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This book is dedicated to:



Mart, Mum, Dad, and all of those who take the first brave step towards their dreams.



‘It’s always the right time to do what sets our soul on fire.’
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My hesitation hung in the air for what seemed like an eternity.

Inside my head, I heard the screams, telling me to politely – but firmly – refuse. But as my friend Hamdy and the finely dressed Saudi gentlemen smiled eagerly at me, I found myself bravely agreeing, rather than giving in to my fear. Turning towards the doorway, I took a deep breath and walked in…

Earlier that day, Hamdy and I had arrived in the town of Umluj. We headed straight to the beach to catch the beautiful sunset, which spread a spectrum ranging from delicate pinks to rich amber across the Red Sea. We sat apart, yet together, as we enjoyed the peace of this moment after a long day’s drive into Western Saudi Arabia. Gradually, my attention was taken from the colours stretched above and below the horizon. Black, shadowy figures silently gathered close by. Some in groups, others surprisingly alone. When I posed for Hamdy’s photo, the water gently lapped in the shallows behind me and I noticed the figures grew closer. They, too, held their phones in my direction. Hamdy discreetly followed my gaze. Then he gave me a smile.

‘They are just curious. Underneath the black, they are women, just the same as you.’

I held his reassuring gaze and tried to smile back.

But in my heart, I felt terribly awkward as I stood there, the centre of their attention. My confidence waned. I became acutely aware of my turquoise trousers, bright yellow blouse, and the blue scarf that I wore over my head.

Had it been a mistake to want to stand out in a sea of black?

I wanted to disappear.

What were the ‘ladies in black’ thinking as they looked at me?

		
	


Chapter One - First Lessons in Saudi Arabia

Hamdy

My husband, Mart, and I had met Hamdy the year before at the Wooden Museum guest house in Kutaisi, Georgia. He had just arrived in the country when he found us drinking good local red wine on the terrace. Hamdy spoke so enthusiastically of his love of travel that we felt instantly at ease with this young Egyptian man. Despite refusing the wine, he accepted our conversation, which stretched late into the warm night.

The next day, he bravely hired a car from a local who lived down a dark street in the city and all of us went on a day trip to the Black Sea. We got lost many times and talked non-stop. When we finally arrived, we paddled in the shallows, scratched our names on large grey pebbles and soon it felt like we had known each other forever.

During our later online correspondence, Hamdy, a faithful Muslim, told me he had applied for a Saudi Arabian visa so he could go on hajj, the great pilgrimage. My own curiosity about what we refer to as ‘the Middle East’ began when, thirty years ago, I studied Islamic modules as part of my Theology degree. I discovered that Saudi Arabia, the birthplace of the Prophet, peace be upon him, was at the time described as the strictest of all Muslim countries. The Mutawa, the religious police, were employed to enforce a strict Islamic code of behaviour and morals. Women dressed conservatively in an abaya, a loose-fitting outer robe, a headscarf called a hijab, and a face covering called niqab. All of these items were black. I researched the wives of the Prophet, peace be upon him, in the seventh century. I found out that the Prophet’s first wife, Khadija, was his elder, richer employer. My findings made this distant land seem even more mysterious and intriguing.

Around the same time of Hamdy’s message, one of the budget airlines announced new flights from Europe all the way to Saudi Arabia. I was amazed when I saw their low prices. In the past, travel to Saudi Arabia had only been possible for those willing to pay. After a complicated visa process, they could enjoy a cosseted group tour for an extortionate price.

I felt a possible plan starting to form in my mind, so I next checked online to see what kind of accommodation was available for independent travellers. I was pleasantly surprised. Even with the £100 annual visa, I worked out that I could afford it if I made certain sacrifices over the next few months. I could feel my excitement and curiosity growing stronger than any fears.

As I researched further, I learnt that all this was possible because the Saudi monarchy had an ambitious vision to welcome 150 million visitors by 2030. Could I really be one of them? On my budget? Would Hamdy even agree?

Hamdy returned from hajj and immediately said yes to my proposal that we go together later in the year. He suggested that we hire a car at Medina Airport and he would be happy to drive us around. Medina, the second holiest city of Islam, was now open to non-Muslims. Mecca, the birthplace of the Prophet, peace be upon him, remained strictly closed. Mart, my ‘Supportive Husband’, whom I had met whilst travelling in my twenties, politely declined when I told him what the trip would entail. I, however, couldn’t wait.

I experienced an incredible fifty-second birthday at the beautiful Prophet’s Mosque. Due to the chaotic traffic, we were delayed and arrived just as evening prayers, or maghrib, ended. Hamdy went off to worship and I fought my way through the sea of nationalities that had just finished their prayers. No one gave me a second glance, as I was dressed modestly and the pilgrims themselves came from all over the world. I appeared as just another one of them. The ladies’ prayer hall was an incredible structure, which I slowly explored, taking in the joyful interaction between the colourfully dressed women as much as the intricately decorated interior.

Hamdy and I explored many mosques during our time in Medina and I generally felt very comfortable in each one, except for one moment. As I was exiting the women’s section of a small mosque just before prayers began, my scarf slipped back, accidentally revealing a small section of my hair. A passing woman frowned and gestured emphatically towards my head, so I quickly rectified my mistake. As I stood outside and waited for Hamdy, I felt uncomfortable about what had happened, but it was at this point that four Bangladeshi sisters came over. They were very friendly and we communicated slowly through the one sister who spoke some English. The others were all smiles, turning their heads eagerly backwards from her to me as she translated our words, just as if they were watching tennis. They instinctively held onto my hands and arms during our time together, as if it was the most natural thing in the world. I felt so much better and the group selfie they suggested we take as a memento of this happy meeting is one of my treasures from this trip.

Hamdy was deeply moved by his visit to the city; however, he was also relieved to leave the madness of the Medina traffic behind. A holy place whose roads were ruled by the horn and a myriad of complicated diversions due to the enormous amount of building work happening. We headed north-west through dramatic mountain scenery, broken by the occasional vivid green palmery.


Hamdy suggested Umluj as our next destination because he had heard that its Red Sea waters were as beautiful as those of the Indian Ocean. ‘The Maldives of Saudi Arabia’ he called it. We were elated when we reached the shore just in time for sunset, but then the shadowy black figures of the women arrived and created an unease within me.

I found it impossible to explain my feelings to Hamdy; they seemed so unreasonable. I knew that since 2018, the national dress code for Saudi women had been relaxed, allowing for coloured and patterned abayas, so I felt shocked to see so much black. My careful research told me that as a visitor to the country, I just had to be covered and respectful, which I was. 

The next morning, we kept to our plan to return to the coast and I hoped that everything would seem different. Rain had unexpectedly poured down overnight and flooded the roads on the drive from our guest house. To celebrate my recent birthday, we entered a swish, modern coffee shop that overlooked the sea. To my surprise, we were served by a polite young Saudi woman in the traditional black. I noticed her eyes sparkling at me as I ordered our drinks. I felt sure she was also smiling under her niqab, so I smiled back warmly. She confidently glided around in her robes behind the counter. As we enjoyed our drinks on the café’s terrace outside, I noticed the relaxed clientele included married couples, female friends and even women on their own.

We were both excited to experience the sea, but it was strange to enter fully clothed. Only my feet felt free as I walked on the soft sand below. Hamdy, however, looked like he would if bathing in any sea on earth. I nervously reached up to check whether my scarf was still in place on my head. As the minutes passed, I began to relax. It was fun and the transparent waters surrounding us were pristinely beautiful. As I looked around, I laughed as I marvelled that we were the only people in the ocean. We had the whole sea to ourselves. Hamdy understood my amazement and laughed too.

Later that evening, we parked the hire car as close as we could to the seafood restaurant we had spotted earlier. It was time for my birthday treat. Surely Umluj was the perfect location for the first seafood I would taste in Saudi Arabia? As I climbed out of our rental car, I saw a large lit-up white house nearby, covered in twinkly lights. I stood for a moment and gazed at this magical, mysterious place.

The restaurant was a short walk away. We were shown into the family area, with closed-off sections for dining. The food was plentiful and delicious, the dishes being placed on a plastic sheet. It was obviously a favourite destination for the many local families eating there and it was really good value. With full bellies, we began our slow saunter back to the car, again passing the sparkling house. By then, it had become a hive of activity. Most surprisingly, I could hear the laughter and chatter of women’s voices inside. I stopped to listen. My gaze turned to a nearby garden, where men were sitting close together in small groups around fires. A finely dressed Saudi gentleman was standing by the entrance to the house and Hamdy began an amicable conversation with him. As they spoke, the man glanced briefly at me. Later, I learnt that Hamdy, being a friendly, cheerful fellow, had told him about our trip to Medina, describing my curiosity and appreciation during our visit, despite being a non-Muslim.

Then came the request.

Hamdy translated. The man welcomed me to his country. He thanked me for the respect that I showed in how I dressed and conducted myself. It would be his honour if I were to join the ladies at the pre-wedding party being held inside the house and Hamdy were to join the men outside. My hesitation hung in the air for what seemed like an eternity. Most of my being was silently screaming at me to politely refuse because I felt so uncomfortable. It was then that I realised that despite being a person who has travelled to more than one hundred countries, I was tempted – through fear – to refuse a chance to be so deeply immersed into another country’s culture. I felt terrified. But as Hamdy and the finely dressed gentlemen smiled eagerly at me, I found myself bravely agreeing to the invitation. I refused to let my fear control me. I took a deep breath and walked in alone.

As I was climbing the steps into the house, I encountered a glamorous lady who turned out to be the finely dressed gentleman’s wife. I spoke to her in English and she immediately shared a sweet smile. The lady was called Doaa and she was the sister of the bride. She replied, almost fluently, welcoming me. Doaa explained she had studied English since her time at school and was passionate about my native language. She then became my guide as she introduced me to the inquisitive ladies who were attending this party before the wedding tomorrow. Through her patient translation, I was able to converse with everyone sitting around the elegant room.

It wasn’t long before the first woman asked for a selfie with me and then all of them were eager to. Doaa, reading my mind, explained apologetically that I could not take photos of them in return. These ladies could not be seen uncovered in an image owned by a stranger, even if that stranger felt like a friend. The consequences for them would be serious. My nerves began to slip away, replaced by wonderment in the company of these women. I gazed around, smiling back at them. They were all dressed in beautiful colours and their make-up was applied impeccably. Jewellery sparkled at me from all directions. Best of all, they did not judge my modest yet very casual appearance. I was treated with great kindness.

Doaa brought forward her daughter, Farah, who was about six or seven years old.

‘Please ask her questions. She is learning English at school and it is time for her to practise.’

I gave a reassuring smile to the surprised child and then slipped back into my previous role as a teacher of primary-aged children. She answered my simple questions perfectly. When I asked her to tell me about her school, she told me that art and English were her favourite subjects and that boys and girls attended the same school but were in different classes.

Already feeling full from our seafood dinner, I nibbled on the many cakes and biscuits that were being offered around. Then I had an idea. I asked Doaa if I could take a photo of the beautifully decorated cakes. To this, she agreed. My furtive photo also included the sleeves of her beautiful dress, dazzling bracelets and manicured nails as she held the tray. It hinted at how these ladies dressed in private, a stark contrast to how they chose to appear in public.

Many were very curious about me, asking a lot of questions about my life. Did I have a job? Where was my husband? Did I travel alone? Where had I travelled to? How many countries had I visited? My answers described the great freedom that I enjoy in my life, including being able to choose to travel independently.

Looking at my watch, I saw the time Hamdy and I had arranged to meet was already approaching, so I started saying goodbye. Doaa’s mother grasped my hands between hers, and Doaa translated her words. The food had just arrived, so I must stay, and we were also invited to the wedding tomorrow. I politely thanked her for this honour but explained that I had just eaten, and, sadly, we were leaving Umluj the next day. I thanked her again, adding that it was an evening that I would never forget. After all, how could I?

As I climbed back down the stairs, I saw huge platters of meat and other foods arrive. I felt proud of my courage, and a giggle spontaneously rose up in me as I recalled my anxiety at seeing the black shadows of the abayas on the beach. This was such a precious opportunity to spend time with the women beneath the dark covers and see the smiles under the masks, and to have felt such a close connection. Hamdy was right: they were women, just the same as me. Friendly, welcoming, generous, funny, curious.

The experience profoundly affected me, the privilege of spending an evening with these Saudi Arabian ladies. Surely, I thought, this was the purest form of travel. The best? Connecting with fellow human beings felt far superior to just sightseeing and ticking off countries.

***

Just before Christmas, my mum was in a dreadful accident. She never regained full consciousness and died in hospital three days later. My brother and I had been there when she left this world, holding her hand as she slipped away. Of course, it was a kinder ending to a life than for those who suffer from terminal decline, but the suddenness was such a shock. My mother was a gutsy lady in her eighties, who had enjoyed a full day of Christmas activities in London on the day it happened. She always said yes to an invitation, even to those activities that weren’t her first choice. Most of all, she loved reading, theatre, art, knitting and crosswords. When she was filling in the answers to those cryptic clues, no one else got a look in. As a girl, she had won a prize for her writing and I am sure I have inherited her love of words. We had so much in common that I thought of her as much as a friend as my mother.

Christmas Day, a few days later, felt terrible. We even found ourselves at our local pub to try and take our minds off what had just happened. As it was an accident on public transport, an investigation took place and my mum’s funeral was delayed. I soon became a prisoner to my own torturous thoughts, constantly replaying how she fell and feeling the heavy guilt at not having been able to stop her.

I tried to escape with the distraction of the screen. I had travelled vicariously through others since the awful COVID-19 pandemic began and my favourite YouTube travel vloggers were called the Frugal Travellers. Mandy and Lee, to use their real names, had been sharing their travels online for many years and I first found them whilst researching how to use public transport in Armenia. Their vlog showing how to travel by rickety marshrutka [a minibus] was highly entertaining but also incredibly useful for a fellow budgeteer such as myself. This couple travelled on a budget of only $25 per person per day, which is just under £19 in today’s exchange rates. This amount covered food, accommodation, everything. I found them so inspiring, but their latest vlog was confusing, too. It was about travelling to Saudi Arabia! How could the most frugal of travellers be able to travel there? I thought back to the independent trip Hamdy and I took, when we had lived as cheaply as possible. The birthday coffee and seafood meal had been our only extravagances. Fortunately, the cheap Saudi eateries we found were generous and provided take-away boxes. This food was often our breakfast and a picnic lunch the next day. Even with budget flights, the cheapest accommodation and free activities, such as visiting mosques and swimming in the ocean, I could not understand how the Frugal Travellers could afford it on their budget.

As I continued to watch the video, their secret was revealed. They had found the cheapest flights and used an app called Couchsurfing for their accommodation. Couchsurfing…This vaguely rang a bell, although at the time I could not work out why. Imagine my surprise, however, when after downloading the app, I saw I had joined this community back in 2016! I was wondering how, and then remembered Iran. My friend Ebru, who holds Swedish nationality, visited before my longed-for trip to this intriguing country. Afterwards, we met for dinner in a cheap restaurant in London to exchange our experiences. Ebru proudly told me about her three-week-long independent trip costing just £700, including flights! As a British national, I’d had to travel with a guide because relations between England and Iran were frosty. So my group tour cost me four times what Ebru paid. I asked her how she travelled so cheaply. It turned out that she had used an app called Couchsurfing, which provides free accommodation for a traveller at a local’s house. She had been hosted for free by families all over Iran who wanted to have a cultural exchange with someone from Sweden. People had also invited her to stay when they had met her on public buses, and she’d enjoyed an unforgettable night with an elderly lady in a cave! Such was the hospitality of the Iranian people. As we talked and talked about her experiences, I asked her to find the app on my phone, and as she did, she quickly made me a member.

Then my everyday life obviously got in the way again. I forgot about Couchsurfing. When I came up for air during my school holidays, Supportive Husband and I joined group tours to exotic places, during which nearly everything was organised for us. Being childfree, my salary could cover the cost of travelling to most of the places we dreamt of.

Now, however, I no longer earnt a big wage. When I began this new chapter in my life, I volunteered and dreamt of writing my first book. What is left of my monthly savings after paying my share of the bills is small and needs to be spent wisely. Life for me is the opposite of before. Now I am cash-poor but time-rich. Although I gave everything to my job, one day I knew I’d had enough. I’d burnt myself out and carried huge levels of stress due to my managerial position. However, my time with the young pupils in my class was what had made it worthwhile. It had been heaven, working with the best people in the world. Those memories will stay with me forever.

I saw the Saudi vlog made by the Frugal Travellers as a sign. Not only to return to Saudi Arabia, but this time to do it on my own. Ever since going to the wedding party, I craved more interaction with local people during my travels. To me, staying with a local host through Couchsurfing could provide this. The Frugal Travellers’ YouTube film showed me how I could afford to. I had all the inspiration that I needed. Also, the thought of escaping, would give me the distraction I needed to focus on something other than my overwhelming grief.

I looked at my monthly budget for January and added it to some money I had received as presents for my birthday and Christmas. Next, I started my research. As it was the coolest time of year in this region, prices for flights were at their lowest. I found two separate flights – one from London to Budapest and then the next morning an onward flight to Dammam, in the east of Saudi Arabia. A new area for me. I found it unbelievable that the cheapest return flights totalled just £46. I would have to spend the night at Budapest Airport on the way out, but being a budget traveller required sacrifices. As I still had my Saudi visa, there was no extra cost there. In Dammam, a large city located on the Persian Gulf, huge oil reserves were once discovered. It attracted a lot of foreign workers, who lived in luxurious compounds but kept to themselves.

In the Frugal Travellers’ YouTube vlog about Dammam, they had stayed with a host called Tomasz, who encouraged them to hitchhike from the city and across an incredible bridge to the country of Bahrain. Budget saving indeed, but I wasn’t ready for hitchhiking in Saudi just yet!

It felt exciting to use the Couchsurfing app. I first built up my profile, using photos from past trips to show I was a sociable person who enjoyed travelling. I also shared recent images from my trip to Medina, hoping that would help. I thought carefully about the information I wrote about myself and why I was using the app now but not before. I felt a little intimidated by the profiles of experienced Couchsurfers in the system, so I reminded myself that everyone has to start somewhere. My friend Lenny, who was also a member of Couchsurfing, wrote for me a charming first personal reference to help.

My profile was complete and it was time to look for hosts in the city of Dammam. I thought it might be a good idea to not only send individual requests but also use an available facility to make a public trip, which potential hosts might read. From the public trip, I was contacted by two men. One seemed great, with references written mainly by women. Since it was strange he was hosting mostly females, I contacted one of these ladies, a woman of similar age to me, asking her if she had any further helpful information about this potential host. She told me that sharing a bed with him was fine and she especially enjoyed the ‘massages’ they shared. That was enough information for me to politely but firmly decline, and thus began my lessons from using Couchsurfing.


Lesson 1:

Always read the sleeping arrangements carefully and if they are vague, like they were for this host, do not accept!

The other man offered to show me around for the day and we shared pleasant communication. I made sure I mentioned my wonderful Supportive Husband again and again. He also mentioned his wife and daughters. This felt a lot better. His name was Omar and he had come from Syria to work in Saudi Arabia.

Lesson 2:

Couchsurfing is not a dating app. However, to avoid unwanted situations, be clear that you are not interested in any kind of romantic connection.

Most of the individual requests I sent for hosting were after studying each profile carefully, noting down our common interests.

Lesson 3:

Always take time to send a personalised request, mention common interests from the host’s profile, and ask questions about their experiences. Some hosts don’t care about your request, but most do. Make a good first impression by explaining to them why you would be an excellent guest.

I also read every reference for each person.


Lesson 4:

Always read every reference. Most importantly, there is a filter on Couchsurfing that shows you why a surfer would not stay with a host again. Personally, I have never stayed with a host who has a negative reference, but there may be exceptions.

After such effort, it was upsetting when most of the requests were either ignored or declined, but I continued in my efforts. Finally, a man in his thirties called Salem offered to host me for the duration of my trip. I was especially delighted that he was a Saudi national, as many expat hosts lived in Dammam. Salem and I had travelled to many of the same countries. The next stage of the process was to confirm my stay with him, which I did immediately.

Lesson 5:

Once you have a request accepted, send a confirmation to your host. This starts clear communication. Keep your host up to date with your plans.

I chose a few little gifts that I could fit in my carry-on luggage and only then did I allow myself to start feeling excited. Supportive Husband dropped me off at the airport and my first flight to Budapest went smoothly. After attempting to sleep on a hard concrete airport floor, my early morning flight to Dammam was delayed by two hours. This resulted in a voucher and a cheap free meal. However, by the time I sat down in my seat on the plane to Saudi Arabia, I felt exhausted and fell fast asleep until we began our descent before landing.


After passport control, I bought the SIM card recommended by Omar and withdrew some Saudi cash. Next, I tackled my least favourite part of arriving in a new country: avoiding being overcharged for a taxi journey from the airport. It was so late that I couldn’t catch a bus. I was wise enough not to ask for hosting on my first night due to the late hour I was arriving. The delay reinforced this as a wise decision. It was past midnight. When I spoke to the taxi driver about the cost of the fare, joking that I hoped he was honest, he explained that the punishment for cheating a foreigner was deterrent enough not to. We arrived at my budget hotel at 1:30am and my hard bed felt like heaven after such a long journey.

Omar

Omar, my first Couchsurfing friend, shook my hand when I met him at the hotel reception later that morning. He seemed very enthusiastic and friendly, but as we drove out of Dammam, I noticed that he briefly touched my arm twice during our conversation. Sadly, this worried me and tempered my enthusiasm. I remembered Massage Man and I racked my brain to see if I had given him cause to think we were to be more than friends. No, I had asked many questions about his family and I had even thanked him on behalf of Supportive Husband for his kindness. So I squashed myself against my side of the car and tried not to think that Couchsurfing was a terrible mistake. Soon Omar seemed to calm down. Maybe my quieter demeanour or my shorter answers had signalled my discomfort. Maybe he had been overenthusiastic to start with. Even to this day, I do not know.

Omar drove to Al-Ahsa and it was a wonderful day. First, we visited a famous family-run bakery where we ate the special local date bread filled with yoghurt and oregano for breakfast. Omar arranged with the grandfather and head of the business for us to enter the kitchen to see how the bread was made. The traditional oven used date palm as its fuel. It was quite an experience. Omar paid for the breakfast. When we next visited Al-Qarah Mountain, I tried to use my debit card, as it was my turn to pay for us both. Omar, however, used his watch to pay before I even knew what was happening. I didn’t want to seem ungrateful, but I felt uncomfortable about this.

The mountain was truly beautiful and I loved exploring the paths between the honeycomb rock and dramatically shaped boulders. We climbed higher up to see the most wonderful view across Al-Ahsa, an ocean of green, the largest oasis in the world. But inside, I felt torn between feeling incredibly lucky and also being very uncomfortable about not paying for anything so far. We stopped at a busy restaurant for a lunch of eggplant, hummus, okra stew and the famous red rice of the region. Also eating were two brothers, who were both dentists. They introduced themselves and I was then invited to meet the rest of their relatives, who were dining in a separate room. Once again, I had the wonderful experience of sitting down with the women of a family. The brothers drank coffee with Omar outside, as he was not permitted to enter. When I later found him, I also found out he had paid for our lunch. At the end of our day out, Omar kindly agreed to take me to my host Salem’s apartment, and he did just that.

Salem

I felt guilty at experiencing such a huge sense of relief to see Salem come bounding out of his front door to meet us. Surprisingly dressed in a pink hoodie and jeans, he gave me such a welcoming smile and invited Omar to join us inside his apartment for refreshments. We sat on his enormous teal sofa that fringed the whole of his living room. Salem lit a pot of fragrance and explained this was a local custom. I followed his instructions and passed the pot around my body and head. Salem then passed the pot to Omar, who expertly brushed the fragrance towards him. When the pot was returned to me, I swept my hand more dramatically around myself, causing the men to laugh. I sat on one side of the room and they chose to sit opposite. Salem rose to look after our refreshments, serving us Arabic coffee along with the nuts and toasted apricot kernels he had acquired during his recent trip to Uzbekistan. When Omar left, I thanked him sincerely for his kindness and later, I left him a nice review on Couchsurfing about our day. It felt like the right thing to do.

I was interested to find out more about Salem. Each day, he dressed in traditional Saudi attire and worked as a clerk to a judge handling property law. Salem had moved to Dammam from his birthplace, a mountainous area near Tihamah in southwest Saudi Arabia. He spoke good beginner’s English and was pleased at how I helped him improve it. In the evening, Salem told me we were going to a shisha café so I could meet his friend. In my imagination, I had expected it to be a traditional, humble place, thick with smoke from the hookah pipes, but instead it was sleek and modern. Salem introduced me to his friend Mohammed. Surprisingly, these men had first met in Moscow. There, they discovered that they lived in the same Saudi city. What a small world! Over time, they became best friends. Mohammed, who was dressed in the traditional Saudi thawb and keffiyeh, told me that he now travelled dressed in western clothes, telling the people he met that he was from India. He made this decision after he’d once made the mistake of revealing his family owned one hundred camels to a traveller and was consequently expected to pay for everything! He could afford to, but had found it rude to be handed the bill each time. Another friend, Ahmed, joined us too. His family came from Sudan. When I told him my story and hopes for the trip, I included the experience of trying masoub, the yoghurt, honey and banana porridge-like dish I saw the Frugal Travellers enjoy. Ahmed then announced he was taking us for dinner at a nearby Yemeni café, where we ate delicious food, including masoub. It was a huge portion, and Ahmed insisted that I take the remainder for my breakfast the next day. When Ahmed paid for the entire meal, I graciously thanked him. Like Omar, we weren’t to meet again, so I was unable to repay his kindness.

Salem gave me his spare bedroom to sleep in. Inside was a comfortable single mattress
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