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Dedication

For all the women who are fighting for their freedom





Content Warning

Content warning: This book contains scenes of violence, including sexual assault, as well as suicidal ideation. Please read with care.





Chapter One

On the Run

{DECEMBER 31, 2018}

All that stood between me and freedom was a car ride. For more than a year I’d bided my time, waiting for the right moment to escape. I was eighteen years old and scared to death that my carefully laid plans might backfire. But my heart was full of rebellion against the constant fear, cruel rules and ancient customs that stifle and sometimes kill girls like me in Saudi Arabia. And it soared when I imagined a life away from them.

I had my phone, but my passport was with my eldest brother. Getting it and hiding it so I would have it when the time came to run was key. I was trying to be cool, trying to look like the dutiful daughter packing for a holiday, trying to calm the waves of anxiety as I watched from my bedroom the family prepare for departure and then gather for lunch before setting out for Kuwait.

We were going to Kuwait City, a ten-hour drive from our home in Ha’il, to visit relatives for a one-week family holiday. This was my opportunity to execute my plan. Sitting there watching my brothers carry our suitcases out to the car, I felt a mixture of sadness and excitement. I was torn between hugging my brothers—which is actually forbidden because it’s seen as a sexual act—and hoping nothing would get in the way of my decamping.

The bedroom walls around me were bare, with nothing that might make you think a young woman lived in this room. It was not halal—permissible—in this strict society to have signs of life on your bedroom wall. The opposite is haram—that which is forbidden. I remember the teddy bear I had on my bed as a little girl being taken away from me because it was haram—only the Prophet can be imagined in a photo or a form. The drawings I’d once done of people and animals were confiscated, since anything that has a soul is seen as competing with the Prophet and therefore haram. My textbooks and notebooks were scattered around, reminding me that my first semester at the University of Ha’il was over and I would not be returning. I sat on my bed contemplating my life as the Saudi girl who loved her family but could not abide the no-girls-allowed mantra my family swore by; the rebel daughter and sister being driven away by a toxic mix of cultural contradictions.

I was taught in school that Saudi Arabia is the envy of the world; the richest and best country with the most oil; a country that requires its people to make the hajj, a pilgrimage to Mecca, at least once in a lifetime to renew their sense of purpose in the world. Even as a young girl I wondered why oil and resorts and holy treks made this the country everyone else wanted to live in. And it always irked me that a person could make a hajj and be forgiven for everything he does in his whole life, even if he beats his wife or murders a stranger.

My childhood eyes had feasted on other aspects of Saudi: the mountains near our home that beckoned us to come with our picnics and hike to our hearts’ content; the vast, ever-changing deserts that never failed to capture my imagination with their undulating sand dunes that changed colour from cool beige to fiery red as the sun rose and set. When my family went to the desert at night, usually to get away from the suffocating summer heat, we would play hide-and-seek in the dark, struggling to get a footing in the soft sand, chasing rabbits and jerboa (a desert rodent) and each other without a care in the world. We ran races and of course the winner got a prize. We’d sing songs, recite poems and dance the traditional dance called Ardah, which is for men but we danced it with our brothers for fun. And always we heard stories from our parents that were different from the ones we heard in school. Some were about the Al Rasheed family who ran this region before the Saud family killed them and took over; others were about the history of our people and the ability of the nomadic Bedouins to subsist in the desert on minimal food and live with simplicity. But the stories we loved best were the ones our parents used to tell us about falling in love, about when they were young. Sharing old stories is like the glue that holds a family together; we never got tired of hearing about the past. I know now we were making precious memories.

From childhood, however, I was aware of the many contradictions in my homeland. While the landscape is mostly shades of beige and white, with patches of green near a water oasis and mountains of outcropping rocks and trees, the softly muted colours of Saudi Arabia are sharply contrasted by the sight of bodies shrouded in black bags moving on the byways. Women and girls over the age of twelve are covered lest a man cast his eyes on their body shapes. In fact, in my family I had to wear an abaya—a loose, shapeless black garment draped over my shoulders and covering my body—at the age of nine, and a niqab, which is like a mask on our faces that exposes only our eyes, at the tender age of twelve. I was a young girl when I began to wonder if this was a form of punishment. If a man can’t control himself, why must a woman hide herself behind robes as though it is her fault? And if women do have to be covered, why is it that men who are not in jeans and Western dress wear white robes that deflect the blazing heat, but the women must wear black that absorbs it?

More than half of Saudi Arabia’s population of 34 million is under the age of twenty-five, which I felt was a good omen for change. But although the rulers of the kingdom, who claim they act in the name of God, have declared some changes in the strict Islamic rules Saudis live with, and call for tolerance and moderation, they still crucify, behead and torture anyone who doesn’t agree with the government. The mutaween—a.k.a. religious police—patrol the streets, even the universities, supposedly making sure the citizens “enjoy good and forbid wrong,” which means the shops are closed five times a day during prayers, dress codes for women are strictly enforced and the separation of men and women is fanatically observed, as is the ban on alcohol. In fact, lots of people don’t actually pray; girls meet boyfriends in secret places and many drink alcohol without being caught. Since 90 percent of the workforce is made up of foreigners—Saudis don’t do blue-collar jobs—if you’re sneaking out to meet your friends, the Indian or Afghan man working in the coffee shop isn’t going to report you or even understand the language you are speaking. Most of the Saudis who do hold jobs work for the government, where the men nap in the afternoon and tend to gather at about 5 p.m. to socialize until well after midnight.

My family are Sunni Muslims from the Al-Shammari tribe that used to rule the Ha’il region until the Saud tribe took over. Ha’il is the capital of this northwest region. It’s the most conservative part of Saudi Arabia, and its people are famed for their generosity, which is why our home is so often open to others who come for coffee or a meal. My family is part of the elite: we live in Salah Aldin, the wealthy part of Ha’il, where there are no shops, only houses, in a big nine-bedroom house with two kitchens (one on the first floor for cooking, the other on the second floor for snacks), ten bathrooms, six sitting rooms and one small garden. We have a cook, a driver and a housekeeper, and there are six family cars; the one waiting for us in the driveway to take us to Kuwait is a black Mercedes. My family also has privileges and a lot of advantages, such as the ability to take holidays in other Arab states like Jordan, Qatar, Bahrain, the United Arab Emirates and Turkey.

But when I think about the feeding of my soul, there is so much we are missing. Consider this: there are no balconies on our house—a good woman would never sit outside where someone can see her. And our windows are closed in case a man might see a woman inside the house. A woman—that is, anyone over the age of nine—can’t leave home to visit the neighbours or go to the bazaar, even if only to buy lingerie or makeup, or go out for a walk without a husband, brother or son present to monitor her. We’re forbidden to go to the cinema, but we watch American films on our computers. Conversion by Muslims to another religion is illegal. Atheists are designated as terrorists; so are feminists. Homosexuality is punishable by death. Marriage between cousins is the norm; in fact, so many Saudis have married their cousins that genetic counsellors are trying to convince people to stop, as we have dramatic increases in a variety of severe genetic diseases. Having multiple wives is also common, and a man can divorce his wife simply by saying “I divorce you” three times. It’s known as “triple talaq.”

These are the ingredients of a tribal country that makes its own laws and defies the outside world. This is a country of such hypocrisy that even though religion rules everything—education, the judiciary, the government—95 percent of Mecca’s historic buildings, most of them over a thousand years old, have been demolished out of a fanatical fear they will take attention away from the Prophet. Even the ones linked to Muhammad’s family have been destroyed. And while most women are covered in black body bags, the female anchors on the television news station owned by the royal family wear Western clothing. It’s all for show. Duplicity is the name of the game in Saudi.

Men are everything in my country. They are the decision makers, the power holders, the keepers of the religious and cultural keys. Women, on the other hand, are dismissed, bullied and serve as the objects of men’s distorted obsession with purity. It’s a complicated and convoluted house of cards that risks collapse in the face of truth-telling.

My father, Mohammed Mutlaq al Qunun, is one of the leaders in Saudi Arabia because he is the governor of Al Sulaimi, a city about 180 kilometres from Ha’il, and interacts in his job with the royal family. He doesn’t live with us. He married a second wife, which is legal in Saudi Arabia, when I was fourteen, and took another wife, his third, when I was seventeen. That changed everything for me, my mother and my six siblings. My father stopped coming with us on holidays, and my mother, Lulu, became so depressed, hurt and utterly rejected that even her personality changed. She felt that my father had married other wives because, as she got older, he wanted younger women. And she was right.

That’s why this holiday was just my mom and my siblings. I am the fifth child of seven. One older sister, Lamia, is married, and the second eldest, Reem, couldn’t come with us this time. So we were six in the car—Majed sat in the front with my older brother Mutlaq, who was driving; Mom and I squeezed in the back with my younger brother, Fahad, and my little sister, Joud. I had to sit in the middle because even though I was wearing the abaya as well as a niqab, I was not to be seen through the car windows. That turned out to be an ideal vantage point for seeing where my brother hid the passports and for carrying out a daring bid to grab mine when he was unaware.

Once we were downstairs and getting into the car, my father turned up to say goodbye and to give each of us money for the holiday. I was already in the car when he arrived. My father has a big warm smile, so engaging that he easily draws people to him. It was a good thing my face was covered with the niqab, because although I was smiling back at him, he would have seen my sadness there as I looked at him for the last time. My feelings about him are so mixed. He treated me very badly and did terrible things to my sister and mother, but somehow I still love him. I felt I was being pushed away by what he and even my mother and certainly my brothers expected of me. They demanded sacrifices I simply could not make. When I cut my hair they locked me up in a room until they figured out an excuse for my shorn look. They finally made me wear a turban to hide my hair and told everyone there’d been an accident and my hair had been burnt and had to be cut. Going outside without my niqab covering my face was an offence that called for severe punishment, and that’s what they delivered to me with fists and kicks and slaps. If they were to discover that I had sexual experiences with a man, I knew they would kill me for the sake of honour. Or, at the very least, they would force me to marry a man I didn’t know. I had to leave, otherwise I wouldn’t be able to live my own life and would have to pay with my life for any mistake I might make. I saw this voyage as the first day of a new life I’d been waiting for ever since I’d begged for the right to attend university in another city and been flatly refused; this was my chance to avoid the trapped lives of my mother and older sisters.

When the car pulled away from the only home I’d ever known, I didn’t look back. But as we left the neighbourhood and drove toward the highway, I couldn’t help but see the two mountains Aja and Salma off in the distance, symbols of happiness and tragedy that follow me still. Ha’il is surrounded by mountains, but these two in the northern part of the city are among the biggest and most recognizable in the region. They are well known to everyone here as the site of a love story. Aja, who belonged to the tribe of the Amalekites, fell in love with Salma, who hailed from another tribe. They declared their love one to the other but their parents refused them permission to marry. Alas, the star-crossed lovers ran away together only to be caught and killed by their families. Aja was crucified on one mountain and Salma on the other. I knew as a child that this was a love story that was being told as a cautionary tale as much as a story of romance.

The reflection about those long-ago days on the mountains didn’t last long, as I was almost immediately consumed with figuring out a way to get my passport. I had watched my brother Mutlaq as he got into the car. I knew he had all our passports—his role as the senior male on this trip was to keep the important documents with him. He often kept our passports in his pocket when we were away because he was afraid they would be stolen, but this time everyone felt at ease since we were all together in the car and going to see family in Kuwait. I didn’t take my eyes off him from the time he lowered himself into the driver’s seat. Then I saw him slip all the passports into the glove compartment of the car. Apart from the passport, I was also worried that somehow I would lose my phone, that someone would ask to use it to make a call and then keep it. Every single one of my plans was in my phone under a code name, including how I could book a flight anywhere, how I could link to websites, how I could get from Kuwait to Thailand; what to do and where to stay in Thailand; and how to book a flight from there to Australia, which was my planned final destination and where I intended to ask for asylum. The list of my friends all over the world who are also runaways was in my phone as well. I’d been communicating with them for more than a year in Germany, France, the United Kingdom, Canada, Sweden and Australia. I’d received and relied on loads of advice from these friends about how to avoid pitfalls such as Saudi girls arriving in Australia and being asked to call their fathers by officials who don’t want immigrants coming into the country. One of my friends alerted me to this, so I arranged with a male friend in the UK to have his name and number with me in case I needed to make that call. I had all kinds of tips for all kinds of potential problems stored in my phone. I also had money, about ten thousand Saudi riyals (US$2,700), stashed away in a friend’s bank account. I’d been saving it for about seven months and had the password to the account. My plan was to go to Kuwait with the family and, as soon as I got hold of my passport, escape, get to the airport, buy a ticket to Thailand and connect to Australia. I had friends there who would meet my plane.

It was midnight when we crossed the border into Kuwait. The temperature had dropped to about seven or eight degrees Celsius by the time we arrived at the hotel. I was shivering, but I knew very well it was more from the cold of fear than the night air. It was 2 a.m. by the time we checked into our suite. I still didn’t have my passport, as there hadn’t been an opportunity to get it. Now I surveyed the hotel suite—two bedrooms (one for my brothers, the other for my sister and mother and me), a bathroom and a sitting room adjoining. I knew this was the place I’d leave from, but having my mother in the same room would create trouble because she’s a light sleeper and would wake if I was moving around in the night. So I asked her to sleep in the sitting room. My excuse was that the bedroom was small and had only one big bed for the three of us; she agreed that she’d be better off in the sitting room.

The holiday was nerve-racking. I had to pretend to take part in the shopping and eating and visiting when in fact I was watching and waiting for the best chance to escape. We spent several days shopping at clothing stores in the mall, where I bought a short skirt without any of them knowing and stuffed it into my bag. It was forbidden to wear clothing that showed my legs at home, but I planned to wear it soon in Australia. And having it in my bag was like fuel for the flight from the family I would soon take. We also went to the beach, which was a new experience for me, an experience that hardened my feelings about the sacrifices a woman has to make in Saudi Arabia. My mother told me the women on the beach who were going into the water in bathing suits were bitches—bad girls. I knew they weren’t bad. How could it be okay for the boys—my brothers—to be cavorting in the water, swimming, splashing each other, cooling off, having fun, but somehow sinful for me to do the same? I was stuck on the beach wrapped head to toe in my abaya, sweating and swearing I’d buy a bikini when I got to Australia and swim all I wanted. In fact, I don’t even know how to swim—girls weren’t taught to do anything like that where I come from in Saudi.

Being on that beach was another kind of eye-opening experience. I’d never been to the ocean before, had never seen the tide, with its crashing waves and currents. I was mesmerized by the sight—the incoming tide, the blue colour of the water farther out in the sea and the white caps of the waves as they came closer to the shore. All day long the waves flowed up to the beach and down to the sea. There was something enduring, almost spiritual about the movement, like a ritual on the edge of the ocean. It was such a powerful contrast for me to be wrapped in a false covering and peeking out from behind a disguise while I watched all of this natural splendour.

There was only one day left in our holiday when at last I spied my chance to grab my passport. It was January 4 at two o’clock in the afternoon; my mother, younger sister and I were in the back of the car waiting for my brother to reserve a room for us in the restaurant. The other two boys had gone into the restaurant with him. This was my chance. The front seat was empty. I reached toward the glove compartment of the car and immediately my mom asked, “What do you want?” She couldn’t see what I was doing because of the headrest on the seat in front of her. I was still in the middle, but this time I embraced that stifling rule and calmly answered my mother. “I’m trying to charge my phone.” I opened the glove compartment, took my passport with my right hand and slid it up the left sleeve of my abaya. Then I brought my right hand back ever so slowly, tilting my left arm up so the passport wouldn’t fall out of the sleeve. Once I was sure the passport was safely out of sight, I retracted my left arm into my sleeve until I could get hold of the document and slip it into the small bag I was wearing underneath the abaya. Because the abaya was a flowing garment, no one could tell what I was doing: my dreaded cover became my cover-up. But the act—basically stealing something my brother was entrusted with—had a powerful effect on me. My heart was beating very fast, but I also felt paralyzed; for a moment I couldn’t move any part of my body. I could hardly believe what I had just accomplished. I eventually settled back against the seat and sent a text to my friend to say I’d got the passport. I kept writing, “I did it. I did it.” But that sense of triumph gave way almost immediately to abject fear that someone in the family would open the glove compartment and see that one of the passports was missing.

By the time we went into the restaurant I was stiff with anxiety, practically like a corpse, unable to talk or laugh with the others. Waiting was an agony. Because we were in a private dining room we could take off our abayas and niqabs. The family could see my face, so I was trying hard to look relaxed. We ordered machboos, a family favourite of spiced pieces of chicken with basmati rice, and tea, and I relaxed just a little. But then, while we were eating, I had a nosebleed. I knew it was because I was under a lot of stress, but I didn’t want to say anything like that. So when my family asked how I was feeling, I said, “I don’t know, I think I’m tired,” and then I hoped with all my might that no one would read anything else into the incident. It was bleeding a lot and, to make the situation worse, I was nervous and sweating. I wiped my nose and told the family I would go to the bathroom to clean up, hoping I could buy myself some time to calm down. Once there, my nosebleed got worse and I started to vomit. After a while, when I felt I had control of the nosebleed as well as my own nerves, I went back to my family and tried to act normal; I told them I just felt dizzy and forced myself to join the conversation. When we left the restaurant and got into the car, I tried to keep the conversation going so they would be preoccupied and not think of opening the glove compartment; I kept talking to my brother to divert his attention until we returned to the hotel, where we showered and got ready for dinner with my father’s sister.

As we drove to my aunt’s house in a town about an hour from Kuwait City, I suggested to everyone that they stay away from caffeine and not stay too late because we would have a long drive back home the next morning. This was our last night away and I didn’t want anyone having insomnia; I needed them to sleep early and soundly so I could make my escape.

There were a lot of people at dinner—cousins and friends of my aunt. I looked around and decided with all these people—more than twenty of them, crowded into the house—and with everyone talking and visiting, and with my mother and brothers thinking I was having fun with the girls in the other room, this was my chance to leave. I googled the number for a taxi and texted a cab to come and take me to the airport in two hours. The driver texted back that he couldn’t come; I was in an isolated place and taxis didn’t come to this area. I was disappointed but not overly worried. Our hotel back in Kuwait City, while not in the centre of the city, was still within the city limits. I figured Kuwait was a big, noisy place, just the sort of place where a young woman could disappear, so I texted the driver again to say if he couldn’t come to my aunt’s house, he should come to the hotel at 7 a.m. to take me to the airport. By now it was 11 p.m. Although we usually stayed late at parties, I was trying to convince the family that we should go back to the hotel and sleep. At last we said our farewells.

Back at the hotel, I expected everybody to sleep right away, but my mother and brothers stayed in the sitting room chatting. I didn’t dare join them, and kept hoping they would go to bed. I called my little sister to play and talk with me but soon enough she fell asleep. The door was ajar, so I could see what was going on in the sitting room. The rest of my family kept talking for three more hours. I was beside myself with worry. This was my last chance. Then, one by one they withdrew—first one brother, then the other and at last my little brother, and then my mother put out the light. My sister and I were alone in the bedroom. She was sound asleep, and soon so was my mother. At 4 a.m. I booked a ticket on Kuwait Airways from Kuwait to Thailand. I knew that once they figured out I’d run away, my parents would track my trip and monitor my bank account with an app that men in Saudi Arabia use to trace their women. The app, which is provided by the Saudi Ministry of the Interior and downloaded through the Google Play store or Apple App Store, alerts the man if a woman uses her phone, her passport, her credit cards. I knew I had to get rid of the SIM card in my phone and switch airlines once I got to Bangkok so they wouldn’t be able to find me. I booked a hotel in Bangkok for three days.

The flight was departing Kuwait at 9 a.m. The taxi was to come at seven. I packed my sister’s bag because it was smaller than mine and easier to carry. I stuffed in my toiletries, the short skirt, and my mascara and lingerie too. I used my backpack to take a change of clothes and my papers, money and student card, as well as my passport and some loose cash and bank statements. The room was quiet, the lights in the bedroom very dim; it was still dark outside. When I finished packing, I sat on the bed and looked at my sleeping sister. I wanted to hug her and say goodbye, but of course that would wake her. Instead, I stared down at that dear little girl, memorizing every one of her features before leaving—her long, beautiful eyelashes, the little blue mark on her nose, her soft skin, her lips and her hands. As I listened to her gentle snoring, I was trying to make a mental picture of the way she was sleeping curled up like a baby, her tiny hands under her cheeks.

Joud was only twelve years old. She was so little, so innocent; I feared what they would do to her—the same awful things they did to me. I wanted to remember that sweet face because I knew I wouldn’t see it again for a long time. As I looked at her, I wondered if she would hate me for leaving. And I wondered if she would feel hurt that I’d left her. I started to cry and began to hesitate: Should I go and start a new life or should I stay with my little sister? Making that final decision was terribly difficult. But I knew I had to get away, take a chance on what tomorrow would bring. I finished packing, closed the bag quickly and left the rest of my belongings behind. It was time to go. I took the SIM card out of my phone and flushed it down the toilet. Then I put my backpack over my shoulder, lifted the carry-on bag to my chest so it wouldn’t make a sound on the floor, and very carefully and quietly tiptoed out of the bedroom and past my mother, sleeping on the sofa in the sitting room. I was trembling with nervousness, but looking at her and hearing her snoring I was sure she was asleep, and I felt more secure. With extreme care I squeezed the door handle and opened the door to the hall. The slight creaking sound it made ratcheted up my fear again, so I decided to leave it ajar in case the noise of it closing might wake her. I left barefoot, with my bag and my shoes in my hands, and ran to the elevator. I could hear voices out in the hall and worried that the sound would now carry into the suite and wake my mother.

At last I was inside the elevator, another step closer to freedom; I slipped my shoes on, and when the elevator stopped at the ground floor, I stepped out and realized I didn’t know where the taxi would be, and I couldn’t call because the SIM card for my phone was hopefully soaked and ruined in a sewer pipe. I should have kept it until I got to the airport, because now I was stuck with no working phone and couldn’t call the taxi driver to make sure he was coming. I tried to act as though I knew exactly where I was going, to avoid having the hotel staff question me. Here was a young woman wandering around at 6:45 a.m. without an abaya. What would they think? Could they stop me? I kept walking toward the back door of the hotel because there seemed to be fewer people there. And then, with all the confidence of a person who used the back entrance every day, I opened the door and walked outside.

I stopped in my tracks, stood absolutely still, as I felt the soft breeze blowing on the back of my bare neck—it felt like a taste of freedom, a freedom I hadn’t had since I was nine years old and first told I had to wear a hijab. By the time I was twelve I’d lost the freedom to feel fresh air on my face because I had to wear a niqab. I loved the feeling of the air on my neck and felt like shouting, laughing; the wind touching my face and neck was wonderful, like a spontaneous hug from the world. I felt I could fly at that moment and thought to myself: This is only the beginning of freedom—the best is yet to come. I walked along the road behind the hotel to avoid the front entrance because it was on a street with shops and people. I kept walking until I reached the main street. Once there I searched for a coffee shop with Wi-Fi so I could find my bearings and contact the taxi, but there was no coffee shop in sight. Luckily, I ran into a young man and asked him if I could use his phone to call the driver; he loaned me the phone, offered to help carry my bag and waited with me. He asked where I was going. I said Thailand. He then asked, “Where are you from?” I said, “Saudi Arabia.” He wondered why I wasn’t covered with an abaya and niqab and I said, “My parents are very open-minded.”

Finally the taxi came. I asked the driver to take me to the airport, and then connected to the internet through his phone’s hotspot. Through messaging apps, I texted my friends; I even phoned them. I didn’t feel scared at all. One of my runaway friends who lives in Sydney, Australia, was telling me what to do once I got to the airport. I even did a video chat from the taxi and kept saying, “I did it, I did it.” And I took a photo of myself in the taxi and sent it to my friends. The drivers in Kuwait, just like in Saudi, are mostly from India or Afghanistan, so they speak Urdu or Dari. I knew the driver couldn’t understand Arabic, so I was free to talk to my girlfriends. I felt victorious.

Upon reaching the airport, I went to the information desk and asked about my flight. The attendant told me I was at the wrong terminal, that this was the domestic terminal and my flight was leaving from the international one. This news threw me, and made me realize I hadn’t figured everything out in advance. I asked for the supervisor and explained to him that I didn’t know how to get to the other terminal. He saw that I was worried and was very helpful. He told me there was a shuttle bus that went to the international terminal and where to get it, that it was free and that I still had time. I caught the bus and sat there trying to convince myself it would be only a few more minutes and I’d be okay.

On arrival, I stood in line to check in, but when I gave the agent at the counter my passport and my bag, he seemed to be taking a long time to check me in—longer than for the people ahead of me. My heart started racing again. I was scared and asked if there was a problem. He said, “You cannot go.” I could hardly believe what I was hearing. My heart sank. I thought there must be an alert about me that he had seen and that this was the end of my life. He must have been calling the authorities; they must have called my father, and now my father would be coming to get me. And my life was over. I tried to get hold of myself and speak with conviction when I asked, “Why can’t I go?” He said, “You cannot go to Bangkok because you don’t have a return ticket.” I tried to convince him to overlook this because I was really going to Sydney after Bangkok, but he said he couldn’t. He told me I needed to go to another counter and buy a return ticket to Kuwait, as there is a requirement in Thailand for Saudi citizens to leave after fifteen days unless they have a visa. I went quickly to that counter and said I needed a ticket; the agent told me the fare and the departure times. I was so nervous that I had trouble figuring out the different currency—I was trying to count out in Saudi riyals and put them into Kuwaiti dinars. He seemed to take pity on me and also realized that time was passing and my boarding time was near. “All right,” he said, “I’ll book it for you. Pay when you reach Bangkok.” He gave me a copy of the ticket, told me to pick it up and pay for it in Bangkok, and said I only needed to show this booking to get the visa.

As I left the counter, I felt I’d been extremely lucky so far. Everybody had been nice and wanted to help me; no one suspected I was launching a runaway, the flight of my life. My biggest fear was of being refused or stopped and questioned, of having somebody ask, “Where is your guardian? Where are you going?” I knew this had happened to some Saudi women in foreign airports in Dubai, Egypt and Jordan. But no one had stopped me. The best part was hearing the loudspeaker call the passengers to board the flight. I knew then I had made it; I had gotten out before they knew I was gone. Even if they were in the airport, they couldn’t get me now.

Once on board, I sat in the middle seat between two Thai women, and even though the trip took six hours I was wide-eyed: watching the flight attendants, looking out the window at the land I was leaving becoming smaller and smaller. I hadn’t slept for a whole day, and I hadn’t slept well the previous days of the family holiday, but I didn’t want to sleep now. I was too wound up with excitement. I wanted to savour this moment of freedom. I wanted to contemplate the sky and the morning sun, check out the people on the plane around me and examine the map on the screen in front of me that showed us where we were going. The plane was full, mostly with Thais and a few Kuwaitis. There were young Kuwaiti men in the middle three seats across the aisle from me who asked me why I was going to Bangkok. I said confidently, “I’m going there for fun.” One of them gave me his number and said, “Call us. We will meet you and have fun.”

I knew the weather would be different when we arrived in Bangkok—hot like summer—so as we neared our destination I went to the washroom and put on a summer top with my jeans. It was the first time I’d uncovered my arms, but I didn’t uncover my chest. Clothing protocol was so deeply ingrained in me that, even though I had run away, I kept checking to make sure the top I was wearing was high enough that my chest was covered.

When the plane landed in Bangkok, I was bursting with excitement and anxious to disembark. I followed the passengers inside the airport, not really sure about what to do. All I knew was that I needed to get that visa, and so, when I saw the visa counter, I started walking toward it, thinking how well I was managing everything. Then I saw a man holding a sign with my name on it. My brain was saying caution, caution, caution, but he seemed to be very friendly and said, “I’m here to issue you a visa and help you get into Bangkok.” I thought this was unusual, but I felt confident that, since I’d made the flight, I was safely away from anyone who could stop me. Despite the clear messages my brain was sending me, I trusted this man who was saying he was going to help me to get a visa. I reckoned the airport office must have sent staff to help visitors. He asked me for all the official documents: the return ticket, my passport and the hotel booking—everything required to issue a visa. I gave all of it to him. He said, “Come with me.” We went to a window and he talked to a lady for more than ten minutes. My alarm bells started going off again. The woman looked disconcerted—as if he




OEBPS/images/9780063045507_Cover.jpg
MY
ESCAPE
FROM
SAUDI
ARABIA
TO
FREEDOM

REBEL






OEBPS/images/Titlepage.jpg
REBEL

My Escape from Saudi Arabia to Freedom

RAHAF MOHAMMED
as told to Sally Armstrong

s
]
HarperCollinsPublishersLtd





OEBPS/images/end.jpg
ATLANTIC
OCEAN

PACIFIC
OCEAN

INDIAN
OCEAN






