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			Preface

			My story is true. Names of people and places, as well as dates, have been changed to protect the innocent and the guilty. My intent in writing my story is not to wrong anyone, but to share my experience. I have used past letters from friends and family, photos, and journals that I have carted around for many years. I have some heart-wrenching cassette tapes of late-night telephone calls to and from my daughter and ex-husband in Saudi Arabia. I also have tons of photos and videos of my daughter’s childhood in Saudi Arabia that are delightful to see.

			One thing that is important to me, out of the love I have toward them, is to honor my daughter’s paternal grandparents. I know the love they had for their granddaughter, and they knew the love she and I shared, the love we all shared. We became a family. A tight bond was formed in our hearts forever.

			I heard rumors that the grandparents supported our efforts to come to America. They told their son to leave us alone and live his own life, but he was intent on keeping my daughter and me from living together in freedom.

			Child abduction is common everywhere around the world. Physical, sexual, verbal, and mental abuse occur more often than most people are aware of or want to admit. During the 1980s, the State Department opened a division specializing in international abductions. This story is not unique in and of itself, but it is unique in the idiosyncrasies of the culture and religion in the country where my life has been entangled for over thirty-five years.

			Many friends and family have suggested that I tell my story. There is a kind of fear or watchfulness in so doing. Perhaps the fear of any possible retaliation is a concern, whether it is a real danger or not. Am I being paranoid? Maybe. Many people, expats who have worked in Saudi Arabia, understand these feelings. We have experienced a life-changing phenomenon from living there, much the way Saudis experience a life-changing event when they live in or visit the United States.

			I mean no harm to anyone. This story is one of many that could be told. I write to reveal what happened from my perspective to the best of my knowledge.

		

	
		
			

			Prologue

			Others might say that I am a free spirit, a free thinker, or somewhat of a flower child. Numerous people I knew shared this description, thus not seeming so peculiar to me. Leaving the Midwest, with its conservative environment, to move to Washington, DC, after I graduated from high school in 1969 taught me some valuable lessons in exploring the world of unknowns.

			It was an eye-opening experience, living in that big city where my girlfriend Diane worked with the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA). Six of us girls rented a two-bedroom apartment in over-populated Arlington, Virginia. Heavy DC phone books, many inches thick, were piled on top of each other as makeshift chairs. Our new friends, Marines returned from Vietnam, borrowed old, ugly gray metal bunk beds from their base for us to sleep on and use as couches. They brought the beer. We had no money to buy anything else, so we learned to drink this nasty, disgusting beverage, which I enjoy today. Prior to coming to DC, Diane and I had met one of the Marines hitchhiking in Colorado. Coincidentally, he was stationed in DC, where Diane worked for the CIA, and later they married and moved to Alaska.

			My work was across the universe from where we lived in apartment row. It took me three city buses and ninety minutes to get to my job in a large toy store. If I wanted to get home a half hour sooner, which always sounded wonderful, I could get off the bus at an earlier stop, but it was known not to be the safest route. Knowing the sketchy neighborhood I chose to enter, I had to psych myself up because of the amount of fear I could experience, especially as the sun set on streets already full of haunting shadows, unfamiliar noises, and frightful stories. I would scramble quickly while I prayed I would get to the other side unharmed.

			Selling toys was not my life goal. As a child, I had always wanted to be a stewardess—now called a flight attendant. Unfortunately, I didn’t have the correct body proportions, height to weight, and wore contact lenses, which was unacceptable at that time. With hopes dashed, I needed an alternative, so I applied to and was accepted into a one-year licensed practical nurse (LPN/LVN) program, which brought me back to the Midwest from DC. I was twenty-one years old when I graduated in 1972. Little did I know then that being a nurse would give me job security throughout my life, being paid well above the minimum wage and affording me the opportunity to travel.

			After obtaining an associate’s degree in nursing in May of 1977, my girlfriend Peggy and I loaded my ugly but reliable orange van (with a built-in bed) and headed to the magnificently beautiful state of Alaska for a four-week camping and backpacking road trip with unlimited daylight hours. We raced time while we changed flat tires daily, as we had to utilize the bumpy pot-holed logging roads through British Columbia to get to our northern destination, since the Alaskan highway was still under construction. Things grew bigger than average during Alaska summers, including the armies of enormous, blood-sucking mosquitoes, immune to DEET. We were two girls in the wild, living out our independence, and we did it well.

			Exploring other parts of my country helped me spread my wings and whetted my appetite for adventure. It influenced my move to California that August to get my bachelor’s degree in nursing. I took a break midway through to travel throughout Europe in 1980. These experiences expanded my horizons and made me less fearful and more willing to take some risks, such as signing on the dotted line to work as a registered nurse in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (KSA). In hindsight, it may have been a spur-of-the-moment impulse or another broken relationship that led me to embark on this new escapade. My family and friends didn’t discourage me; they were intrigued by my endeavors, though I don’t know what they might have said behind my back.

			Admittedly, my life has probably had more twists and turns than most. I find pleasure in learning about different cultures. Everybody has some regrets about what he or she did or never did. We could all spend time looking backward. That just may be the impetus that pushes one further.

			Is there an innate force that moves us, perhaps one we do not have ultimate control of? Some would call this destiny. For others, their belief and faith in their god defines what happens in their lives. One prays for guidance, and if you listen, your life will be better. My question is, does life work that way? There is a weird twist to that concept. What does it mean when your prayer is answered and your best friend’s is not? Does God like you more?

			People may say that I was naïve, influenced by the hippie counterculture of San Francisco’s Haight-Ashbury. I wore my hip-hugging bell-bottoms and braless tank tops, expressing myself. I smoked pot and experimented with psychedelic drugs as I listened to Peter, Paul and Mary. Eager to learn, I was ready for adventure. I looked at others as equals, but felt experienced in my sense of finding truth and in moving beyond my comfort zone to try something new. Perhaps I lived my life more idealistically than others, not finding it necessary to research all the “ins and outs,” as others may have. Living in California in the 1970s and ’80s influenced my way of thinking and challenged many of my beliefs. I was no longer feeling so out of place, as I had in the Midwest. Being in a more progressive, liberal environment encouraged me to live outside of the box.

			The mentality of people on the West Coast was different from the typical Midwestern mentality. Traveling was part of the norm for my California family, but it was also true for most of my biological family—my mother, father, and six siblings. Though my parents lived within sixty miles of their birthplaces, my mother enjoyed traveling—with or without my dad. They traveled to Europe for a few weeks in 1980 and met up with my youngest brother, who was a foreign exchange student in Germany during his junior year of high school. I joined my parents and brother during the ten weeks I was traveling solo throughout Europe. My mom traveled to Korea and Russia on her own, with the desire to explore more. Later, in the ’80s, my parents hit the road in their RV for seven-plus years, touring all the state capitals of the US. According to the story I am told, my mom asked my dad, “Are you going to join me to drive, or should I find someone else?” My parents came to visit me two times while I worked in Saudi Arabia.

			My older sister moved to New York with her husband after graduation from college, and traveling became a passion of hers when her children were grown and her marriage ended. My younger sister moved to Las Vegas at an early age with her older African American husband. Later, when single, she relocated to Arizona with her young daughter after she traveled to Spain for the five-hundred-mile pilgrimage, Camino de Santiago, and then toured Peru’s jungle by riverboat to various encampments along the Amazon River and went on to Machu Picchu. My oldest brother moved to the wide-open country of the great Northwest in his twenties, where he bought land, felled his own trees, and twice built his own log home. He traveled to Guatemala with my sister and me, but being out of the country was not for him, although he loved to travel south in his van to avoid the cold Washington winters. My oldest sister, by contrast, preferred to stay close to home. She actively helped refugees relocate from Sudan, Somalia, and Bosnia. When I heard she was traveling to Bosnia with one of the refugees, I was quite surprised, actually shocked. My middle brother traveled out of the country while in the military; otherwise, he was a homebody. So, you see, I was not the odd one out in wanting to explore the world.

			People are people. That is the biggest identifier I notice wherever I travel. As humans, we are all basically the same. We feel, we love, we hurt, we cry. People are good, and people are bad—in every society. I look beyond the outer attributes of a person’s cultural identity without considering what the consequences might be. Perhaps that contributed to the life I am living today, but I wouldn’t change this about myself.

			My story begins when I was a twenty-seven-year-old farm girl from the Midwest. With nursing certificate in hand, I followed a yearning to further my education and a desire for a new adventure to California, the paradise dreamland. The next five years were great for this single, independent, adventurous young woman.

			Years of completing a bachelor’s degree, new relationships, broken relationships, and travels to Mexico, Canada, Alaska, Hawaii, and through Europe finally ended when I came to land in Boston, Massachusetts, without a secure place to live and with no job and humongous student debt.

			Intrigued by an advertisement for nurses in Saudi Arabia, I signed on the dotted line of a year-long contract with a military hospital in Tabuk, a small desert town in the middle of nowhere in Saudi Arabia, a country I literally knew nothing about. I had nothing to hold me back, and I was ready for yet another quest, thinking it would also get me out of the massive debt I had accumulated.

			Do not youth, ignorance, and naïveté sometimes make us bold and fearless? What an incredibly fascinating country I was going to—a land more different from my homeland than I ever expected, a land where a single female has more restrictions than I could have imagined and few of the freedoms that I grew up with. I was so intrigued by the mystery of it all, and I blindly looked forward to whatever this next chapter of my life had in store for me.
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			Going to Saudi Arabia

			As we neared the Saudi border and the causeway to Bahrain, our driver pulled off the road and stopped. He asked us to get out of the van. Then he pushed a switch and the back seat became a bed. Aisha and I were told to get under the bed. This would be our hiding place for the next thirty minutes. We nervously crawled into this narrow, dark, cramped space. One could discover this hiding place by opening the back door, moving the decoy of pillows, and looking under the bed. We all prayed for our safety and that they would not ask to search the van, as was often done.

			My daughter said, in her little giggle of a voice, “Can we sing the song from Sound of Music now?” referring to the scene in the film when the family flees Austria and ascends the mountain.

			 “No,” I said. “We are not singing now. We are going to keep quiet and not move. We have to freeze and not even wiggle. Our lives are in danger.” It was too dark to make the gesture of my hand across my neck, but she knew the seriousness of the moment. She understood what could happen if something went wrong.

			But our story began twelve years earlier. . .

			Working as a nurse in Saudi Arabia was an idea passed around my nursing circle. I had heard of people working overseas making a lot of money with very few out-of-pocket expenses. Housing and health care were provided by one’s sponsor/employer. Since women did not drive in Saudi Arabia, car expenses were nonexistent. My hope was to make and save the most money I ever had and to pay off my student loans, or at least put a dent in them.

			It was September of 1983 when I flew to Washington, DC, for an eye-opening briefing about living in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (KSA), including the dos and don’ts of the country. The thought of going to Saudi Arabia sounded out of the ordinary and fascinating. I found traveling to be a life-altering phenomenon, and I felt blessed to have the opportunities to make this a reality in my life and to be brave enough to take a risk, a risk to leave my comfort zone to see a different horizon.

			I freely admit that I didn’t do due diligence in terms of becoming more knowledgeable about the culture. Could it be so different? I didn’t even know where the KSA was on the map. It didn’t bother me, though eventually I would realize that it all should have mattered.

			Five other health-care workers going to Saudi Arabia were at the briefing. I was so grateful to meet them, relieved to know I wouldn’t be the only American, English-speaking nurse to arrive in the tiny, deserted village of Tabuk, south of the Jordanian border, as my imagination had led me to believe. We were flown to New York City to catch our nine o’clock flight and indulge in our “last” drink before we boarded our plane to Saudi Arabia, where alcohol was illegal. We six women of various ages and lifestyles, all of us properly dressed for our trip to Saudi Arabia, flagged down a taxi at the airport to take us to a nearby bar. I was introduced to a dry martini—my first and last. How could anyone like the bitter, sour taste? I preferred sweeter drinks, margaritas or beer, though I did not drink often. I was happy to know these women were going with me to Saudi Arabia; all of us were about to have our lives changed forever.

			A little alcohol in my system helped me board the enormous Saudi Arabian Airlines Boeing 777 double-decker airplane with the capacity to accommodate three hundred passengers. There were twelve seats across in each of three divided sections, with never-ending rows. It was mind-boggling to learn that airplanes were built this large and had two levels for seating. Food, snacks, and drinks (no alcohol on Saudi Airlines flights) were available throughout the lengthy flight, which crossed many time zones. So many emotions coursed through my body; my head was spinning. What had I done? Would I regret going to Saudi Arabia? Perhaps I could have chosen another place to work for my adventure, as I had explored many volunteer and employment opportunities after graduation. Most of my friends and family my age were married and had kids, yet here I was, jaunting around the world.

			As we neared Jeddah, an announcement was made that we were flying into Saudi air space. Then a mass transformation took place: the many bathrooms on the plane were suddenly occupied as women changed from Western dress to modest, long and colorful dresses that covered their exposed skin. Many women put on their black abayas, lightweight, loose-fitting robes. These garments wrapped around their bodies to stop any skin from showing. Some women covered their head and hair in a precise manner using a black scarf-like piece of soft, silky material, called a hijab. Several faces were covered with a niqab. Some niqabs covered the whole face, while others had slits in them to show only their eyes. A few women donned black gloves so their bare hands were not exposed for men to see. Why, I wondered, do women wear black to cover? Doesn’t it absorb the heat? Much to my surprise, I learned that black garments of a certain thickness absorb the heat before it reaches the skin, as well as the body heat, keeping the women cooler than white or reflective colors would. Is this the reason women wear black, or is it to disguise them and not draw attention to their appearance?

			Men changed into floor-length, loose-fitting white gowns, called thobes. Red-and-white-checkered-cloth head coverings, gutras, were meticulously centered on each man’s head, then wrapped on top of his head, draping down the sides in a precise manner and topped with a thicker black cord, called an agal, traditionally made of goat hair, of doubled rings to help hold the gutra in place. I observed the Saudis’ attire regress to what it might have been like in Biblical times.

			I was no longer able to recognize the passengers sitting next to me who had started the flight with me in NYC; it was quite a bizarre transformation. I would learn that the same theatrical production of changing costumes was acted out when returning to the United States; it just happened in reverse, returning to more revealing Western dress.

			Smoking was allowed on the planes, and many men smoked; some chain-smoked. It was truly an impossible feat to keep smoke from the nonsmoking area. Once living in Saudi Arabia, I seldom observed a Saudi woman smoke even the hookahs in public.

			After our agonizingly long (fourteen-hour), smoke-ridden flight, our little group of six reunited when we arrived midafternoon in Jeddah at a large metropolitan airport, more modern and abstract than I expected. Our plane was greeted with a transport vehicle, somewhat like a modern subway car, that was raised to the level of the plane for us to board and then lowered to take us to the main terminal for Immigration and Customs Control.

			Going through customs at this airport was unlike at any other airport I had experienced. Being in a Muslim country and especially Saudi Arabia, where Arabic seemed to be the only language spoken, I was at a loss. Wasn’t someone supposed to be here to help us get through this absurd encounter in this very foreign country?

			Many items were confiscated from our luggage. Magazines that showed too much flesh on women were taken, torn up, or blackened with markers. This was also done with mail and gifts coming into the country. Videos brought in were scrutinized for content inappropriate or contradictory to the country’s religious ideology. Items deemed not permissible included anything Christmas related, Barbie dolls, and Playboy magazines. Bibles were not allowed. While we accompanied our luggage through the long, painfully slow lines, we were told to put undergarments at the top of our suitcases to distract the officials, who were all male.

			After customs we were eventually greeted by a male hospital-recruitment representative, who made sure all of our paperwork was in order to enter the Kingdom. It was late afternoon, eight hours later than in NYC, when we boarded a small white shuttle bus that drove us through Jeddah to our hotel. The city of Jeddah was asleep when we arrived, with only a few people on the streets. We were told our experience would have been quite different at another time of the month; usually the city was engaging and full of activity. But we arrived during an important religious holiday celebration during the month of Hajj called Eid al-Adha, which celebrates the ritual pilgrimage to Mecca.

			Yearly, hundreds of thousands of Muslims, both male and female, come from all over the world to perform this pilgrimage to Mecca and Medina, the two holy cities. All Muslims try to do it at least once in their lifetime, if financially and physically able. The celebration could be compared to a gift-giving holiday like Christmas. Usually a lamb is sacrificed and given to the poor. Being intrigued and dazed already by this unfamiliar country made me wonder how much more I would experience on this new adventure. Jeddah, a major port city with a very long international trade history dating back before Christ, was another world from the desert town of Tabuk, where I was recruited to work.

			Though some women chose to cover themselves with an abaya, it was not the custom in Jeddah, especially for female expats from many countries. Wealth was extravagantly portrayed through the captivating architecture of the modern high-rises of shops, offices, and apartments. To the west, the Red Sea ran the whole length of the desert of Saudi Arabia. Marble or stone statues adorned the corniche in varying themes, colors, and sizes; most tastefully presented. A few families were spotted sitting on top of large, colorful, thick rugs laid in sand or on the paved sidewalks. Women were draped in their abayas, and children played in the sand in their fancy, new, expensive clothes. Girls wore Cinderella dresses like I would have worn to a wedding or on Easter Sunday. Oil money made many entrepreneurs very rich.

			It was also the most humid city I had ever experienced. I was accustomed to the humidity of the Midwest, but this did not compare. Once outside, the humidity and heat were so intense it took my breath away; my clothes stuck to my body from perspiration. Air-conditioning was a must, but I would find that not everyone had that luxury.

			The sun started to set when we arrived at our hotel, where we were shown to our individual rooms. In our funky hotel in a questionable part of the city, we were offered a buffet meal with a limited selection of food. Was this an indication of our value in coming here to work? I wondered. Was it because of the influx of Muslims who had arrived in the country for the pilgrimage and its celebration? Whatever the case, I was relieved to know I was not alone, that my new “family” was only down the hall. We decided to brave the heat and the neighborhood to take a stroll, though there was little to see from our location. The stores were closed, and there were no fancy skyscrapers or seaside to observe—just another glimpse of Jeddah’s past. Some buildings were worn down and in need of repair, bearing no comparison to what we had enjoyed on our drive through the unusually calm city.

			I would soon learn that every region had its own distinct personality, and that even every family in Saudi had uniquely different religious demands that were influenced by family values or the father/husband’s wishes. Some families’ beliefs were more liberal than others in regard to religion, dress, drink, and comingling—regardless of where one resided.

			Riyadh, the largest city and the capital of the KSA, was known to be extremely religious and conservative, with harsh and stringent rules. It was a ninety-minute flight inland from Jeddah, almost due east, in the middle of the sprawling desert. The strictest areas of all were Mecca and Medina, the holy cities, where only Muslims were allowed, but Riyadh seemed to be in a time warp of its own. Public beheadings were an example of what could happen there if the rules of the country were not respected. Anyone could gather to watch trained men execute the accused in a split second with a sharp sword in “Chop Chop Square.” I was grateful for not being assigned to work in that dreadful city.

			After a night of sleep in a bed and in a room with air-conditioning, we flew to the small airport in Tabuk for our first overseas work assignment in Saudi Arabia. Strangely enough, I was energized, not scared, as I asked myself, What the hell am I doing here? I honestly did not know what to expect. When we arrived in the small airport in Tabuk we were driven to our housing compounds on a company bus, an old school bus painted white and with the Saudi military logo.

			Tabuk, a small desert village, was approximately a ninety-minute flight northeast from Jeddah. The presence of wealth was not visible by comparison to Jeddah; Tabuk was older and primitive, not modern. An abandoned group of buildings appeared in the middle of nowhere in a huge, meandering desert. This was my new home—a military base where an older hospital existed. A modern hospital was under construction, soon to be ready for occupancy.

			Saudi men were recruited or volunteered to be in the military, but the majority of people from this area lived in the desert. Called Bedouins, they still embraced the nomadic lifestyle, often preferring it to an urban one. The patients we had at the hospital were predominantly Bedouins. Bedouin families had recently become eligible for modern medical care, which was a new and peculiar experience for them. Before the availability of hospitals and medical treatment, it was not uncommon for them to obtain treatment by traditional or Islamic medicine healers.

			There was one main street that was paved; the others were dusty, pot-holed dirt roads with no stoplights or sidewalks. It was easy to walk around the town of a few blocks. The side streets branched off from the main street. Shop after shop of gold souks (stores) distinctively decorated the area. I was mesmerized by the quantity of gold jewelry displayed on the mirrored walls and in the glass cabinets that sparkled from the lights of the shops with minimal to no security. It was said a person could leave something of value behind and it would be there when he or she returned. A custom still practiced in Saudi is to cut off the hand of anyone caught stealing, thus deterring theft, which might explain this fact.

			There were other markets to peruse. Several fairly well-stocked stores with household items, like pots and pans and plastic containers and toys, took up space on other streets. Chicken Street was well known for delicious spit-fired chicken that filled the air with its tempting aroma from blocks away. The copper store was a favorite. In the meat market huge, unrefrigerated carcasses of meat hung in the open air while flies swarmed around. Only lamb or beef was available in Saudi; pork was not allowed nor to be eaten by Muslims. Halal methods were used in slaughtering animals. A Muslim would slit the throat of an animal using a very sharp knife, letting all the blood drip from its body. There may have been a dead chicken or two for sale beside the other meats on these filthy roads. I tried not to think of what I might be eating in the local restaurants.

			We were driven to a large, two-story apartment building consisting of sixty apartments built around two small, grassy common areas. We were to have our own apartments, but this did not happen at the beginning. There weren’t enough apartments to go around, so we shared a tiny apartment of less than three hundred square feet with one bedroom, two twin beds, and one bath.

			Shortly after we settled into our apartment, the other women in the compound told us to get ready to go out. I was still jet-lagged—after all, the time was nine hours later than in Kansas. Even so, it seemed it was party time and I would have to adjust quickly. But what, I wondered, do you wear to a party here? Apparently, you wore whatever you wanted.

			An old yellow school bus with the company name painted on it rolled in from another compound, picked us up, and would return us when the party was over. I was told that some women were known to get in the trunks of cars to get into places they were not allowed. Many male expats chose to purchase their own vehicles, providing additional autonomy to get about, go to the Red Sea, and travel with fewer restrictions.

			Loud speakers could be heard prior to our arrival at the other compound, blasting songs from groups like the Beatles, the Eagles, and even Bob Marley. Clearly, the party had already begun. Who said there was no alcohol in this country? Many expats had been testing their skills in brewing and distilling their own beer and wine to share or even sell. Another spirit was liquor made from potatoes, called sidiki, ironically meaning “friend” in Arabic. It was used in mixed drinks but was quite nasty on its own.

			Our party was around the swimming pool, with barbecued hamburgers and hotdogs and an assortment of other side dishes provided by the host compound. It was comparable to any party I might have attended in the States, except for the variation of Western nationalities in one location and stimulating conversations about their countries and why they had come to Saudi Arabia. I talked with Brits, Scots, Irish, Germans, Australians—people from so many countries I was unaccustomed to encountering.

			It was easy to forget that, just one day before, I had departed from my comfort zone in the United States. We danced the night away, flirted with boys, and drank as much as we wanted. Some people got really drunk. Always a lightweight when it came to alcohol, I had only a couple of drinks because I felt unsure and fearful of my surroundings, and I wondered what would happen if we were caught. Some ladies were invited to remain behind as the party continued and were content to do so, despite the rigid laws.

			Around midnight, our designated driver drove us to our accommodations, where loneliness overwhelmed me. Nothing was familiar. With no one I knew nearby, I felt barren, like the land I had embarked upon less than twenty-four hours ago, and I was jet-lagged. The reality of where I had come from to where I was at that moment stirred my emotions, and my head was doing jumping jacks. Yet this exploration was just the beginning.

			It was easy to understand why expats would gather and party to make this land feel more like home. Throughout my life in Saudi Arabia, most singles partied with mixed company, despite the fact that this was illegal. It was a norm we were accustomed to in our own countries, and so it became a norm living here. People took precautions, however; they didn’t flaunt it and were sensible enough not to draw attention to it, so usually no harm followed. It would have taken a lot of mutaween to monitor the ongoing mixing off the compounds.

			The Mutawa, the Islamic religious police force, monitored most, if not all, activities in the country. They were also called the Committee for the Promotion of Virtue and the Prevention of Vice—and interesting title. They were easy to spot by their shorter “high water”-length thobes and black shoes and socks.  They usually sported long, thick, sometimes pointed or henna-stained beards, with their gutras haphazardly placed on their heads. They would often carry wooden sticks to be used to hit people if they deemed it necessary. Living in Saudi Arabia, one learned to walk away from them, to avoid any interaction. 

			


			Susan, one of the women from my recruitment group, and I shared an apartment for a couple of months until it was possible to get our own apartments. We were charged sixty dollars a month for them, but it was worth it for us. One Saudi riyal was valued at approximately $3.75. A nurse who lived in an older female compound told me that they were each paid two hundred dollars monthly to share an apartment. My own apartment was on the ground floor. The view from my bedroom window was a large red-and-white-checkered water tower just outside of the housing compound; I tired of it quickly. Our compounds were “Little Americas.” Our housing was on the military base not so far from town, but far enough that transportation was necessary. We were within walking distance of the other compounds, the new hospital, the hospital recreation facility, and the female-only swimming pool.

			A six-foot plain gray cement wall with only one entrance and exit surrounded our newer single-female compound. Around the circumference of our apartment buildings was a large sandy area with many bright and colorful bougainvillea that would survive the extreme temperatures and provide some color to this drab, arid climate. Our guards were Bedouins who provided twenty-four-hour protection to keep men out of our living quarters. Their makeshift guardhouse was falling apart. The guards wore loose-fitting, often grungy white thobes with thin cotton trousers underneath as they sat or lay on pieces of cardboard placed on the ground. They played games in the dirt with rocks and drank hot, sugary tea, displaying a missing tooth or two, and were cheerful. Laughter was shared as we attempted to communicate with each other.

			Married couples and single men had compounds that were less guarded. The guards at their compounds were there to keep the single women out, with some exceptions for visiting married friends or couples.

			Frequently, from all the mosques throughout Saudi Arabia, a piercing sound startled my soul with its volume and force. The obtrusive noise sounded like a yell over a loudspeaker or even a megaphone by muezzins. It occurred five times throughout the day for the call to prayer (adhan) and for the Friday sermons (Jumuʹah). I never quite got used to that disturbingly loud sound. The muezzin is responsible for maintaining an accurate prayer schedule and is often chosen to serve the mosque based on both his character and the power of his voice. It is a much honored position.

			The sounds varied by location of the mosque and by the announcer. The broadcasts could be heard from miles away and often overlapped each other. It was not entertaining if your bedroom window was near a mosque. The first morning prayer was often around four o’clock, quite an annoying and unwanted early-morning alarm clock. I did eventually discover that some mosques had a calmer, more soothing sound, a sweet, song-like voice or melodious chant that was quite pleasant to listen to. This pure sound was considered an art form. In addition to all of the varied announcements that rang from the sky, the souks (markets) also sold prayer clocks that would sound an alarm when it was time for prayer. It was a commonly bought Saudi souvenir.

			Outside our compound, the guards laid their individual prayer rugs with printed designs on the ground, facing Mecca, the holy city, to perform the obligatory ritual prayer (salat). Prior to prayer, it was customary to perform a certain ritual purification to clean the body (wudū). When water was unavailable, using sand or dust to “wash” with was acceptable. Certain activities, such as using the bathroom, passing gas, sleeping, or sex, would invalidate the ablution. Culturally, the beliefs of Islam were remarkably different from my Christian upbringing, the only religion I had been exposed to as a child.

			Religions like Islam interested me, seeing what and how others believed. In all religions, there are different interpretations. Whom do you believe? I wondered which restrictions were rooted in culture as opposed to the religion. Was the practice of women covering more cultural than religious? What bothered me most in Saudi Arabia was the lack of freedom to believe or practice another religion, as well as the lack of freedom of speech.

			Some members of the royal family seemed to live by a different set of standards from other Saudis and expats. This was a concept I could not understand. If you are a Muslim, a Christian, or whatever religion you embrace, you honor your religion, regardless of if you are being watched or told what to do. Religious hypocrisy is present wherever you live, but this was such a different place and a different set of standards, such a contrast to my other life.

			There was little in the way of Western entertainment to be found. There were no public movie theaters in KSA, though I am told there were in the late 1970s, prior to the sizeable influx of Westerners, when life seemingly got stricter, not only for the expats but also the Saudis. Some compounds may have had a movie theater, but they were no longer in use where I worked.

			No place overtly existed where people of opposite sex comingled unless married, with the exception of the hospital and its recreation center. Some restaurant owners were prepared to take chances, sometimes allowing unmarried couples to join each other in the “family” section, but that was the extent of it.

			The Western embassies and military bases had different standards of freedom. They were permitted to hold mixed gatherings and had the privilege of holding church services, and alcohol was not taboo. They had the liberty to come and go without being guarded and with little scrutiny.

			Needless to say, life in Saudi Arabia was an awakening adventure for me. It was an unbelievably unique, often duplicitous way to live. In Tabuk, we went everywhere in my community without covering if dressed appropriately. I wore shorts and short sleeves around my home. My abaya would be utilized depending on my wardrobe off the compound. Muumuus—long, loose-fitting dresses in many colors and patterns—were frequently worn and could be purchased throughout the country. With the temperature being so hot, it was an awkward, uncomfortable adjustment to wear a lot of clothes. Unlike the larger cities, we were very relaxed in Tabuk and not bothered by our clothes and coverings as long as we were considerate about what was appropriate.

			Usually British employees, often known to party more, staffed the hospital’s incredible recreation and activity department. I soon learned there were certain freedoms and liberties outside of the compound I had not anticipated. In time, I was busier in Tabuk than I had been back at home. I was utterly amazed and excited by all that was offered to help us feel less restricted in a country I thought would be more like a prison.

			Perhaps the recent introduction of expats in this small community was why it had not caught up with the larger cities in terms of restrictions. Though all events needed approval by some government office, little was denied except during Ramadan, the holy month, when there was a higher awareness in the country as a whole. We were not closely monitored, allowing us to comingle openly while remaining on the military compound. Swimming pools in the married compounds, tennis courts, exercise and weight-lifting rooms, and a snack bar were available for coed use. Hospital buses provided frequent runs into town to shop or to dine out at excellent Pakistani or Indian restaurants. A diverse choice of activities was conveniently arranged, from scuba diving, snorkeling, and fishing in the Red Sea to desert expeditions for hiking and exploration.

			There was one camping trip to the Red Sea I will always remember. The scuba divers did night dives for lobster. More lobsters than I had ever seen or eaten, along with copious amounts of homebrew, contributed to a delightful starlit night at a camp in the wide-open desert with the sea lopping in the background. (That magical atmosphere aside, there were no bathrooms in the desert, and finding privacy could be challenging.)

			For New Year’s Eve in 1983, a group from the hospital went to Amman, Jordan, and Petra. In Amman we partied the night away with hotel guests from all over the world. My new lifestyle prompted me to buy my first bottle of expensive champagne, Dom Pérignon. I learned the Chicken Dance; little did I know it was popular all around the world and danced on occasions of all kinds.

			After we celebrated the New Year in style we ventured on to Petra, a historical and archaeological city in southern Jordan which is a UNESCO World Heritage Site. To reach Petra, “the Rose City,” we rode horses for close to an hour, not quite a mile, through the long, very narrow gorge called the Siq, through mountains of sandstone, until right before my eyes were elaborately carved rock pillars, towers, and tombs—the most ornate rose-colored structures I had ever seen. Al-Khazneh, the “Treasury,” was one of many formations that were remarkably preserved. Believed to have been founded as early as 9,000 BC, Petra had once been lost, but was rediscovered in 1812. This area had a spiritual feeling.

			It was a very fulfilling weekend, getting back in touch with my normalcy, even if I was in another country.

			


			The reality of returning to Saudi Arabia was often unbelievable, as there were so many peculiar ways about my newly discovered land. At this time, the telephone system was still a work in progress. Calls from outside could be transferred to our compound phones, but we could not make long-distance calls, except at the “phone office” in town. Outgoing long-distance calls were made in town from a small stone building with a room that housed a few telephones. You waited your turn, often outside in the brutal heat, in the long, slow lines. When it was your turn, you gave one of the attendants the number you wanted to call. The number of minutes used, in addition to the time of day and the destination of the call, determined the cost. Numerous languages were being spoken in the room simultaneously. It was often difficult to hear, even though small dividers were provided in an attempt to block the distracting noise. In some larger cities, telephone booths were available on the streets for making local and long-distance calls, but many coins were required.

			Outgoing mail was often collected by someone leaving the country who would post from the States or another Western country. We gave them postage stamps or money for postage. Incoming mail would be mailed to our hospital and delivered to our nursing units. It was wonderful to receive mail from home, often a competition to see who got the most letters. Packages sent from other countries didn’t always arrive, or were confiscated by customs for being “inappropriate,” or because someone wanted what was mailed. During the major Muslim holidays, we did not expect our mail to get delivered. Everything stopped, even mail delivery. Bags of mail would sit idle for days outside of the post offices without being processed or even acknowledged.

			I was slowly becoming accustomed to the reality that everything needed to be planned and organized around the prayer calls, as all businesses closed for prayer. If we were able to get inside a restaurant before prayer, we were able to remain, as people were concealed and segregated behind dark curtained windows with dimmed lights. It was much nicer to wait inside in the fan-cooled or air-conditioned restaurants, where we could wait to order or to get our food when prayer was over, after fifteen to thirty minutes. Prayers on Friday afternoons were the longest, usually a half hour or more.

			I enjoyed this fabulous opportunity to live in Saudi Arabia, though not all expats felt the same. Many were easily frustrated at being on “Saudi time,” meaning often things would take longer than we were accustomed to, or a job may have been done half-assed or not finished at all. I would learn how time was monitored differently by the inshallah mentality. Once one caught on to the Saudi inshallah, “God willing,” lifestyle, it would help one in acclimating to a different reference to time. “Inshallah” would be said after anything that pertained to the future. It was a word used often, not only among the Arabs but also expats.

		

	
		
			

			Hospital Life

			What was I to do? How could I communicate without knowing Arabic?

			



			For many years an American company had a lucrative contract with the Saudi government to set up, manage, and staff the military hospitals throughout Saudi Arabia. I had been more apprehensive than I needed to be, as I was just a number among many thousands of people, expatriates (expats), who came from all over the world to work in and help develop Saudi Arabia. Our hospital was staffed with Western doctors, nurses, administrators, and other ancillary staff. A few Saudis had also studied or been trained to assist in these roles. Nurses and doctors were recruited from America, Great Britain, Ireland, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand. Only the Western group of nurses provided registered nursing (RN) care in this American-run military hospital. English was the language of the hospital, though it was not spoken or understood by the majority of the patients.

			What was I to do, not knowing the Arabic language? How would I take care of patients who spoke only Arabic? English-speaking nurses, both male and female, from Egypt, Jordan, Palestine, Lebanon, and Syria, were hired as translators, although their nursing education was not equivalent to Western standards. Finding a male translator was not always an easy task, as they might be off the unit to pray, smoke, get tea, or chat with friends. In Tabuk, a few Saudis knew English, as did some of the merchants, which was helpful. The hospital staff and some educated military men were well versed in English, especially higher-ranking officers from Pakistan that came to help train the Saudi military. Another language challenge for me on my unit was having to translate the strong Scottish accent of a nurse who gave me nursing reports in difficult-to-comprehend English when her shift ended.

			The hospital provided our nursing uniforms, white pants and tops for registered nurses. Thick, foldable paper nursing caps were part of the uniform; a colored stripe designated your title. When I asked an Egyptian nurse I worked with why she did not cover her head, she replied, “I do not feel that it is necessary.” She went on to say, “When I die, I will go to a lower number in heaven. I will have to work to gain higher levels in heaven.” It is the Islamic belief that there are seven heavens one must pass through when they die. Not all Muslims felt it necessary to cover their heads in Saudi Arabia or in their own countries.

			


			Fatimah, one of my first patients, was in the hospital to get her diabetes under control, which was often difficult to do when living in the desert. She was not tall, about the same height as me and maybe fifteen years older. (Many Saudis did not know their date of birth, as it was often not recorded, so they would give a date close to what was familiar.) Instead of a hospital gown, Fatimah wore a long, light-blue chiffon dress. It was customary for our female patients to wear their own clothes. Her long, straight, thick, dark hair was pulled back behind her head, and her large brown eyes were beautifully accented with kohl, a type of charcoal women put on their eyelids. I will always remember Fatimah. She taught me my first Arabic words—marhabaan (hello), moya haar (hot water), moya barid (cold water), min fadlik (please), shukran (thanks), and maʹa s-salāma (goodbye)—passing me her water pitcher every time I went past her room. We laughed as I stumbled through the words, repeating them over and over until I grasped them. She mentioned her son to me a number of times, thinking I might be a good wife for him; he had just returned from studying in the States. Because of Fatimah and my interest in communicating with her and my other patients, I started a conversational Arabic class shortly after arriving in Tabuk.
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