called it a joint venture. We would supply me (and Ron now and again), the computers, both hardware and software, and Saud would supply the office, all the furniture, some expense money to get up and running and more importantly a car.


To work in Saudi Arabia is totally different from travelling there on a visit visa. Your sponsor needs to arrange with the Saudi chamber of commerce that the job you’re going to do for him is one that can’t be filled by a Saudi national. Sponsors have to list the employees they require and the roles they will fill within their company and where these employees are from. Only a certain number can come from each region around the world to make it fairer, for instance, a few each from America, Africa, Australia, Canada, Europe, India, Indonesia, The Philippines or Scandinavia. So if your quota of Europeans is filled you have to employ from one of the other regions. Also the wage structure depends where they are from. Higher pay for jobs filled with people from the USA and down the scale. Qualifications also affect the status of each employee. As I don’t have a degree I can’t be employed as a manager or similar role. As Saud wasn’t actually employing me I could basically do what the new venture required.


I made an appointment at the Saudi Arabian embassy in London took my passport and thought it was going to be straightforward.


Well, it is if you know what you are doing, and it seems I didn’t. Looking back I should have used an agency but I thought I knew best, again I didn’t.


You need to queue first to get a form, and then fill it in telling them why on earth you would ever want to go to their country. Take a number and wait to be called and then give them the form back with your passport and a photo of yourself.


‘Where’s your medical certificate?’ asked the desk clerk.


‘What! I wasn’t told about that,’ I replied.


‘You need to have a full medical before we can process your visa,’ he said. ‘Come back when you’ve got it and we’ll finish your visa request.’


I called Martin at the office and asked him if he could organise a medical for me. I knew I could go to my doctor but I thought he would know of a quicker way. He booked me into a clinic in Harley Street for the following day. Harley Street? Jesus, that’s a bit posh; the only doctors I’d been to before was on Shrublands estate in Croydon. When I got there I explained I needed it for a Saudi Arabian visa. The receptionist knew what I needed and explained it was a requirement that I have an HIV test as well. Blimey, I’d no idea that would be needed; it was a bit scary. So after waiting half an hour or so thinking the worst I met the doctor, who was really nice, and I had my medical. I had to wait a bit after but it was worth it because they gave me all the results before I left and thankfully I was fit and well in all areas. God knows how much that cost. 


I thought I’d take my two sons with me the next day for the trip in London. So I went back the following day and presented my new medical certificate and thought that was that but no, they keep your passport and tell you to come back the following day between 12 and 2pm. I thought that was a bit dodgy leaving my passport there, but it was take it or leave it. They kept us waiting so long we didn’t have much of a day out. This was becoming a week’s worth of travelling to London.


OK, so I got my visa and started to arrange the travel. I bought a one way ticket and not for one minute did I think I wouldn’t be coming back. I didn’t know about the exit visa yet.


Martin organised a small shipment of computers complete with large screens to be sent to Saud’s office.


When I arrived back in Saudi Nick met me by himself this time, but we still managed to avoid the passport control queues. We went straight to Seaview for me to rest for a bit.


The following day I went with Mosem to the chamber of commerce in Dammam to get my iqama (residency permit). This was to be to be carried at all times. What I didn’t know was it is common practice in Saudi Arabia for your sponsor to hold onto your passport, under the labour law guidelines, whilst you retain your iqama for day to day purposes.


You cannot leave the country without an exit visa being granted, at a cost, and that’s only if your sponsor allows you to leave. There are heavy fines, sometimes accompanied with prison sentences if you overstay your visa or do not hold the correct type of visa. It started to dawn on me what I was getting into when I exchanged my passport for my iqama. I thought as this was a business arrangement, Saud would trust me and I would be allowed to come and go as I pleased. How wrong could I be?


It usually takes about three months to process a new iqama but as Saud knows just about everyone, mine would be ready in a week.


In the time it took me to get organised at home Saud and Mosem had sorted out an office. It was a walled villa not far from Prince Turki Street, or the Corniche, as it was called in Al-Khobar. It was out of town and when I saw it I thought it looked like a residential place, but when I went inside they had furnished it with all I would need. It had a reception area with three offices plus a small kitchen and toilet. Thankfully there was air conditioning. It was very different from the ‘London’ office; well, not quite London, as it was Raynes Park near Wimbledon in south London, but as far as Saud and Mosem were concerned it was my ‘London office’ and I was keeping it that way.


I also had an assistant. He – I was told it had to be a man because of Saudi employment rules – was called Hesham and like Mosem was also Egyptian. I’m already thinking the Egyptian mafia.


At the rear of the offices Mosem had arranged for some accommodation for Hesham. Running along the back wall of the villa and the outside wall was a tin roof and beneath this a makeshift room had been made for my assistant. I assume it had been the maid’s quarters in the past. It had a bed and the outside toilet had been made into a small shower room. It would be like living inside a furnace. Hesham said he was used to this type of place and told me not to worry about him.


I had to wait for the shipment to arrive from London before I could get fully up and running.


I thought I’d better start learning the Hindi numbering system. It’s a bit funny for me to explain so here goes. A zero is a dot. A one is a one. A two is a backward seven. A three is a backward seven with a wobbly top. A four is a backward three. A five is naught. A six is seven. A seven is a V. An eight is an upside down V. A nine is a nine.


So that makes me ‘E1’ years old. Well, it sort of looks like that.


No rush!


Settling in


While the paperwork was finalised at the chamber of commerce I had to book into the Park Inn hotel (now the Radisson) in downtown Al-Khobar. It was almost a 2 star when I stayed there. I couldn’t use the new office yet so I used a small room in Saud’s office. I visited Nick’s company to see the kind of equipment they were using. It was mostly expensive American gear, so I thought I might have an option for him if he needed.


I needed a car so Saud asked Mosem to find me a nice little run-around. He said it had to be white due to the temperature and a Toyota due to the price. Nice, I thought, I’d seen a great little green and white Toyota Rav4 I liked the look of.


Next, I needed a Saudi driving licence. Simple, I thought, I’ve been driving over twenty years. Ha! Not so easy, the tests are not like in England.


No problem. Saud asked another of his old school mates, none other than the chief of police, to fast track me. So Mosem drove me to police headquarters and I have some afternoon tea and a nice chat with the police chief. He’s OK with the licence but I must have an eye test first in case I’m blind and he’s not signing the papers till I’m checked out. The test is not a simple ‘can you read that number plate’, no, a full blown eye test and the report to prove it. Still, I had his business card and if ever I needed help I could call him, and call him I would. Saud was indeed a very good guy to know. I started a collection of business cards. I like little accumulations of this and that to stir memories.


The driving test is another thing entirely. They hold them in a test centre, they daren’t let you out on the roads yet, it’s like an army barracks, and you have to drive around an obstacle course, including reversing into a small space and parking against a wall between rows of parked cars. This was nearly impossible for me as the car was left hand drive, which was new to me. I’d driven on the right before but never been tested. Car rental companies usually trust your English licence. My new police chief mate explained it was all to do with reversing. You see, most drivers arrive in this country from India and have never reversed a car in their life before. If you pass the reversing test you pass the complete test. Which I did, and only because my new mate organised for me to do it on my own and with him supervising it. Unheard of before, the chief of police officiating a driving test for an expat. The other guys being tested were tested in batches of around six men all trying to pass simultaneously. It was like banger racing at Wimbledon.


So I got a new green Saudi driving license with squiggly writing that I couldn’t understand and a brand new white ‘Toyota Cressida’ estate car with red leather seats and, thank god, the most important item, air conditioning. Thanks, Mosem.


I was beginning to enjoy this. Not for long though. You can’t live in a hotel forever. Although I wish I’d stayed there.


Filling the car with petrol was an eye opener as well because you could fill it for a fiver. The oil price was so high and the petrol cost very low.


When it came to driving, though, it was a nightmare. At every traffic light cars were in the wrong lane, especially me. The inside lane allowed turning at traffic lights but there was always someone wanting to go straight ahead so he ended up turning across the four lanes to his left, completely in front of the cars waiting to go ahead. Horns were blasting continuously. All of the Indian drivers used to sound their horn just as the lights turned green it was very annoying. Once I was in a long queue and after a couple of lights changed and I was still waiting I got out and walked back to the car behind to ask him to stop honking every time the light changed. He looked so scared and obviously thought I was going to hit him. He cowered in his seat and accused me of racism because he was coloured. Well, that nearly got him a black eye or two. I’m not interested where you come from or your religion, if I think you’re wrong I’ll let you know.


When the computers arrived I called Ron and he came out to help get things going. We also had Mosem to kickstart our little venture. This was beginning to cost us a bit in flights for Ron, and the London office were looking for some money in return for their investment. 


No Palace in Al-Khobar


When you need somewhere to live as cheaply as possible, Mosem is your man. Basically if you want anything cheap ask Mosem. As I said before, he was there to get Saud anything he wanted, and this passed to me. The difference between us is Mosem is from Egypt and I’m from England and what he thinks is ideal to live in I think is a hovel. I don’t think I’m a snob as such but a one bedroom flat in downtown Al-Khobar is a hovel. It was my own fault, I should have asked for a bit more upmarket and not cheap; still, there’s a limit even to my standards.


Anyway beggars can’t be choosers and I didn’t have a lot of choice. The entrance hallway was dark and dingy, lacking in any form of decoration, not much lighting, and a receptionist kiosk. There were three floors, no lift and my place was on the second. As I entered the apartment, dust motes danced in slow-motion as the sunlight streamed through the small bared windows. Ron, god bless him, was very helpful; he went out and bought a load of cleaning gear. While he was out I looked at the bars on the windows and thought it was like being locked in. Still, it was better than nothing so when he got back we set to work scrubbing the place. The kitchen would have been closed down if it were a restaurant, even the cockroaches had nasty coughs. The lounge, or sitting room as they called it, was drab and the furniture was very low without legs or feet and it was as if you were sitting on the floor. There was a small table and two hard backed chairs. I had no television so I planned to buy a radio/cassette and CD player. There were plenty of pirate music shops on every corner so easy to get most of the latest albums.


I took a three month lease and decided to buy bottled water and eat out as much as I could. So I ate out and it was an experience, I discovered Taco Bell, Wendy’s, Pizza Hut, Thai, Indian and Lebanese food. I was used to fish and chips and macaroni cheese. 


My favourite was a small Mediterranean place not far from the office called Baba Habas, where I spent most of my lunchtimes for grilled chicken or shish kebabs. Nick took me to an Indian café which sold a traditional curry in metal trays for a pound. There were about fifty people sitting at Formica tables. No spare tables, so we had to join a couple on a table for four. They were surprised when I asked for a spoon and fork as they all eat with their hands, or their right hand anyway. They sold a book of thirty tickets to last a month, not a bad deal, a meal a day for a pound.


Without air conditioning my life would have been absolute hell, and there was an old one by the window so I shut the window and fiddled with the big unit until I had it adjusted to send a vague panting of warm air into the room, accompanied by such a grinding and rattling and droning that all sounds of the outside world were gone.




***





Next was a bank account and after asking around I open one with the Saudi British Bank. It was affiliated with the Midland Bank in the UK so my wife could get some money at home without any transfer fees. I arranged for two debit cards and sent one home with Ron, who passed it on to my wife. It’s not easy running two homes and I still had a mortgage and had to pay for my family at home while keeping myself as well. So I had to split my pay with the majority going home. It was different for Nick and Kaitlin as they didn’t have any property in England to pay for, and Kaitlin was a hairdresser so she was able to run a small business from their villa as well.


Traditionally, Al-Khobar is a city of shopkeepers and merchants, and the city today has many modern malls and boulevards with shops run by international franchises and restaurants.


There are many supermarkets which carry the full range (with the obvious exceptions) of goods available in western supermarkets. Shopping malls are full of familiar brand names. A wide range of drugs are available without prescription. One such shopping centre in town was called The Shula. It was on three floors and you could buy most things you needed to live. I bought cleaning products, new bedding, pots, pans, crockery and cutlery. I was not planning on getting ill any time soon. I’d already been bitten on my ankle by a mosquito and needed antiseptic cream. So I also bought a net to cover the bed. I tried to make it as comfortable as possible. While shopping I noticed that all the shop workers were Indian or Pakistani men. Even the women’s clothes shops had male shop assistants. It seemed weird to be served totally by men. Some shopping malls actively discourage single men from entering at certain times or on specific days. Some shops are designated family only, meaning that men cannot enter alone. Changing facilities are limited, with virtually no changing rooms for women. Many shops and restaurants are segregated into singles (male) and family sections. Queues are often two lines separated by a barrier to discourage mixing. Single men should not be in the family section if they are not with their families at the time. Regulations exist governing what separate facilities / entrances have to be available for females. Even in family sections, abayas remain essential and while some women will use it to cover everything, for others it has become another opportunity to exhibit style and fashion. When I came out there was a man hanging around the doorway. He opened his coat and had about twenty watches hanging inside. ‘Wanna buy a watch?’ he asked me in a quiet voice. No thanks.


I like to explore a city when I’m visiting but this was maddening as I couldn’t go to some places because I was single and male. There was a small zoo in the middle of Al-Khobar but I wasn’t allowed in because there were women and children in there. No point being a children’s entertainer here, you’d never get any work.


There’s a couple of things I liked about the place though; one was the price of petrol and the other was that it was inundated with dates, one of my favourite fruits. 
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