
Chapter One



For the Love of Daughters

AMANI! YOU can go only as far as your feet can take you!’ Maha, my eldest daughter, screeched. To further highlight her contempt, she roared, while twirling to move away from her sister, ‘And not one step further!’

I shivered in dismay. From where, and from whom, had my beautiful daughter learned to wail like one possessed? Maha had claimed Europe as her home for the past seven years and I had spent many anxious nights fretting about my boldest child’s new life in foreign lands. Was this howling an indication that she was living a psychotic life thousands of miles away from her mother?

I had little time to ponder Maha’s bizarre yowling. Amani, my youngest child and second daughter, went into action, her face flashing dark red with anger as she leapt like a desert gazelle towards her elder sister. If I had not been in attendance, my two adult daughters would have certainly exchanged blows, possibly grappling to the floor to physically fight as they had once done as children.

I seized Maha by her upper arm and pulled with all my strength. She tumbled into me, as Amani stumbled and collided into Kareem, my husband, who had entered the sitting room in pursuit of the explosion of female cries.

My darling husband is one of the Arab world’s longest-suffering fathers: prior to Maha’s visit, he had announced that he would no longer tolerate Maha and Amani conducting themselves as children. After all, Amani was now a married woman and mother. Our youngest child normally lived serenely, professing happiness in her marriage and in her role as a mother of a young son.

Maha’s life was in great contrast; living as a single adult in one of Europe’s major cities, she was working as an executive in one of her father’s businesses, enjoying a normal social life with her friends. Time and again, Maha has demonstrated her ability to easily manage most adult situations.

Kareem fleetingly gazed at me in disbelief before raising his voice to shout, so as to be heard over the sputtering protest of Amani and the wrathful squawk produced by Maha. ‘This will cease! Now!’ Kareem commanded.

Although my daughters have often ignored their mother’s demands, they rarely fail to respond suitably to their father’s orders. I felt myself the spectator to a miracle as their cries and insults silenced instantly.

At that moment my sister Sara walked soundlessly into the room. She had arrived early for the planned family party to celebrate Maha’s visit. Sara’s expression was as usual appealingly composed, but her big black eyes grew significantly bigger when she observed that her sister and brother-in-law were both heavily perspiring while clutching onto an adult daughter.

Sara looked intently at the outlandish scene for a few moments before her lips curved into a smile. ‘My dear nieces, does fighting still hold such charm for you, even after two broken bones and a chipped tooth?’

Sara was recalling the most violent of my daughters’ battles, after Amani had foolishly strung a thin trip wire across the back hallway that led to a special room holding newly born kittens. Amani believed her kittens to be such treasures that she endlessly obsessed that someone might attempt to steal the animals and sell them in the animal souk.

As fate would have it, Maha had been the unintended victim after rushing unsuspecting along the hallway. After tripping over the wire, Maha’s violent fall had resulted in two broken wrists, as she caught her full weight with her hands. When a young Amani had heard the noise, she had raced to discover the identity of the kitty thief, only to find her sister writhing in pain. Amani, unaware that Maha was in real anguish, angrily accused her sister of planning to steal all the kittens just to rid our home of an additional eight pets.

When Amani was a teenager, our family travelled to Mecca for the pilgrimage. During the religious event, Amani’s religious faith was transformed; once a child whose faith was dormant, she emerged a determined young woman who wished to embrace all aspects of our Islamic faith with unnerving intensity. Since that life-changing religious experience, Amani had had the unfortunate habit of throwing a shadow of doubt on everyone’s behaviour, often accusing those around her of moral or criminal deeds.

When Amani tried to peer underneath Maha’s body to make sure there were no kittens hidden there, an enraged Maha had elbowed her sister in the face, breaking a tooth.

While the event was not amusing at the time – as Kareem and I had had to explain to our family physician the embarrassing nature of our daughters’ injuries – Sara’s comment and her cool nature were the perfect anger antidote. Kareem and I exchanged a look and laughed loudly at the memory of that time long ago when our daughters’ behaviour too often resembled the stalking and fighting of wild beasts set loose in our home.

A humourless Amani did not approve of our laughter. She eased herself away from her father, brushing her dress’s bodice with her hand as though nothing more worrying than a spill had occurred. She then greeted her Auntie Sara with a routine exchange of kisses, changing the subject by enquiring about Sara’s sick grandchild, whose little life had recently been threatened by a serious bout of whooping cough. Maha, as triumphant as a conquering warrior, yanked away from her mother and touched her favourite auntie’s shoulder in a gesture of affection before retreating to pour a cold drink made of freshly squeezed lemons. She and Amani then deliberately chose to occupy opposite sides of the room, portraying the perfect role of strangers to one another.

I love my two daughters as much as any mother can love their children, but even as adults they continue to test my patience. Years ago I had clung to the hope that adulthood would bring maturity, but I was sadly mistaken. Staring at my daughters, I saw that both wore an expression of haughty satisfaction. I fought the strongest desire to smack those faces.

Even as I made small talk with Sara and Kareem, I was questioning our life, wondering why two daughters of the same parents could not find one thing to agree upon. From their teenage years, our daughters have clashed on every aspect of our Saudi life.

Maha was born a strong, free-spirited girl who took vigilant notice at a young age of the cultural and social constraints placed on Saudi females. Over the years, her rage festered at the unfairness of our country’s social customs regarding gender; she grew to detest every restriction and often voiced her resolve to test each one. Amani embraced the most conservative, traditional beliefs of our land so long as they were directed at females. There were times when it seemed to me that Amani believed that the shackles confining females were not harsh enough.

Over time I came to the sad conclusion that females in Saudi Arabia were better off being ruled by female-hating clerics than a conservative female like my own daughter. Many were the times I questioned my abilities as a mother, wondering where I had gone wrong with my once sweet and compliant Amani.

After years of traumatic episodes and incidences, tranquillity came to our home only once Maha had persuaded us, her parents, that she would never know true happiness while forced to live in Saudi Arabia. Kareem and I felt real concern that she would indeed purposely test every stringent social and tribal law regarding women if compelled to reside in the kingdom. Our Maha is a bold girl – fearless and unflinching when it comes to authority. Perhaps she would commit an act considered so culturally serious that there would be a chorus of communal disapproval followed by a clamour for our uncle, the king, to make an example of our daughter.

After many extended conversations, Kareem and I arranged for Maha to attend university in Europe. Happily, our daughter’s aggressive personality lightened considerably after moving away. She was so content in Europe that we later accepted that our daughter would always make her home far from our desert kingdom. From that time, Maha made only rare trips to Saudi Arabia, although we often visited her.

Unlike her sister, Amani cherished female life in Saudi Arabia, often stating that there was no country so good for women as our land. She believed herself to be lovingly protected from the vices of the world, rather than being inhibited from making personal choices without the input of her father, who was, and still remains, her male guardian. Prior to arranging Amani’s marriage, Kareem insisted upon the stipulation that he, her father, remained her guardian. My husband could not abide the thought of any man holding such power over his child. According to these legal documents, at Kareem’s death, Amani’s eldest son will be her guardian, regardless of what age he might be at the time of his grandfather’s demise. So it may come to pass that a child might be named Amani’s guardian. For me, this is a ridiculous concept, one I believe women should fight with all their might, but my daughter claims she will bear no grudge should the day come when she will be an adult woman ruled by a guardian who is her male child!

Few people outside the kingdom understand that every Saudi female is born into the most rigid, male-dominated system, where a male will be her guardian. This is the case even in the year 2014 (1435 A.H. in the Islamic calendar). This appointed male guardian has complete control over the female, from her first moment of birth to the last second of her death. Although the obligations of a guardian are not written in Saudi law, the guardian’s rights to rule might as well be carved in stone. Saudi courts recognise obedience to the guardian as law, even if the female is a full adult. A woman needs authorisation from her guardian before she can attend school, marry, divorce, open a bank account, seek employment or even have surgery. I have known of four occasions personally when a Saudi woman has died because her guardian has been travelling and was unavailable to provide permission for emergency surgery.

No woman in Saudi Arabia can escape the guardian’s mantle, wrapped tightly round her body like a vice, keeping her a permanent prisoner of her guardian’s every wish. The male guardian is her personal king, there to decide every aspect of her life. Such a guardian can rule that a woman has sullied the family honour and should be put to death, should he so choose. There is no one in the land to intervene, not even the police or members of government security. I am speaking the truth. I will admit that it is unusual these days for a guardian to rule that his wife or daughter should be put to death, but should he decide to do so, death will come to that woman. Such is the life of a Saudi female existing under the rule of a guardian. In fact, several cases have appeared in the international news recently, though others go unreported. Horrifying crimes of murder will be revealed in a later chapter.

Even I, a woman capable of caring for myself, have never lived a day without a guardian. My father was my guardian until I married Kareem. For me, my father was a very unkind guardian, although I am alive today because he never considered murdering me when I brought shame and disappointment to him. At the time of our marriage, Kareem accepted the mantle of guardianship over my father’s youngest daughter. Should my husband pass from this earth before me, my son Abdullah will be my guardian.

Admittedly, my situation is safer than that of most Saudi women since my husband and I truly love each other. Many have been the times that my husband claims he would not wish to live if I were dead, so I have always reasoned that he would never kill me. Kareem’s loving feelings for me give me a formidable power and a sense of security. So, after leaving my family home, guardianship has posed only a negligible personal dilemma for me.

Actually, my husband lovingly spoke about guardianship early on in our marriage. I remember that day as if it were only a few weeks ago. My handsome husband swore upon our most holy book, the Koran, saying, ‘Sultana, we are guardians in trust. I am your guardian. You are my guardian. We will look to the other for help in every problem of life.’

Only once did Kareem break his vow, and that was when he foolishly attempted to force me to accept a second wife. That plan did not go well for my husband. Those who know me personally, or who have read my story, know that I was the victor in that marital struggle. This, I believe, is because I am willing to die if I feel strongly enough about a situation, while my husband carefully guards his own life, as well as my own.

But now I had more problems than guardianship to contend with, for I heard Maha continue to speak under her breath, insulting Amani’s Saudi education.

I was happy that Amani was college educated. In fact, during her high school years Amani had expressed little desire to attend university, asserting that a good Muslim woman needed nothing more than a husband and children. I was shattered by my child’s resolve to avoid a full education. Kareem handled the situation wisely when he pointed out that there were important steps she had not taken, namely a university education. The subject of a husband could only be raised once Amani had earned her university degree.

After speaking with religious authorities, Amani became satisfied that education was not at odds with our Islamic faith. Once placated thus, she enrolled in the Art and Humanities College in the Arabic language and literature department at the Riyadh University for Women, later renamed the Princess Nora bint Abdul Rahman University after the most beloved sister to our grandfather, the first king, Abdul Aziz Al Sa’ud. To our surprise and parental glee, Amani slipped easily into continuing education, admitting that she relished her classes in the Arabic language and literature department. She earned high marks in all classes and graduated after four years of study.

I dreamt that Amani might be a teacher of literature to other girls, for she was very passionate in her learning, but soon found myself sighing with sadness when Amani announced that she would never work. There were too many possibilities of meeting men not of her family to chance entering the world of the working woman. She would never talk with, or work with, any man other than her husband, father, brother, son or other close male relative by blood or by family. Amani claimed that her learning was undertaken so that she might better represent her religion, faith and Islamic values, and also, most importantly, to be a better mother to her children.

Kareem told me not to protest: ‘Sultana, do not forget that 58 per cent of college students in Saudi Arabia are female, yet only 14 per cent of those girls can find jobs. It is just as well that Amani does not fill a position truly needed by another Saudi girl.’

I grimaced at his words, yet I could not deny that Kareem spoke a woeful truth. While Amani would never need a salary from a job to provide life’s necessities, our country is filled with educated girls who are anxious for much-needed employment. Certainly I am delighted that so many Saudi girls are being allowed to attend school, which was not always the case in my country.

Yet, as it is for females in Saudi Arabia, as soon as women overcome one obstacle, another appears. While education of females is becoming accepted by most men, many fathers baulk at the idea of their daughters working; they want to ensure that men who are not members of the family do not have physical access to their daughters. Additionally, many husbands refuse permission for their wives to work, although most promise otherwise during the engagement period. Furthermore, many businesses do not like females working in their establishments, dreading that the mix of men and women will create problems with the religious establishment. Such angry-faced men assert that females and the devil walk hand-in-hand when women mingle with men who are strangers to them. Pity the poor Saudi woman who wants to use her intellect and her education to work in her chosen profession, for there are many barriers placed in her path.

Within months of graduating from college, Amani pressed for us to arrange a marriage with a suitable royal cousin. She did not name someone specific, asking only that he be a man from a known good royal family, of good character and a believer. She steadfastly rejected the opportunity to view a photograph of her groom-to-be, so charitably provided by his sister. Amani became incensed when her brother Abdullah taunted her with hints that her cousin was pleading to see his future bride’s face, and that he, Abdullah, might relieve the young man’s anxiety by displaying a photograph of Amani. She became so distraught that she tearfully entreated her father to intervene, and he did, forbidding our son from annoying his sister any further on the matter.

Abdullah is a joyful soul who relentlessly teases his sisters, but only Maha shows the occasional sign of humour at his antics. If only my two daughters shared the pleasing and outgoing character of my son, I would be a mother teeming with joy. Kareem, too, acknowledges that our son is trouble-free and has often said to me: ‘Sultana, God chose to challenge our endurance with Amani and Maha.’

During the times he was personally frustrated with me for one thing or another, he delighted in adding an insult: ‘My daughters have inherited their mother’s propensity for generating bedlam.’ Certainly both daughters arrived on this earth preprogrammed with the most exhausting dispositions.

But as an opposite character to her mother and sister, Amani holds dear everything to do with being a woman ruled by men. She is also a poster girl for strict obedience of everything religious. From her teen years, she wore the full black veil with enormous satisfaction, believing it immoral for any woman to expose her face in public. She still covers her delicate hands with black gloves, and her feet and legs with thick black stockings, regardless of the sweltering heat in the kingdom – in fact, even when we visit Jeddah, the port city known for its drenching humidity.

I have always said that such a costume is extremely dangerous in the heat of Saudi Arabia and my concerns were substantiated when Amani was visiting us, heavily pregnant, at our Jeddah home. As she was not familiar with some of our newly employed male staff, she tended to wear her heavy veil from the moment she woke until she slept. My poor daughter feared that one of them might catch a glimpse of her uncovered face, although these men are trusted and accustomed to being around the females in our homes.

One morning she walked down the stairs fully veiled, annoying me and even surprising her Auntie Sara, who generally accepted the contrasting behaviour of my two daughters with a smile. I started to voice my thoughts, saying I found it ridiculous for Amani to fully cover when at home. Besides, I enjoy having a conversation with someone I can see, and most particularly get pleasure from looking upon the faces of my children. At that moment Sara gave me a warning look and I bit my lip, asking instead, ‘Would you like some cold juice, my precious?’

Amani brushed past, saying, ‘No, Mummy. I feel like a stroll in the garden.’ One of our Indonesian maids opened the heavy wooden and glass door so that Amani could enter the special women’s garden Kareem had so carefully designed for the females in our family. The garden is unusually large and studded with numerous enormous plants and lots of ferns; the effect was meant to be reminiscent of a rainforest. Overly protective of my pregnant daughter, I called out, ‘Don’t get lost in all that greenery, sweet Amani.’ My daughter did not respond.

Soon Sara and I became distracted with a game of komkom; this is a fun game we often play when at Jeddah because the game requires seashells that the children can sometimes find on the Red Sea shoreline. Two of Sara’s eight grandchildren played with us. The gaiety of watching the children toss the seashells on the floor was fun and I momentarily forgot the time. When Abdullah came into the sitting area and enquired about Amani, I suddenly realised that she had been in the garden for nearly an hour.

I jumped to my feet and dashed out of the door and into the garden, calling for my child. I gave a terrified scream when I saw her sprawled on the ground, the black cloth of her abaya draped over a small fern and fluttering in the sea breeze.

‘Amani!’ I shouted out.

Abdullah quickly followed, as well as several of our drivers, who had heard my cry and came running into the garden, normally forbidden to them.

For a moment, I thought my precious child was dead, finally smothered to death by all that heavy black fabric, her black stockings and gloves. Amani’s costume probably weighed more than she did herself, as she had always been delicate in size. Even though she was pregnant, she weighed only 40 kg, less than 90 lb.

Abdullah and one of the drivers lifted Amani and carried her into our air-conditioned home. While struggling to hold her carefully, for she was noticeably pregnant, her veil was accidentally pulled from her face and her long black skirt was hoisted above her waist.

At that moment I did not care, although Amani’s black stockings only stretched to her knees, leaving her white thighs visible for all to see.

My daughter was placed upon the largest of the five sofas in the sitting area and I began to remove her heavy black cover. When I pulled back her veil, I caught my breath at the sight of her face, which was dark red, almost bruised in appearance, her eyes rolling back, exposing the whites of her eyes, a most alarming sight.

By this time one of the servants had located Kareem in his office and my husband was by my side, calling out for cold wet cloths to be placed on her face. On Kareem’s instructions, Abdullah drove at speed to the home of our family physician, a very experienced Palestinian doctor who lived only a short distance from us. Abdullah was told to bring him to us to tend to our daughter.

By this time I felt myself going mad. Amani lay like a corpse. Kareem was pointing out that our daughter was breathing steadily, so there was no need for me to yank at my hair, something I did not even know I was doing. Though when I pulled my hands away from my head, I saw that dozens of long black hairs were dangling from my clenched fingers.

I looked around to see that every housemaid, driver and gardener was packed tightly into our large sitting area, but before I had time to order them all to leave, our doctor arrived. I’ve never been so happy to see his big ruddy face and short chubby body, although in the past he had sometimes irritated me with his habit of folding his hands behind his back and pacing in circles, muttering incoherently while deep in thought.

I have always wanted to know instantly every aspect of a medical problem concerning my children. As the doctor hurried to hover over our daughter, asking that everyone step back to give her space to breathe, he seemed very concerned. I clung to Kareem’s arm, staring at my child the exact moment Amani opened her eyes. She unexpectedly saw the big face of the Palestinian doctor studying her face, then gasped loudly and fainted.

Amani was eventually returned to good health. The doctor announced that the heat was the problem and spoke in a low but firm voice to Amani, telling her that she should not wear such heavy black clothing in the heat and humidity of Jeddah. I knew from her expression that she would never follow doctor’s orders and that I must remember to cease travelling to Jeddah during the hottest of the summer months. Our family would remain in Riyadh, where the air is dry, making life more tolerable for veiled women.

Amani’s painful psychological ordeal was far from over. She was most scandalised when she later discovered that everyone employed in our Jeddah home had caught sight of her uncovered face, and that three of the drivers had even glimpsed the flesh on her legs. My child became so overexcited that her father and I had to promise that we would rotate all the employees from Jeddah to Riyadh when we were visiting our Jeddah palace. When we returned to Riyadh, those same employees would be sent back to Jeddah. It was going to be a merry-go-round of employees only because Amani was too embarrassed to be in the company of those who had seen her face and legs.

Everything required for Amani’s peace of mind seemed ridiculous to me, but there was nothing I would not do to ease the stress of one of my children, and most especially my pregnant daughter. And now time had passed and Amani was the mother of a son.

My two daughters had not seen each other in more than a year, yet fireworks had quickly erupted between Amani and Maha. In fact, Maha had arrived back in the kingdom only three days earlier, but already my two girls were fighting over nearly every aspect of daily life for Saudi women.

Kareem left to refresh himself for the night’s company, advising Maha, ‘Daughter, please retire to your room and prepare yourself for this evening. The time has come for our guests to arrive.’

I smiled, happy that Kareem reminded Maha of the entertaining evening ahead. After all, a large number of guests were expected to see Maha. Since the day we received notice that Maha was coming for a rare visit, a welcoming party had been planned. Nearly all the family had arranged their busy schedules so that they might be part of the celebration.

Sara and I had spent many hours planning the evening. We had decided to serve Maha’s favourite Arabic foods, including al-kabsa, tahini and tomato chicken. Kareem had arranged for separate food to be served in the men’s gardens so that our vegan daughter Amani would not catch a view of the whole stuffed camel with lambs, chickens, eggs and rice. We were afraid that our animal-loving Amani might destroy such a dish if it was spotted. In the past, Amani had discovered a cooked baby camel and had had it buried in our garden before our guests arrived. Therefore great secrecy surrounded the camel dish, a specialty our guests could savour and enjoy.

There would be plenty of French delicacies, as well. Sara’s French chef had been busy for the past few days, making his delicious bisque, salmon terrine and pot-au-feu. A plane sent to France had returned with all the special French cheeses and baguettes.

I looked to see if Maha might obey her father. She nodded but didn’t move a muscle away from her perch on the sofa.

From the moment Kareem exited the room, Amani resumed her disagreement with her sister. Attempting to bring Sara into the discussion, she asked, ‘Auntie Sara, what are your thoughts on women driving?’ Then before Sara could consider a response, Amani’s words continued to bubble from her lips, ‘Don’t you agree that if Saudi women drive, their veils will create visibility problems, causing accidents? Once an accident occurs, she would be forced into an illicit conversation with the other driver. What if he was a male driver, a stranger to her?’

Sara was caught in an awkward place, so I entered the conversation, saying, ‘Sweet girl, please do your mummy a favour and leave such controversial topics for another more appropriate time.’

Before Amani could react, Maha made an angry grunt, but left the room in a hurry. I hoped she had taken her father’s advice to repair her hair and makeup.

Before the tension could evaporate from the room, however, Maha returned. I saw that she had retrieved her international driving licence and was flashing it at Amani in an aggressive manner, saying, ‘My little sister is one of those fools who has a college degree but is uneducated!’

Nothing could stop Amani, who is equally as stubborn and determined as Maha. ‘The driving of automobiles by women is a source of undeniable vices. Women driving leads to that, and this is self-evident.’

Amani often quoted fatwas issued by various Saudi clerics and I recognised her words as having come from Sheikh Abdul Aziz bin Baz, a Saudi cleric who was the Grand Mufti of Saudi Arabia from 1993 until his death, aged 88, in 1999.

Baz had announced many controversial rulings, one of which was that the earth was flat. He had said: ‘The earth is fixed and stable and has been spread out by God for mankind and made a bed and cradle for them, tied down by mountains lest it shake.’ After his statement, he was ridiculed by many journalists. My father once told Kareem that his older (half) brother, King Faisal, had become so enraged that Baz had mortified all Saudis through his ignorance that he had ordered the destruction of any papers or books that reported Baz’s words. Later Baz declared that the sun rotates round the earth, though he retracted that statement after my cousin, Prince Sultan bin Salman, spent time aboard the space shuttle Discovery. When he returned to Saudi Arabia, it was said that he swore to the cleric that he had seen the earth from space, and that the earth was rotating and was not still.

Other rulings Baz made had to do with keeping all women in purdah, or isolation, and for this I always disliked the man. Others disagreed with me because he was loved by many. He was one of Amani’s favourite clerics, although he had died when Amani was still a child.

Amani knew Baz’s fatwa by heart, about women being forbidden from driving, and she proudly quoted, ‘Depravity leads to the innocent and pure women being accused of indecencies. Allah has laid down one of the harshest punishments for such an act to protect society from the spreading of the causes of depravity. Women driving cars, however, is one of the causes that lead to that.’

Now Maha was dancing around the room, singing her words in a loud voice, ‘I am free, Amani, while you willingly wear chains!’ She leapt into the air like a ballerina, holding her driving licence like a trophy.

My daughter is really too dramatic.

Maha continued her rant. ‘I am free! My sister wears chains!’

Amani sputtered in fury.

Sara and I listened in consternation to the ongoing argument. We were both prepared to intervene should physical violence develop.

Maha danced towards her sister. ‘Listen, Amani. You are in the Dark Ages. You could be smart, but you seek ignorance and you appear to like portraying weakness and ignorance, to have men making all your decisions, when you are fully capable.’

‘Everything you do is haram, Maha,’ Amani announced self-importantly, with the greatest certainty.

‘I am free, Amani, to live. I am free to think for myself. I am free to drive. I am free to have thoughts about anything I please. I am a woman freed from this madness you embrace so lovingly!’

My head spun like the earth at Maha’s next statement, and even Sara gasped. ‘Today I tricked all those silly old men. I dressed as a man and took Abdullah’s new Mercedes for a drive around the city.’

‘Maha!’ I cried. ‘Maha, please tell me this is not so! You will humiliate your parents if you are caught dressing as a man and driving an automobile.’

‘Oh, Mother,’ Maha giggled, ‘I was never in danger. I wore no make-up. Abdullah painted a most realistic pencil moustache on my face. Abdullah did all the talking in the shops, so no one heard any feminine voice.’

My voice went high in pitch. ‘My son knew of this?’

Maha’s lips turned down in frustration. ‘Your son agrees with me, Mother. He is of the opinion that all these antiquated rules against women should disappear, just like this,’ and she snapped her fingers. ‘I hope a good future is waiting when one of the young princes like Abdullah is selected to be king. If it is my brother, he will put an end to this nonsense. Then, and only then, will I return to live in my country.’

I was about to say a lot more, to tell Maha that I happened to know that Abdullah had no desire to be king of Saudi Arabia, as my son is not a man who has that spark of desire to rule others, but just then I heard the voices of various family members as they made their way down the long corridor to the sitting area. Our company was arriving. The hour of the long-anticipated family party had arrived.

‘We will talk more later, Maha,’ I promised with a stern voice, as I scurried from the room to greet our guests. On my way I turned to Sara: ‘Dear sister, please organise my daughters and bring them to the party.’

Sara nodded in agreement. ‘Do not worry, Sultana,’ she said. ‘We will join you soon.’

I kept a confident look until I walked from the room to make my way up the long corridor. That’s when my shoulders slumped in despair and exhaustion; I had witnessed another very unpleasant scene between my two beautiful daughters.

In recent years I had often found myself engrossed in wonderful daydreams of how my family would finally come together in harmony. I had hoped that my dreams would come true that night.

Over the years I had sought an agreeable relationship with the man who had given me life, despite the years he had spent inflicting pain on me, his youngest daughter. Before the horrible scene between Amani and Maha, I was delighted that my father had finally accepted an invitation to my home. But now, with Amani and Maha in such uncompromising moods, I knew if disorder erupted in his presence I would never see my father again. In his old age he had unwaveringly avoided conflict and I knew he would certainly not tolerate an unpleasant scene between these two young women. Indeed, it would reflect badly on both myself and my husband if such a scene took place.

The thought passed through my mind that I should forget the party and seal myself behind the impenetrable steel door Kareem had recently installed.

This precaution was taken after Kareem had met with one of his cousins, an important official in Saudi intelligence in the Ministry of the Interior. Kareem’s cousin revealed alarming information about the interrogation of a young Saudi man who had crossed over from being a law-abiding citizen to one who had caught the dangerous fever of radicalism. The young man had recently spent time in Syria while fighting in that civil war. During his interrogation, the young man had divulged troubling intelligence, reporting that Al Qaeda operatives were slipping across our border with Yemen to move into small villages in our own kingdom. From those villages they had plans to set up raids against the members of the Saudi government. One of their favourite schemes was the plot to bring death to members of the Saudi royal family, people like Kareem and me and our children.

I kept walking down the long corridor to my fate, whatever it might be. I attempted to refocus my mind on the coming hours, praying to Allah that the evening before me would bring merriment and enjoyment.


Chapter Two



The Party

LIKE A SIREN song, diamonds call out to most females. I no longer hear that call. I lost my desire for expensive jewellery the moment I discovered the immense joy one derives from helping others. Now when I am shown exquisite jewels, I do not envisage the glittering gems draped around my neck, hanging from my ears or clasped upon my wrist; instead, I contemplate what the value of those gems could procure. Perhaps it would allow an eager child to take lessons in a good school, or a sickly mother to feel the glow of calm, knowing she will live to return to her children after receiving high-priced medical care.

I was walking into a situation where I would have such an opportunity, as lively voices animating the corridor led me to believe that members of my family were already enjoying the pleasure of an exciting re-union. But I was wrong. Expensive jewellery was the cause of much of the commotion.

As I entered the largest of our sitting rooms, I heard the distinct voices of three of my older sisters. Dismay washed over me when I looked to see my sisters, Tahani, Dunia and Haifa, clustered in a circle breathlessly exclaiming over Dunia’s new looped diamond necklace, which was hanging nearly to her waist.

Sara had described the piece of jewellery to me a few days earlier, but I was startled when I saw that the long-stringed necklace could be wrapped round Dunia’s neck three times. Many hundreds of diamonds had been used to make such a substantial piece. It was much larger than I could ever have imagined. I stood staring and assessing that necklace. Each diamond was worth a small fortune. Each diamond could educate a child. Each diamond could support a poor family for a year. The blinding glitter of Dunia’s diamonds held no appeal for me.

Sara had mentioned that our sister had paid many millions of dollars for the necklace. As a woman who only cares for the frivolous things in life, Dunia had devoted many hours to searching for the most extraordinary jewels and seeking to acquire them all.

We did not understand the seriousness of Dunia’s obsession until Sara purchased a special coffee-table book, My Love Affair with Jewellery, as a gift for her. It featured the jewellery collection of the legendary American actress Elizabeth Taylor. From her youth, Sara has always tried to encourage our family to read books, even picture books with few words. She believed that the ‘guided tour’ by Elizabeth Taylor would bring Dunia many hours of pleasure. Actually, the book brought on a bizarre illness that created a crisis.

Dunia became hysterical, a woman without clear thoughts, crying out that she must have the Krupp diamond, a 33.19-carat stone that had been a gift from Taylor’s husband, the actor Richard Burton. Dunia wept for hours over a second diamond, a 69.42-carat stone Burton had also purchased for his wife.

Dunia’s physician was summoned. After prescribing sedatives, he ordered a month of total bed rest, with curtains drawn, so that his patient would not think of the world outside her palace and all the jewels that might be had. He called in Dunia’s daughters, telling them that there was to be no discussion of jewels.

To our everlasting amazement, the doctor diagnosed Dunia’s illness as the first known case of ‘the Elizabeth Taylor Jewellery Virus’! While Dunia was recovering, one of her daughters sensibly slipped the jewellery book away; in fact, she burnt it so that her mother would not be tempted to once more suffer envy to the point of infirmity.

Hopefully Dunia had recovered from her Elizabeth Taylor angst now, and she appeared very content with her diamond rope necklace. I overheard her say in a clear voice that was meant to be heard, ‘Do not tell, but this necklace is more costly than the most fabulous pieces Uncle Fahd purchased for Jawhara.’

By Uncle Fahd, Dunia was speaking of King Fahd, who was a half-brother of our father and a favoured uncle we had all loved very much. His death on the first day of August 2005 was a dreadful blow to my immediate family, for that was the day that the hub of Saudi power moved to another unit of our large family.

Our grandfather, King Abdul Aziz, had many wives from various Saudi tribes and those wives gave him many, many sons – and even more daughters. While all the sons could be considered in line for the throne, only twelve of my grandfather’s sons were serious contenders for the crown.

Jawhara was our uncle Fahd’s favourite wife and is the mother of his most beloved son, the youngest, Abdul Aziz bin Fahd. In our world, the eldest son is the most important in the eyes of the father and of the community; but the youngest son is generally the most loved. Both positions, first and last, establish a certain favouritism.

Princess Jawhara is a unique woman. Even after our much-loved uncle passed from the earth, Jawhara kept the respect of our family. She was part of the entourage that accompanied her husband’s half-brother and successor, King Abdullah, on trips out of the country. Such a thing rarely happens in Saudi Arabia. Once a husband passes from this life, the women generally retreat into the background, never to be seen or heard from again, other than within the tight confines of their immediate family.

I have always suspected that several of my sisters were jealous of Jawhara’s beauty and of her favoured status. But I always liked her, for a number of reasons, mainly because she came out in public to speak about education for girls long before other women were brave enough to speak out. During those days, even the wife of a king generally remained invisible to the public. But Jawhara used her intelligence to better our land, making a good name for herself and for our country. And, despite her powerful position, I always found her to be a kindly person who did not hold herself higher than all those around her. The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia needs many such women to take us into the future.

Most likely Dunia was one of the sisters most jealous because, as the favoured wife of King Fahd, Jawhara had accumulated enormous wealth. She probably owned more jewels than most of the royal women combined.

I gazed at my sister, a beautiful woman who had wealth, health and the love of her family, yet none of these attributes quenched her thirst to acquire more of everything, particularly jewellery. Dunia is ten years older than me, yet has not learned during all her years of living that expensive baubles do not bring happiness. She has no comprehension of this important truth. I feel sad for my sister, for I fear she will never know true happiness.

At this point, Dunia proudly confided, ‘My sisters, I also participated in the necklace design. The designer claimed that my input made this necklace most unique.’

Just then my attention shifted from Dunia because I saw my brother Ali appear in the doorway. Walking slowly, he leered at one of our maids, a very pretty Indonesian girl named Sabeen, meaning one who follows. Sabeen, who was new to our household, was an innocent girl, happy to be making a nice salary to send home to her parents to pay for the education of her two younger brothers. I reminded myself to warn Sabeen to stay far from Ali’s reach. The dear girl was a lovely addition to our staff and I meant to protect her from all lecherous men. This vow included men in my own family, as my brother and two of his sons were well known for their desire to bed every attractive woman who came into their orbit. I glanced at Sabeen and smiled encouragingly. She was carefully balancing a serving tray loaded with glasses of cold pineapple, apple and cranberry juice.

I sighed deeply and scowled at my brother, who was so preoccupied observing pretty Sabeen that he failed to notice my displeasure. I continued to stare for other reasons. I had not seen Ali in more than a year and was surprised to see large bags drooping under his eyes and hanging jaw jowls swaying as he walked. Even his paunchy stomach jiggled with each step he made. He was a wiggling sight!

My brother is a self-indulgent man and, as such, he has aged more poorly than most. Since he was a teenage boy, Ali has made no effort to restrain his appetite for many vices, including excessive eating and smoking. Amani, who is close with one of his daughters, had recently reported that Ali had even begun to drink alcohol to excess.

As one who once told falsehoods and slipped unnoticed to drink prohibited alcohol, I know too well that such noxious liquids are bad for the human body, as well as for our human psychological well-being. I am pleased to say that I have not taken a drop of the forbidden liquid in more than seven years, although I admit it was very hard to break the addictive pattern of turning to alcohol each time I was stressed or depressed by the antics of my children, or angry at my husband.

Suddenly I heard my name and there was ‘Little Sultana’ running in my direction. Ah, joy! My first grandchild – my only granddaughter and namesake – is a celebrated beauty. Her raven black hair reaches to her waist, her olive skin is flawless, and most unique to her appearance are her eyes, as black as midnight. Allah has blessed her with a rare and beautiful look.

While physical beauty is a great gift given to one without any effort on their part, it means little in comparison with the character of a person. I am most gratified because our Little Sultana came to this earth predetermined by God to possess an elevated intelligence, a sunny disposition, a good soul and a generous spirit, one that instantly recognises those less privileged. Even though she was only seven years old at the time, she was mindful to extend kindness and generosity to others. Since the very young age of six years, she frequently emptied her room of her favourite toys, games, clothes and books so that her father could distribute the treasured items to the children’s wards at local hospitals, or to the poor in the small villages.

I have never forgotten the time I discovered this charitable trait. I was visiting my son Abdullah’s home when I witnessed Little Sultana’s uncommon generosity. I had been in Europe visiting Maha and on my return to Saudi Arabia had passed through London to shop at one of my favourite places, the huge department store Harrods. While there, I had selected some luxurious designer clothes for various members of my family, in particular for my grandchildren. At the same time, I had purchased some lovely trinkets for Little Sultana’s long hair. Harrods carries a number of designer lines of the most unusual bows, ribbons and shiny metallic barrettes for a girl or woman to glamourise their tresses. Of course, I also chose some special games and toys.

I was excited to deliver the goodies to my son’s two children, Little Sultana and her younger brother Faisal, who was a mere babe, not yet even old enough to walk. Faisal was napping when I arrived, so I settled back to enjoy watching Little Sultana open her gifts.

At first my granddaughter was thrilled, carefully scrutinising her dresses, miniature handbags, hair accessories, shoes, games and toys. But then she became suspiciously quiet. Her small brow wrinkled and her full lips pursed, as though she was thinking of something much too serious for such a young child. My heart broke when she sat at my feet, clasped my knees and said in her baby voice, ‘Jadda [meaning grandmother], I have far too many beautiful things for a child.’

‘What?’ I exclaimed, giving a questioning look to my daughter-in-law Zain, the mother of Little Sultana.

‘Jadda, I heard about poor people from a teacher at school. I learned that there are people living in our country who do not have nice clothes, or books or toys. I want to share your gifts with a little girl who has nothing.’

For one of the few times in my life, I was at a loss for words. To my mind, Little Sultana was too young to have such ideas and thoughts. Everyone knows that children are most often self-centred because they are children. I wanted all three of my grandchildren to enjoy being children without a care or a worry. Not knowing what to say, I waved my arms in the air and gave a questioning look to Abdullah’s wife: ‘Zain? What is this?’

Zain, who is always conversational, was also at a loss. ‘This is new, for sure – something very odd to me.’

I returned my concentration to my granddaughter, saying, ‘Darling, you are a little sweetie to wish to share. It is a good thing to do, for charity is one of the most important things expected of Muslims. So I agree that you should share. But why don’t we go to your room and select some of your older dresses and toys?’ I paused for a long moment. ‘Then you can enjoy the beautiful things your jadda brought you from London.’

Little Sultana thoughtfully stared at me with a hint of disappointment. ‘Jadda, do you mean that I should keep the most beautiful things for myself and give away the old things to others?’

‘Yes. That is what I mean, my little doll,’ I said a bit too enthusiastically, for I longed to see Little Sultana wearing the clothing I had purchased.

My precious granddaughter looked at me for a long moment then wisely replied, her words spoken very slowly, ‘Jadda, if I give something that I do not want, is that not the same as not giving at all?’

Stunned into shamed speechlessness, I nodded. I stood to begin gathering all the treasures I had purchased for Little Sultana, bagging them into the largest of the gift bags and placing them in a corner of the room. ‘Yes, darling, you are right,’ I said. ‘We will speak with your father to make certain to find some little girls who have nothing. Soon they will have many beautiful things.’

I left knowing that from that time I would need to purchase two of everything in the hope that Little Sultana would be happy giving a set away and keeping a set for herself.

Later, when I discussed Little Sultana’s reaction with my son Abdullah, he was not too surprised, telling me, ‘Mother, this tiny girl is teaching us all.’ He smiled with pride.

My son loves his daughter to the point of madness, at least measured against many Saudi fathers who are still firmly fastened to the vision of a son rather than a daughter. He has loved his daughter with a pure love since the moment she came to us.

My adult son is all that I ever dreamt he might become. He is intelligent, kind and generous. Most importantly, my son believes with great certainty that females are as worthy as males. This is a rarity in my culture.

Sadly, others do not feel as Abdullah does, for example the reactions of Little Sultana’s maternal relatives – the parents, grandparents, siblings and cousins of Zain. Even my son, who is a powerful prince, can do little with those who praise the birth and existence of his son Faisal, while ignoring his little daughter. Thankfully, Zain walks hand-in-hand with her husband and she, too, is disappointed by the behaviour of her family. But in Saudi Arabia one must tread carefully; and besides, Zain’s is a sweet and loving personality that avoids confrontation.

And so it has come to pass that despite the fact that my granddaughter was born a wealthy princess, her life is not picture-perfect. Although to her father, mother and her paternal grandparents she is the moon and the stars, she must cope with the problem of being born a girl in this land, a child without true value.

But Little Sultana is meeting

































PRINCESS SECRETS TO SHARE

Jean Sasson

In the international bestseller Princess: The True Story of Life Behind the Veil in Saudi Arabia, Princess Al Sa'ud and author Jean Sasson began a compelling series which focused not only on the life of the Princess and the Royal family, but on the treatment of women in Saudi Arabia – many of whom were being denied the most basic human rights.

After the recent success of the latest in this powerful series, Princess: More Tears to Cry, Jean Sasson and the much-loved Princess collaborate once again, bringing readers up to date on the secret work undertaken by the Princess and those who help her to rescue women who are the enslaved victims of brutal physical and psychological abuse. For example, we follow the work of Dr Meena, who helps abused women to heal and to fight for their rights, the abandoned mother of twin daughters who was rescued by the Princess and who now lives and works in safety and peace with her family, and we hear from other innocent victims – women from Pakistan, Syria and Northern Lebanon – who suffer the terrible consequences of the ongoing war in the region.

Princess: Secrets to Share will undoubtedly appeal to Princess ‘Sultana’ and Jean Sasson’s many loyal readers, but it will also attract new audiences who are eager to learn more not only about how the Saudi Royal family live, but about the courageous and determined fight for equal rights for women in the Middle East.


PRINCESS

Jean Sasson

Think of Saudi Arabia and what do you see? Terrorists spreading fear? Religious zealots? A corrupt government and a fabulously wealthy Royal family living lives of unbelievable luxury?

Jean Sasson captures the flavour and reality of life in a country full of extremes and contradictions. Princess ‘Sultana’, a real Saudi princess closely related to the King, lives those contradictions, with priceless jewels, many servants, unlimited funds at her disposal, but no freedom. A prisoner in a gilded cage with no vote, no control, no value but as a mother of sons, she is totally at the mercy of the men in her life … her father, her brother, her husband.

For the first time, a royal Saudi woman opens the door to give readers an unvarnished look inside a closed society. ‘Sultana’ lifts the veil on the shocking world of forced marriages, sex slavery, honour killings and other outrages against women, both royal and common.

Princess is a testimony to a woman of indomitable spirit and great courage. By speaking out, ‘Sultana’ risks the wrath of the Saudi establishment and for this reason, she has told her story anonymously through the bestselling author Jean Sasson. This is a real-life story you will never forget.


DAUGHTERS OF ARABIA

Jean Sasson

Millions of readers worldwide were shocked at Princess Sultana’s extraordinarily open and honest story, Princess, the first-hand exposé of women’s lives behind the veil inside the royal family of Saudi Arabia. In Daughters of Arabia, the Princess turns the spotlight on her teenage daughters, Maha and Amani.

Surrounded by unbelievable opulence, Sultana’s daughters have grown up taking their luxuries for granted. Yet, stifled by the horrendous restrictions imposed on all females, even royals, they have reacted in very different, but equally desperate ways.

This is a compelling story, set against the background of a turbulent society pitting authoritarian royal rule against fundamentalist religious demands, external political pressures and the tug of economic hardship in a land overflowing with oil revenues. This is the land that produced Osama Bin Laden. And yet it is a land of beauty, history and religion, home of Islam’s holiest sites. It is in this environment of paradox and contrast that Sultana tries to rear her daughters as she seeks to expose injustice. In her courageous quest, Sultana once more strikes a chord amongst all women lucky enough to live their lives in freedom.


DESERT ROYAL

Jean Sasson

In Princess, readers were shocked by Sultana’s revelations about life in Saudi Arabia’s royal family. Royal women live as virtual prisoners, surrounded by unimaginable wealth and luxury, privileged beyond belief, and yet subject to every whim of their husbands, fathers, and even their sons. Daughters of Arabia featured Sultana’s teenage daughters, determined to rebel but in very different ways.

And now, in Desert Royal, Sultana’s fight for women’s rights in a repressive, fundamentalist Islamic society, has an extra sense of urgency. The threat of world terrorism, the gathering strength of religious leaders and the discontent of impoverished Saudis are threatening to topple the comfortable world Sultana has known. But an extended family ‘camping’ trip in the desert brings Sultana and her relatives face to face with their nomadic roots, and nourishes her will to carry on the fight for women’s rights in all Muslim countries.

This updated edition contains an all-new chapter as well as a letter from Sultana herself, encouraging all women to take up the struggle for freedom for their abused sisters throughout the world.


MAYADA: DAUGHTER OF IRAQ

One Woman’s Survival in Saddam Hussein’s Torture Jail

Jean Sasson

Mayada Al-Askari was born into a powerful Iraqi family. When Saddam Hussein and his Ba’ath party seized power, Mayada little imagined the devastation that it would wreak upon her life. But soon she found herself alone in Baghdad, a divorced mother of two, earning a meagre living printing brochures – until the morning in 1999 when she was arrested by Saddam’s secret police and dragged to the notorious Baladiyat Prison, accused of producing anti-government propaganda.

There she was thrown into a cell already housing seventeen other ‘shadow women’. These women came from different backgrounds, but all shared the same fate: imprisonment and torture without trial, and the threat of execution. To block out the screams of other prisoners, like latter-day Scheherazades the shadow women told each other their stories. Mayada’s tales of her privileged former life were a source of particular fascination, including her own encounters with Saddam himself.
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