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A LETTER TO MY DAUGHTERS


My dearest Wafah, Najia and Noor,


It is with great joy and hope – and also some apprehension – that I undertake the task of writing the story of my life. This book is for you. Of course, you will already have heard some of my stories, and are vaguely aware of the Saudi way of life, but I hope that this will enable you to comprehend the part of your background that you, Wafah and Najia, have completely forgotten and that you, Noor, have never known. Over the years, watching you grow into the beautiful human beings that you are, I came to feel that an insight into my personal experiences of living in Saudi Arabia would also give you a better understanding of the difficult times that you have had to go through since we left that country.


As you know, it is my utmost conviction that freedom of thought and expression is the most valuable gift of all. I want you never to take that freedom for granted. I want to reaffirm what you already know: that although material wealth may give pleasure, it is meaningless when it exists in a golden cage – especially when, as a woman, you cannot do what you want or be who you want to be.


Although, for obvious reasons, I have not returned to Saudi Arabia in recent years, I continue to discuss events there with my friends inside the Kingdom. I can see that their lives have not evolved. Deep down in my heart, I am convinced that my decision to raise you with Western values was the right one, even if the effect has been to sever ties with that country. The only regret that I have – and always will have – is the emotional price that you have paid. I hope it is a consolation to you that I feel honoured and privileged to be your mother. Without you I know that I would be a far lesser person: you are the source of my courage, my strength, my will.


Above all, I want you to know that any steps that I have taken – whether they were right or wrong – were born out of my love for you. Thank you for what you have given me, by being yourselves. By being you.




CHAPTER 1
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NINE ELEVEN


September 11 2001 was one of the most tragic dates of our lifetime. It took, and shattered, the lives of thousands of innocent people. It robbed the world of its sense of freedom and security. It was a nightmare of grief and horror – one which I, and my three daughters, will never forget.


And yet Nine Eleven began as a lovely Indian summer’s day. I was enjoying a leisurely drive from Lausanne to Geneva with my eldest daughter, Wafah, when one of my closest friends, who was working in New York, called me on my cell phone.


‘Something terrible just happened,’ he said, his voice urgent, from his office just a few blocks away from the attack. ‘It’s incredible. A plane hit one of the towers of the World Trade Center.’ And then, his voice rising further, he yelled, ‘Wait a minute. There’s another plane. It’s going straight towards the second tower. Oh my God,’ and he was screaming now, ‘It hit the second tower!’ As he described the second hit, something in me snapped. This was no freak accident. This had to be a deliberately plotted attack on a country I had always loved and looked on as my second home. I froze. Then waves of horror crashed over me as I realized that somewhere at the bottom of this lay the shadow of my brother in law: Osama Bin Laden.1


Beside me in the car, Wafah was yelling, ‘What? What happened?’ I was in shock. I managed to force out a few words. Wafah lived in New York. She had just graduated from Columbia Law School, and had spent the summer with me in Switzerland. She was planning to head back to her apartment in four days’ time. Now she was in tears, clicking frantically on her cell phone, trying to reach all her friends. My first instinct was to call my dearest friend, Mary Martha, in California. I had to hear her voice. She had already heard about the double attack in New York, and she told me a third plane had just hit the Pentagon. The world was spinning off its axis; I could feel it.


I raced to the high school attended by my youngest daughter Noor. The look of shock in her eyes told me she already knew. The blood had drained from her face. We rushed home to meet my middle girl, Najia, as she returned from college. She, too, was devastated. Like many millions of other people around the world, we watched CNN, mesmerized, alternately weeping and phoning everyone we knew.


As the hours passed, my worst fear came true. One man’s face and name was on every news bulletin: Osama Bin Laden. My daughters’ uncle. A man whose name they shared, but whom they had never met, and whose values were totally foreign to them. I felt a sick sense of doom. This day would change all of our lives, for ever.


Osama Bin Laden is the younger brother of my husband, Yeslam. He is one of many brothers, and I knew him only distantly when I lived in Saudi Arabia, years ago. At the time, Osama was a young man, but he always had a commanding presence. He was tall and stern, and his fierce piety was intimidating, even to the more religious members of his family.


During the years that I lived among the Bin Laden family in Saudi Arabia, Osama came to exemplify everything that repelled me in that opaque and harsh country: the unbending dogma that ruled all our lives, the arrogance and pridefulness of the Saudis and their lack of compassion for people who didn’t share their beliefs. That contempt for outsiders and unyielding orthodoxy spurred me on to a fourteen-year fight to give my children a life in the free world.


In my struggle to sever our ties to Saudi Arabia, I began amassing information on my husband’s family. I watched as Osama grew in might and notoriety, spiralling deeper into murderous rage against the United States from his redoubt in Afghanistan. Osama was a warlord who assisted the Afghan rebels in their fight against the Soviet occupation of their country. When the Soviets left, Osama returned home, and for many he was already a hero.


When Iraq invaded Kuwait in 1990, Osama was outraged at the idea that US forces might use Saudi Arabia as a base. He offered King Fahd the use of his Afghan warriors to fight against Saddam Hussein. Some of the more religious princes thought Osama’s ideas had merit, but King Fahd refused. Osama began making incendiary statements against the corruption and moral bankruptcy of the Saudi ruling family, and the Americans who were defending them. Finally, he was forced to leave the country and take refuge in Sudan, where his compound of armed men was surrounded by sentries in tanks. Then he moved back to Afghanistan.


In those days, even though we were separated, I was still on speaking terms with Yeslam who kept me up to date with developments in Saudi Arabia and the Bin Laden family news – including Osama’s whereabouts. Yeslam told me that Osama’s power was growing, despite his exile. Osama, he said, was under the protection of an extremely powerful, conservative and highly respected prince. He even told me who he was.


In 1996, when a truck bomb blasted the Khobar Towers living quarters of American forces posted in Dahran, in eastern Saudi Arabia, Osama was mentioned as a possible culprit. I was dumbstruck, yet I knew it could be true. Who else could have at his disposal enough explosives in a country so highly controlled? Osama was a warrior, a zealot, and a member of the family that jointly owned the Bin Laden Organization – the wealthiest and most powerful construction company in Saudi Arabia. I knew of Osama’s fiercely extreme opinions, and deep down I felt that he was capable of a terrible, blind violence.


As attack followed attack, I read everything I could lay my hands on about Osama. So, on 9 September 2001, when the news broke of the attack on the Afghan fighter Ahmed Shah Massoud, I realized it had to be Osama’s doing. I walked over to the television, with a sick feeling of fear in my stomach. ‘This is Osama. He is getting ready for something truly awful.’ ‘Oh, Carmen, you’re obsessed,’ scoffed a friend of mine. But I knew. I wish I had been wrong.


It never occurred to me that Osama was plotting an assault on the heart of New York. I thought perhaps it would be an embassy – that would have been bad enough. But when the World Trade Center went down in flames just two days after Massoud’s death, the fear hit me again, and I know that it will never go away.


In the days that followed the attack on the World Trade Center, our lives revolved around the TV news bulletins. The toll of victims kept rising as the dust settled on the ashen streets of my children’s favourite city. We watched people searching for the missing, clutching old snapshots in their hands. Bereaved relatives told reporters about the last phone messages left on their answering machines before their loved ones died. There were those awful photographs of people jumping. I kept thinking, ‘What if Wafah had been there?’ I felt so very deeply for those mothers, for those children.


My three girls were distraught with grief and bewilderment. Noor, who, just one year earlier, had brought an American flag home from South Carolina to stick on her bedroom wall, sank into despondency. She sobbed, ‘Mum, New York will never be the same.’ Fortunately, she never became the target of hostility from her classmates: her pro-American cheerleading had made her the subject of friendly teasing for years, so all her friends realized how truly hurt my little girl was.


We hardly left the house. Reporters called constantly as I was the only Bin Laden in Europe with a listed phone number. Friends called, their voices strained. Then they stopped. We were rapidly becoming personae non gratae. The Bin Laden name frightened even the hardiest professionals. A new law firm refused to take on my divorce case and I suddenly found myself without a lawyer.


Of all of us, it was Najia who focused most on the suffering of the World Trade Center’s victims. Most of the time she could hardly watch TV. Her name was becoming public currency: this was particularly hard to bear for such a private person. Najia is perhaps the most discreet of all my children. She doesn’t display her emotions easily, but I could see she was stricken.


The terrible irony was that we identified, and grieved with, the victims, while the outside world saw us as the aggressors. We were trapped in a Kafkaesque situation, particularly Wafah. After four years of law school, Wafah’s life was in New York. Her apartment was just blocks from the World Trade Center. She talked night and day about her friends there. She felt she had to be there, and wanted to fly back immediately.


Then one newspaper reported that Wafah had been tipped off and had fled New York just days before the attack. This was untrue. Wafah had been with me, in Switzerland, since June. But other papers picked up the story and repeated that Wafah had known about the attack in advance, and had done nothing to protect the people and the home that she loved. A friend who was staying in Wafah’s apartment called to say that she had begun receiving death threats. It was an understandable reaction – how could strangers distinguish one Bin Laden from another?


I felt I had no choice. Only I could defend my daughters. I issued a statement saying that my three girls and I had had no connection whatsoever with this evil, barbaric attack on America – a country we loved and whose values we shared and admired. I went on TV and I wrote to the newspapers to express our sorrow. My long battle to free myself and my children from Saudi Arabia was all the evidence I could offer for our innocence: that, and our good will and the pain we felt for Osama’s victims.


I had so longed for an end to my bitter fight against the Bin Ladens and their country, but now I faced a whole new struggle. I would have to shepherd my children through the anguish they felt as their name became synonymous with evil, infamy and death. My private life had become a public story.


Ironically, it was only after Nine Eleven that my fourteen-year fight for freedom from Saudi Arabia made sense to the people around me. Before that, I think no one truly understood what was at stake – not the courts, not the judge, not even my friends. Even in my own country, Switzerland, I was perceived, more or less, as just another woman embroiled in a nasty international divorce.


But I always knew that my fight went far deeper than that. I was fighting to gain freedom from one of the most powerful societies and families in the world, to salvage my daughters from a merciless culture that denied them their most basic rights. In Saudi Arabia they could not even walk alone in the street, let alone choose the path of their own lives. I fought to free them from the hard-core fundamentalist values of that society and its contempt for the tolerance and liberty of the West, which I have learned to value deeply.


I am afraid that even today the West does not fully understand Saudi Arabia and its rigid value system. For nine years, I lived inside the powerful Bin Laden clan, with its close and complex links to the royal family. My daughters went to Saudi schools and I lived, to a great extent, the life of a Saudi woman. And over time, I learned and analysed the mechanisms of that opaque society, and the harsh and bitter rules that it enforces on its daughters.


I could not stand quietly by while my little girls’ bright minds were suppressed. I could not teach them to submit to the values of Saudi culture. I could not watch them be branded as rebels because of the Western values that I taught them – with all the punishment that might ensue. And were they to comply with Saudi society’s rules, I could not face the prospect that my daughters might grow up to become like the faceless, voiceless women I lived among.


Above all, I could not watch my daughters be denied what I valued most: freedom of choice. I had to free them, and myself.


This is my story.




CHAPTER 2
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A SECRET GARDEN


There was a carefree feeling in the air the year I met my husband Yeslam. It was 1973 and young people ruled the world. I was outgoing and sociable, a couple of years out of high school but I felt a little lost that summer as I looked around me for the path I wanted my life to take. I wanted to study law so I could defend the defenseless. I wanted to travel and have adventures. I also wanted to give my life a sense of meaning, but my mother, who came from an aristocratic Persian family, was bent on my getting safely married.


My three sisters and I would often crowd into one of our bedrooms, in my mother’s house outside Geneva, and listen to Beatles LPs, talking about our future. I was the eldest and I suppose I talked the most. I always insisted, in those days, that I would never marry a Middle Easterner, as my mother would have liked. I was attracted to the freer lives of the Americans I had seen as a little girl at the American Club near my great-aunt’s house in Iran. Their lives seemed brave, modern and free. They drove jeeps, wore jeans and ate hamburgers. Whereas people from the Middle East lived lives that seemed so closed off, hobbled by layers of tradition and secrecy, where appearances seemed more important than desires.


I was born in Lausanne, to a Swiss father and a Persian mother. My mother’s family, the Sheibanys, was cultivated and aristocratic. When I was little, my mother took us to Iran for long vacations every year or so. I loved Iran: the spicy food, so subtle and aromatic; what seemed like acres of roses tended by invisible gardeners in my grandmother’s high-walled garden; and the grand old house where my mother had grown up, with its blue-tiled steam-room dim with vapour; the huge library of ancient books, the lattice-work shutters, the richly coloured carpets and fine antiques. I thought Iran was a special country – high in colour and drama. I loved the months we spent there. My grandmother treated me like a little princess. I adored her and I knew she adored me.


When I was seven or eight, my mother gave a party in my grandmother’s house. The rooms were filled with people she had grown up with: well-known writers and intellectuals from old families, who shared my grandmother’s aristocratic scorn for the parvenu Shah. Their discussions were way above my head, but the atmosphere was exciting. When the time came to go to bed, I refused point-blank to go upstairs to my room.


‘Daddy is coming,’ I kept insisting, though my mother told me again and again that he was in Switzerland, hard at work. I wore my mother’s patience to shreds that night. Then, just as I was about to give up and go to bed, my beloved father walked through the door. He hadn’t phoned ahead, he had just impulsively taken an aeroplane. I was overjoyed, and, wickedly, triumphant.


When my grandmother realized that there truly was no way I could possibly have known in advance of my father’s arrival, she bent over and held me at arm’s length as she looked in my eyes. ‘Carmen,’ she said, ‘you are a very special person. Never forget that.’ Every child should feel the way I felt that night.


My grandmother had a swimming pool, and my handsome, charming father used to dive straight into it from the upper floor, to our squeals of horror and delight. One day my little sister Béatrice, a toddler, fell in, and my mother, decked out in an elaborate pink silk dress with a tight waist and wide skirt, leapt into the pool to save her. Her skirt puffed out hugely, like a parachute. To this day I can see my mother emerging with Béatrice in her arms, fully clothed, water streaming from her dress, but nonetheless still beautiful.


I was a curious child, and like many children I could sense the importance of adult conversations, even when the details were far beyond my understanding. I loved to listen in on political discussions. As far back as I can remember, all my life I have sought to analyse things around me, even when they seem far beyond my reach.


When I was about seven, my grandmother’s household went into terrible turmoil when a cousin of my mother’s, Abbas, was arrested and tortured by the Shah’s fearsome SAVAK secret police. They claimed he was a member of the Communist Tudeh party. That summer, the big song on the radio was ‘Marabebous’. It was about a man who is sentenced to death, asking his daughter to kiss him for the last time. I used to play it again and again, full of sorrow. I wanted to know why that man had to die, and I wondered if my mother’s cousin would have to die too. What had he done? I suppose this was the first time I realized that someone could pay for their beliefs with their life.


Iran was my secret garden, something that made me different from the other little Swiss girls in our local school outside Lausanne. But when I was nine, my mother suddenly cut off all connection with Iran. My father had left her, and she didn’t want to admit it. If she acknowledged that her marriage had failed, she would lose face with her relatives. So, rather than tell the truth, she withdrew from any close contact with her own family.


For a long time my mother didn’t even tell us, her four daughters, that she and my father were separating. She told us he was away on business, but my instinct told me otherwise. I knew that this was the way my mother lived – if something was disagreeable, you evaded it, denied it or suppressed it. If you never spoke of it, it didn’t exist. What counted was saving face.


After my father left, my mother brought us up with the help of a governess. For years I had no contact with my father at all, and nobody explained why. I learned not to ask. I realized early on that I must live between two cultures, caught somewhere between the Iran that had shaped my mother’s strict rules of behaviour, and the local Swiss school I attended. Home was a strange, silent space where everything important was unspoken.


I knew that my mother was born a Muslim because her father had been one, and, in Islam, you adopt your father’s beliefs. But my mother wore her Islam lightly and didn’t practise it in any formal sense. I saw her pray a handful of times, but not in the traditional sense of bowing and kneeling, and facing Mecca. If she wanted to pray, she might just as easily enter a church as a mosque. She didn’t fast during the Ramadan month, or wear a headscarf. I saw my grandmother veiled occasionally, when she had sheep killed and distributed as alms to the poor. Being a Muslim seemed natural if you were from the Middle East, but it didn’t enforce any regimented lifestyle on my mother or on us children.


It was my mother’s sense of propriety that restricted our lives as normal Swiss girls. There was no rough play or rumpled clothes, no late night parties or dates, but like all teenagers, we learned to circumvent those strict rules. We weren’t angels and she never locked us in. Although it was important to her that we continue our studies, marriage was her ultimate goal for us, and she tried to direct every detail of our lives. Until I was older and openly rebelled, our mother dressed the four of us exactly alike, down to the ribbons in our plaits. ‘You can be perfectly elegant, but if you have a single stain you are nothing,’ she would say. For my mother, decorum was vital.


When I was an adult, one of my mother’s cousins told me the story of my parents’ marriage. My mother had come to Lausanne to study and had met my father. They eloped to Paris and came back married, and there was nothing her family could do about it. This was the kind of person she was underneath: impetuous and rebellious, the kind of woman who would name her daughters Carmen, Salomé, Béatrice and Magnolia. My mother left her country, eloped with the man of her choice and drove a car. Strangely, in a sense, my mother was a pioneer.


But later she suppressed that personality, maybe because her marriage had failed. As we grew up, my mother seemed to care only about what other people would think. She insisted on bringing up her children within something like the conventions that she herself had sought to flee. She couldn’t admit that my father had left her for someone else, because if her marriage had failed, that would prove to her own mother that her elopement had been wrong.


That was what it meant to me, to be from the Middle East. You lived behind secrets. You hid things that were disagreeable. You had to submit to the conventions of society. Saving face could justify dishonesty. Only appearance mattered. My personality was different. To me, truth was important, and I didn’t like to submit. Instead of bending to my mother’s rules, I began confronting her, defiantly. I remember telling her to stop pushing me into situations where I would have to lie to her. I wanted to force her to accept the reality of my character.


In high school, both my sister Salomé and I started to smoke. My mother offered to buy us anything we wanted if we gave up our cigarettes. Salomé wanted a car, so my mother bought her a Fiat, but Salomé kept on smoking, in secret. My mother took me to a furrier’s to try on a leopard-skin coat. She told me, ‘Promise me that you will never smoke another cigarette and I will buy it, right now, today.’ I wanted to – I wanted that coat – but I didn’t want to make a promise that I knew I could not keep.


As I grew into adulthood, I found myself in moral turmoil, handicapped by the contradictions of my upbringing and personality. I lived in the West. I was impetuous and impulsive. I longed to be free, but so much of my background lay in the conventions of Middle Eastern culture, where clan rules are more important than personality. In the Middle East, you never develop as an individual. People may manage to escape their traditions for a short while, but then those rules eventually catch up with them.


I knew I should decide for myself what path my life should take, but I was too inexperienced and mixed up to do it alone. I was waiting for help – for some sort of sign.




CHAPTER 3
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FALLING IN LOVE


The first time I met Yeslam, I had no idea that this man would change my life for ever. It was the spring, and Geneva was full of Saudi Arabian tourists. My sisters and I were planning a vacation to visit my grandmother in Iran, so my mother had agreed to rent out one floor of her house for the summer to a Saudi Arabian family. This slight young Saudi man, dressed in black from head to toe, had come to finalize the agreement. I glanced at him and he smiled politely. Then my grandmother injured her leg and our trip to Iran was cancelled. It was too late to call off the rental, so my sisters and I shuttled between an apartment in Lausanne and my mother’s house, where she hosted her Saudi guests.


Yeslam’s mother was Iranian like mine. She was a soft-spoken woman with a sweet, round face and darkly dyed hair. She wore long dresses and a simple Muslim head-covering. We spoke in Persian. Yeslam’s younger brothers, Ibrahim and Khalil, had wild Afros and platform shoes. Fawzia, the younger sister, looked like any European teenager with tight T-shirts, long wavy hair and big tinted sunglasses. And then there was Yeslam.


Yeslam intrigued me. He was calm, but he had a compelling authority. He was slim, bronzed and handsome. He didn’t speak much, but his eyes were penetrating and gentle. And mostly they looked at me. Slowly, we began talking in English together and simple chit-chat evolved into long conversations. As time passed, Yeslam became increasingly attentive. He began insisting that I accompany him and his family on their trips around town. Yeslam was crazy about his two Dobermanns. He was twenty-four years old, a little older than me and my friends, and different. He acted like a grown-up. As his mother’s eldest son, Yeslam was the head of the family, and did as he pleased. He was responsible and leadership seemed to come naturally to him. For everybody, even his mother, his brothers and sisters, Yeslam’s word was law. Even my mother started to look to him for direction.


I can see now that Yeslam’s natural authority came from the Saudi culture in which he grew up, where the eldest son commands every gesture of his clan. Then, though, I saw only a man who was courting me, who was exotic and beautiful, and whose company I came to find fascinating. Yeslam was clear-sighted. He had a sharp mind and a strong will. He remembered every detail of anything I said. He understood me. He seemed to need me, and I began to feel that I was the only person in the world in whom he could confide. There was no moment when I could say that I suddenly fell for him, but I had fallen in love.


As the summer passed, Yeslam and I began to look for each other every day. We spent every free moment together. I had just found my parents’ divorce papers, and reading the whole story devastated me. I saw my father in a different light. The handsome, commanding, adoring daddy whom I had longed for was small, petty and mean. My mother, it seemed, had hidden so many things from me – important things, which I felt I deserved to know.
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