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  “Thank Allah it’s Thursday,” The Virgin thought to himself as he wiggled his key in the lock of his garden door. He had escaped from the office on the dot of six o’clock and no-one from Almadi or the desert could reach him for a whole luxurious fifteen hours. Fantastic. And Thursday night was party night, because everyone could sleep in tomorrow. The lock continued to resist his probing.




  “Goddamn country,” he muttered to himself. “Doesn’t anything work?”




  He heard a click as the lever was pulled back from the inside, and the heavy steel gate swung slowly open. He found himself looking straight at Evelina through the widening gap. Dressed in her white nurse’s uniform with the absurd head piece. Evelina looking very wan and uncertain.




  “Good grief! What are you doing here? How did you get in?”




  “I climbed over the wall. I’m sorry - I didn’t know what to do.” Her lower lip trembled and The Virgin could see that he was expected to absorb a crisis. He took her in his arms and kicked the gate shut behind him. She buried her face against his neck and sobbed with great heaves of her body. He waited, making soothing noises as if she were an over-grown baby.




  Cuddling Evelina had been an exciting fantasy from the day he had first met her. Not that she looked particularly pretty. She was slim and had strong black hair, but most Filipinos could say the same. She had dark, deep eyes; that too was normal. Unlike most of the Filipinos, she had a terrible complexion. Deeply pock-marked, which completely marred any conventional beauty. But who cared? She was lively and cheerful. A natural leader for the rest of the girls and a real ice-cold, heart-breaker for the men. She preferred, as far as The Virgin could make out, not to have a boyfriend at all and he had been forced to look elsewhere. Never mind; it felt pleasant that she had turned to him when she had a problem. Slowly, he eased her up the path to the front door and they stepped out of the sun into the cool darkness of the house. He took her through to the breakfast room and sat her down at the table. He hurried to get an iced coke with a shot of flash to calm her down.




  “Come on then,” he urged. “Drink this. What’s the problem?”




  She sipped and sobbed, and sipped again but seemed unable to tell him.




  “Is it the other girls? No? Not bad news from home?”




  “No - not that. It’s Captain Zella.”




  That bastard Zella. He should have guessed. The petty tyrant who could not handle having total control of so many foreign women. He had a record of trying to blackmail girls by refusing to grant exit visas, and if they did not have his rubber stamp and signature, they could not leave the country for vacation or final exit. God knew if any of them had been foolish enough to give in and let him have what he wanted. They were all smart enough not to go into his office alone.




  “What’s he done this time? Is he trying to stop your holiday?”




  “He caught me in the store room.” She covered her face. “He forced me. I shouted but he was too strong. He - he touched me. With his finger.” The sobbing came back and she rested her head on her arms. What could The Virgin do? He stood with a hand on her shoulder. “He pushed it in. He hurt me. The bastard! I was virgin, and he’s broken me! One of the Sudanese heard me and opened the door, and he ran out. What will I do?”




  “Are you alright?”




  “No, I’m not alright!” The sharpness in her voice was a good sign.




  “How did you get here? Why didn’t you go back to your flat?”




  “I didn’t want anyone to know. I took a taxi and made him drop me over there. He stayed and watched me, so I climbed over the wall. I hate this place!”




  “Climbed over the wall? You must have been really cross; have you seen how tall it is? I can just imagine you climbing over in your uniform.”




  Evelina gave a little squeak. “Yes. And the taxi driver was looking at my legs.”




  “I’m sure he would have helped you over if you’d asked. It would have made his week. Or may be his year. He’s probably sitting in some tea-shop talking about you right now.” The thought made her smile. Just a little smile, but it helped.




  “So… What are we going to do with you? You want a shower, right? What about clothes?” His ex-wife had left a few things, but she was shorter and fatter. He checked them off mentally; a couple of satiny evening tops, slightly used underwear, a winter coat. Not promising. “Look, I’ll leave a pile of things in the bathroom. Some of Maria’s things and a sports suit. A tee shirt. Just help yourself. Take a bath, that’s better than a shower if you’re upset. I’ll put some water on the stove and we’ll run a bath.”




  He remembered a sachet of bath gel, whatever that was, tucked in behind the aspirins and this seemed the occasion to use it. While they waited for the water to boil he ran around collecting bits and pieces from Maria’s old room, clothes and cosmetics, his newest tee shirt and his track suit. He left them together with his one fluffy bath towel and called her in.




  His wife had refused to eat anything he cooked as a matter of principle, which had suited The Virgin well enough at the time. Unfortunately, it left him sadly out of practice when she threw him onto his own resources, and he had been surviving on microwaved snacks and eating out. Cooking something for a distressed Filipino nurse would be a challenge. He settled on a mild chilli and set a piece of frozen steak in the microwave.




  Evelina spent a long time in the bath. He heard her emerge from the bath room to disappear into Maria’s room. The sound of the hair-dryer followed. Dinner was already in reasonable shape and he was chopping the tomato salad when Evelina appeared at his elbow. She looked relaxed. The sports suit did not look too ridiculously big and she had made herself up, even painting her finger and toe nails with Maria’s varnish.




  “Wow! You look pretty. Are you good at rice?” A stupid question to ask a Filipino.




  She snorted and went over to the pan. “It’s not ready yet - I think it’s not right...” He searched for excuses as she tried it with the wooden spoon.




  “OK. You go and sit down, and I’ll finish. Where’s the rice?” With relief The Virgin showed her around. While she was hustling the food along he went in search of the table cloth that should have been in the breakfast room but was not. He ran it to ground neatly folded amongst his winter shirts.




  The food tasted good - surprisingly good really. Evelina was hungry enough to eat and seemed to enjoy it. As she finished she looked up with the germ of a smile on her face. “That better?” he asked hopefully.




  “Yes. I feel much better now. Not sore at all. There was no bleeding, so perhaps I’m still virgin.”




  The Virgin was stumped. Medical people seemed to discuss anything anywhere. And as for twenty-eight year old virgin girls, he had no experience at all, no frame of reference. He would not know what to look for if the opportunity had ever presented itself. “Of course you’re a virgin,” he reassured her. “You didn’t make love, so you’re a virgin.”




  “But his finger went inside - I felt it. He must have broken me.”




  “That’s nothing. Plenty of girls don’t have anything to break. And you play sports...”




  “Not that sort of sport!”




  “No, but they say... I’m sure I read that sport could break it in older girls. Anyway, you didn’t make love, so you’re a virgin. That’s all there is to it. And if anyone ever asks, just tell them lots of virgins are like you.”




  She was not convinced. “I don’t believe any girl who says that.”




  The Virgin was rapidly getting out of his depth. “I’m sure I read it somewhere.”




  “Oh yes? You didn’t just find out by experience?”




  Now he was certainly in trouble. He suspected Evelina would not approve of sex without marriage. In fact he was sure she would not, or she would have tried it by now. “Well, no. I never made love with a virgin. I think.”




  “So all the girls you’ve had were experienced? Very experienced?”




  “There’s not that many, honestly.” It was true. He had tried counting them once and had not even run out of fingers.




  “Poor Virgin,” she said sympathetically. “You should get a Polish girl-friend.” That was true too. Most of the activity around town centred on the Polish nurses working for the Government. They were a generous, open-hearted bunch who like to dance and party. The trouble was that they were mostly older, divorced or had husbands back in Poland. And some were just too desperate. Well-off Western bachelors with oil-field salaries were prized catches, and the prospect of being grabbed by a large, fortyish Polish mama terrified him. The other major group of nurses, the Filipinos, lived in such a close group that they could not do anything without the entire community knowing. For them gossip and the shame of having an active foreign boy-friend far outweighed the advantages his relative wealth would bring. The Virgin inwardly complained at his lot again.




  He tried to change the subject. “What would you like to do now? Go home?”




  “Why? Are you busy?”




  “Oh no. It’s just that I thought... I mean, you’ve never come here by yourself before.”




  “But you’re different. I don’t mind visiting you. Everyone knows you wouldn’t do anything bad.”




  Well, there’s an insult, he thought. Am I really such a harmless character? He felt quite crushed. “Would you like to watch a video, then?”




  “That would be good. I’ll wash up while you shower, and we’ll watch a video. You don’t mind if I stay tonight? I can use Maria’s room.”




  The Virgin swallowed his fantasies. “Oh no, you’re always welcome. I’ll look out some sheets for you.”




  Evelina jumped up and started to tidy the table. “You shower then. Don’t worry about the sheets, I already took them.” He went off to the shower thinking to himself that she must know the contents of his house better than he did himself. He had loaned his house for parties a couple of times, and left the girls there during the day to get things ready. They must have gone through all his things, every cupboard. He had nowhere to hide anything embarrassing. If he took it to the office his secretary would find it; if he left it at home Nancy the Filipino lady who did his cleaning would soon discover it. Oh well; who cared? They probably thought him a complete screw-ball. Anyway, he liked nice to have women around the house. It forced him to be a bit neater than his natural inclination. He often found himself giving the house a quick tidy before Nancy came.




  When they turned in that night, the click of Evelina turning the key in her bedroom door depressed him. He left his door ajar, just in case she changed her mind.




  Next morning was Friday, and The Virgin had only to visit the office for a short time. Almadi did not work on Fridays, so he simply checked the telexes and telephoned Bill over at TAMCO to see what the rigs were doing. A quick chat with the desert to relay the news, and he drove back home for breakfast by nine o’clock. Evelina was waiting for him with breakfast ready to heat. Very civilised. He could grow to like the idea.




  “So what would you like to do?” he asked over his fried rice and eggs. “Shall I take you home?”




  “You go to the beach today, right? OK. You can take me home after ten o’clock, when the others are at church, and I’ll get changed and go with you.”




  The Virgin was struck dumb. Filipino girls did not go to the beach, especially with foreigners. For a start, they were afraid to go brown. A complexion and skin colour that European girls would murder for, and they wanted to stay as white as possible. And any girl mixing with Europeans on the beach without a substantial Filipino escort would be hopelessly compromised. He hurried to agree.




  The gaffir at the gate held them up. It was always difficult to predict what would happen with gaffirs. Some days the gate was pegged wide open and everyone drove in and out while the gaffirs kefalikked with their friends in the gatehouse. Other days the gaffirs guarded the nurse’s quarters like a harem. Today was easy; the old man simply wanted a closer look at which nurse was in the car alone with a man. As he bent to peer in, his curiosity was met by a stony-eyed Evelina. She had changed back into her uniform and looked capable of subduing an army of gaffirs. The old man backed off mumbling and went to open the gate.




  “We’re lucky,” ventured The Virgin.




  Evelina said nothing, but kept her General’s face on until they had passed the gate. “Now they will talk about me,” she said peevishly.




  “Never mind. It’s nice to have a reputation. Better than being boring.” She did not seem to agree.




  The time of their arrival at the hospital avoided her friends. They pulled up at the staff house and The Virgin waited outside. There had been a time when he had made a determined assault on Evelina and he imagined some signs of interest. She was attractive; lively, cheerful, endlessly competent. A very desirable lady, but he had never made any impression. Everyone must have known he was chasing her; her friends pushed her to him at dances, made a big deal of sitting them together. The truth was that Evelina had always kept him at arm’s length, never visited him alone, never sat in his car a moment longer than necessary. He had taken the hint in the end and left her alone - though he never understood just what she had wanted of him.




  That was all over now. He had taken a field-break, a couple of weeks touring in Turkey and tried keeping away from her when he returned. That suited her. She just kept on with the old distant friendship and seemed quite happy. It was just as well The Virgin did not take the brush-off too hard. He would have lost a friend if he had. She bounced out of the staff house in baggy tee-shirt and jeans, dropped a bag on the back seat and they set off.




  The road to the beach, like all the country around Sabah, was flat and boring. Centuries of damage by wandering goat and sheep flocks had reduced the summer vegetation to unpalatable camel-thorn and clumps of heather-like scrub. The bare bones of the country showed through. In some places the Government had tried to kick-start real agriculture by ripping up the thick rocky pavement that shielded the surface. This left ragged embankments of limestone slabs around the few cultivated areas.




  The blacktop headed south, parallel to the coast. As they left town the amount of rubbish lining the road decreased, and soon they saw little beyond dead tyres and the odd junk truck parked in its last resting place at the roadside. The horizon stretched brown and flat to the east but to the west, just beyond the sabkha, lay the Mediterranean. He sometimes thought the Mediterranean was Tabriz’s only likeable feature. Complain as much as you liked, Sabah was still a Mediterranean sea-port and rich Europeans paid a fortune just to spend their holidays on the opposite shore of the same sea. The Virgin, on the other hand, was paid for being here and paid fairly well.




  The word this week was that everyone would go to fifty-nine kilometres. Foreigners liked to keep together to avoid young local men harassing the ladies, and so they packed on a short stretch of the one thousand kilometres of empty beach. The turning to this week’s beach was marked by the remains of an ancient Russian truck and when they reached it, they swung right and dropped off the blacktop. A bumpy track brought them to the edge of the sabkha and the wheel marks fanned out over its sun-baked surface. The Virgin headed for the glare of car windows in the dunes. Keeping his speed up he bounced over the narrow sandy track and came to rest next to a long line of parked vehicles with foreigners’ registration plates.




  Over the low dune was the sea and a solid wall of beach umbrellas, each pitched just too close to its neighbour to allow an intruder to settle in between. It was a cosmopolitan spot. East Europeans with names like Zdzislaw and Ivan rubbed shoulders with Alfredo from The Argentine and Bola from Ghana. John could be from UK, or America, or anywhere in the Commonwealth. The Greeks, both the mainland and Cypriot varieties, were present as they had been for at least the last three thousand years. There were even a few Korean construction workers, cut off from the rest by culture and language. They frolicked in the sea, barbecued fish and took photographs, but no one else had any idea what they said to each other.




  The Virgin searched for the rest of the Hash and found them around an ancient Toyota four-wheel drive with its cassette player turned well up. A crowd of boisterous, boyish men sizzling in the sun and sipping home-brewed beer. They had a fair sprinkling of girl-friends with them, mostly Hashers in their own right. Heads turned as the two of them walked up and he thought he heard Evelina groan.




  “Hey, Virgin! You’re late - what’s been keeping you? Here - have a beer.”




  “Don’t stop over there - come here - we want to talk with your friend.”




  “No chance of that. She won’t want to talk to you...”




  The same old crowd. Good hearted, noisy, like kids out of school. And why not? The wife and family were back home and the men worked here earning the salary to keep them in bread and butter. So why not enjoy life when you could? The disadvantages of Tabriz were enough to make the simplest of pleasures glow. The Virgin headed for the edge of the crowd where the ladies lay working on their suntans. Including Danka, assistant matron in the hospital, a short, plump fire-cracker of a woman with traditional Polish red-tinted curls and badly repaired teeth. Evelina ran for her company and protection.




  The Virgin concentrated on erecting the umbrella and spreading the beach mat while the girls chattered. Stripped down to his bathing costume, he went to sit with them.




  “I missed an accident yesterday,” Evelina told him. “After I’d gone they brought in some burnt soldiers.”




  “Yes. Bad burns,” Danka shook her head with resignation. “Then just we trying to take them from the Army pick-ups, some officers scream up in big Mercedes car and make them all go back in the pick-ups and go away. It is big problem. I don’t know where they take them. No other hospital in town. I think those men die soon; some of them. Burns like that very difficult.”




  “I wonder what the bastards are up to now?” The Virgin mused. “Some-one probably screwed up loading gasoline and they’re trying to hide it from Almadi. But if people are dying...”




  “Sure. They dying for sure. And Virgin, not normal burning. Big blisters but no black. Steam, maybe, not fire. I don’t know, but they dying. Boże. Those poor boys. But what can you do? Not even possible to make them injections.”




  The Virgin shuddered. He often heard horror stories from the nurses that made his skin crawl. He did not know how they could handle the ugliness of it all. Perhaps having the power to do something about the suffering made it easier. This accident seemed a bit different though. Firstly it was Army, and secondly they were obviously trying to hide something. He wondered what it could be for a moment and then made for the water, leaving Evelina hiding in the shade of the umbrella. She was wearing an incredibly old-fashioned, ruched pink one-piece swimming costume and reading a magazine.
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  He delivered Evelina back to the hospital before seven next morning. If that did not destroy her reputation, nothing would. He could not understand why she should suddenly want to court the disapproval of her community, but she had just insisted quietly that she wanted to stay another night, and equally quietly locked her door as she went to bed. If she understood what she was doing to The Virgin’s nervous system, she did not let it worry her. His frustrations were lost in the start of a new week.




  The office was quiet at seven o’clock. Almadi did not start for another hour at least, but the boss had insisted that Sabah should start early enough to get a clear telephone line to the desert. So the first hour of the day was always quiet. Just a quick phone call to pick up any queries and fuel orders, and then he could settle back with a coffee and get on with any thinking work before the rest of the office came in.




  The major job on his desk this morning was a job procedure for the RomDril-1 rig drilling just north of Sabah. Having a rig thirty minutes drive away was an unusual luxury. It meant he could get out of the office with a legitimate excuse whenever the work got too tedious. Of course, as a downside he occasionally had to go and sit through operations at inconvenient times, but it was worth it. He liked to play at being a field engineer once in a while.




  The job coming up was a 13-3/8” casing cementation. Not difficult, but big. They would set the casing at 1800m, much deeper than normal because TAMCO wanted to drill deep on this hole. The thing about cementing 13-3/8” casings was not that they were technically difficult, but just that they took so much cement. If TAMCO wanted to do a proper job, filling a nominally 17-1/2” diameter hole with steel casing of 13-3/8” outside diameter left a gap between the pipe and the hole wall that could take 5000 sacks of cement to fill. Add in the chemicals - retarder and dispersant - to keep the cement slurry liquid for long enough to pump it into place, and the final bill for the operation would start to get large. Plus the casing hardware, delivery charges and the actual operational costs, and TAMCO would be running for cover. The money would lie in the size of the job rather than its sophistication. The Virgin’s task was to persuade TAMCO to write an expensive cementing program while trying at the same time to make 5000 sacks of cement look small. The proposal was going to be a challenge.




  The trouble did not usually come from Bill the Drilling Superintendent. He was Canadian and used to doing things properly. Tayfun, the drilling engineer in charge of mud and cementing, was the one who always gave The Virgin nightmares. Time after time he would come up with suggestions drawn from his native Azeri oil-patch, where everything was always rosy and they never had difficult wells. Ask him for a 13-3/8” design and he would come up with a 200 sack plug that would just about hold the casing shoe in place. Blow-outs were something he read about occasionally but never expected to happen to him. The Virgin took care to write an open-ended proposal that did not look too expensive at first sight, but had the potential to grow into a really big operation. Once the concept of a proper job was on the table, it would be so much harder for Tayfun to trim it down without putting his own name to it, and like most of the foreigners in TAMCO, he would rather just let things roll on than sign his name to anything.




  The Virgin fired up the office computer and prepared to fit a quart into a pint pot. He was still there when his stomach told him that lunch would be appreciated. If RomDril had not been RomDril, he could have driven to the rig for a meal and a coffee with the company man, but the thought of dry Romanian fried chicken sent him home instead. Micro-waved jacket potato and tinned tuna again. Why not? Add a couple of fresh tomatoes and it was nutritious enough. Anyway, he did not want to eat too much because it was Saturday afternoon, and Saturday meant the Hash.




  Five o’clock saw him driving off to Cape Horn, this week’s Hash venue. Cape Horn was a minuscule rocky nubbin interrupting the smooth run of sandy beach north of town. For most of the year the Mediterranean lay lifeless around its sandy rocks, and rounding the Horn was a pleasant summer dog-paddle. Now the early autumn days meant cooler weather, and the local fishermen had packed their gear away for the year. The car bounced down the track to an old tyre that some-one had stood on edge against a rock. ‘Run #783’ was daubed crudely around its walls in pink paint. The others had started to arrive and were hiding in their cars from the watery breeze. Over the next five minutes another dozen cars bumped up to the old tyre, and their occupants got out and began to change. It felt a touch chilly standing around without a track suit and The Virgin thought about running in a sweater. Some vestige of masculine pride prevented him.




  The clock soon drove the Master over to the old tyre. He pulled his miniature hunting horn from his track-suit pocket - no false pride there - and blew a raspberry. “Sabah Hash House Harriers, Run Number 783, running on pansy pink - ON-ON!” He ran a token half a dozen strides at the head of the pack and lapsed into a walk. The serious hashers jostled past him and away.




  They followed pink splotches of paint daubed on loose pebbles.  The marks stood out clearly against the bare sandy earth and cropped vegetation, and the pack was soon well spread out along the trail. Fast runners at the front, the casual hashers walking along behind and every sort of unfit or lazy foreigner straggling between them. The Virgin applied himself to guessing where the trail would be going, and where profitable short cuts might lie. Normally at this venue the trail was a tight loop heading out along the coast and back on the beach (or vice versa). The Virgin could run as far as his energy level would allow and then cut across the loop and sneak home. But the Hare this week was Rubberdy-Dub and he had a reputation for second-guessing even the most determined of short-cutters. Right now his trail led them straight away from the sea and who knew if he would turn left or right? As The Virgin puffed up to the first check it seemed that Rubberdy was living up to his reputation. The front runners had already found and abandoned two false trails and were scattered wide looking for the real one.




   The trail zigged and zagged, and headed more or less away from the cars for a depressingly long distance. Difficult checks with easy trails beckoning back down towards the beach - all false. The Virgin’s private energy conservation programme would normally have led him off to one side or the other by now in search of some not-too-blatant short-cut. This week he was still undecided which way to turn.




  He jogged on into some scrubby trees to yet another check - number 7 painted on the rusting shell of an abandoned refrigerator. He hardly had time to catch his breath when the Hash Horn beeped from somewhere in front and to his left. He slid down a bank into a stony wadi and followed the other slow coaches. He had begun to doubt Rubberdy’s sanity when the wadi opened out into a bigger channel and the paint turned right - up towards the jebel and still further away from the sea.




  Rubberdy was waiting for them where the main road crossed the wadi. He had somehow borrowed a bus – a fearsome Russian wreck with no glass in its windows and very little of its original blue paint surviving - to drive them back to the cars. No-one but Rubberdy would go to such lengths to fool everyone. Still, it felt good to jolt slowly back to the cars. It felt even nicer to watch all the faint hearts, who had given up early and not reached the bus, having to jog back down to the sea under their own power.




  The sun was dropping scarlet into the sea as they drove the short distance to the Bash. A hollow in the sand dunes, out of sight and relatively safe. Eytie Joe had brought a pick-up load of broken pallets from his camp and the boy scouts amongst them got busy lighting a fire. They put the table up and set the Tilley lamp glowing. The pack stood and watched as the amber was decanted into the insulated urn and then crowded around with their plastic cups, faces glowing in the lamp-light as they poured their first drink of the day.




  The Virgin felt a tug at his elbow. “You go swimming tonight? I come too.” He looked down at Danka.




  “Swimming? It’s too bloody cold for that. Besides, I don’t have my swimming gear.”




  “Neither I,” she announced blandly. “Come on, we go a little away.”




  Too polite or too lazy to refuse her anything, The Virgin turned to follow. Strange, he thought, why me? There had never been more than shared friends and polite conversation between them, and now she had invited him to skinny-dip in the starlight. What could a gentleman say? She took his arm as they picked their way along the beach.




  “Where is Evelina tonight? You not bring her to Hash?”




  “No - well - I don’t think she’d want to come.” He could just imagine the expression on Evelina’s face if she had been forced to join in the noisy drinking games for which the Sabah Hash was famous.




  “I think she have trouble with Zella.”




  Now The Virgin understood. Danka was fishing for gossip. “Yes – the bastard caught her in a store-room. He tried to touch her but she screamed and one of the Sudanese came into the room. No harm done, but he really pissed her off.”




  “I think she hurt him. He not come to hospital today and she cut her nails too short. I think she scratch him and break her nails.” Danka would obviously get the full story eventually.




  “Good. She should have scratched his eyes out.” Indeed, The Virgin wished she had done some real damage.




  “And then you take her home, right?”




  “Ah, yes. She stayed with me. In the guest room.” Danka looked at him in disbelief. “It’s true. She slept in the guest room.” And locked the door, he might have added, and me with my tongue hanging out in the next room.




  Danka chuckled. “Poor Virgin! Never mind - she too dry and bony. Not good in bed.” She chuckled again and hung on his arm, a hot, round, inviting dumpling of a girl. “I think she never try a man. And you not want to be the first. Too much trouble I think, and not good fun.”




  Her closeness and cheerful sexiness had begun to stir The Virgin and he was just wondering if it would be worth getting a bit closer when she turned back. “Good. We go far enough. We swim here.” The Bash showed as a faint glow in the dark dunes behind them, and the twilight from the west gave little light to see by. The breeze had died with the sun and the shivering cold had gentled. Danka began to undress.




  What could a gentleman do, The Virgin asked himself again? He quickly stripped off, trying not to look too closely at the white form emerging beside him. It was too dark to make out any details but the animal in him was beginning to raise its head. He started for the sea to drown his embarrassment but she called him back. “Wait, wait. We go together.”




  She was unhooking her bra and then using his arm for balance, she pulled her socks off and dropped them onto the heap of clothes. “Ah. It is too cold. And will be colder when we come out. Oh look!” She chuckled and made a firm grab for him. “Jaki ładny! Is very good. I like him! Come, first we swim.” Like a dog on a lead, The Virgin found himself being drawn into the water. It was cold enough to reduce the problem.




  Getting out was a cold business. Neither of them had a towel so The Virgin rubbed her down briskly with his tee-shirt and then wrapped the jacket of his track suit about her shoulders. Sitting bare-bottomed on the dry sea grass, he hugged her close and felt his blood start to race again. The craziness had started to run through Danka’s veins too and she burrowed into his embrace, offering a kiss. She tasted strong and sexy. Reaching under her legs he lifted her onto his lap without breaking their kiss. His free hand groped inside the track suit jacket to squeeze a heavy breast.




  “Stop right there!”




  Standing in front of them stood a man with a gun. A soldier. In uniform. Pointing a stubby machine gun at them. His dark green clothing showed almost black, and his face was invisible beneath the peak of his forage cap. Danka gave a gasp and tried to reach for their clothes.




  “No! Stop right there. If you keep still nothing will happen.”




  Danka pushed The Virgin’s hand from her jacket and tried to cover herself up. As they sat uncomprehending, more uniformed figures appeared behind the threatening man. Muted comments were made in a language The Virgin did not recognise, and met with quiet laughter. It was not Arabic, and the American-accented English of the man in front of them had given no hint of their origin either.




  “What do you want?”




  “I want you to stay sitting where you are. Just for a few minutes. Then we’ll go.”




  “I want my clothes,” said Danka. Her voice sounded shaky and close to tears. The soldier called to one of the others and their clothes were brought over. Still sitting, they wriggled into them.




  “Stop. No shoes. I don’t want you to run away. Here, I’ll throw your shoes over there, OK?”




  That’s nice of him, thought The Virgin. At least we’re not stranded and if he’s taking that much trouble, we’re probably safe. “Who are you?”




  “Never mind that. Just keep quiet.” He called to the soldier who had brought their clothes and gave him the job of guarding them. He walked off along the edge of the water, peering out to sea.




  Danka inched closer, and The Virgin put his arm around her. “What do they want?” she asked.




  “Not speaking!” Their guard gestured with his gun and they fell silent.




  From across the dark water The Virgin became aware of a low grumbling sound. Two of the soldiers slung their weapons over their shoulders and waded into the sea. The one who had first secured them was muttering into a hand-held radio. He seemed to be the officer in charge. Everyone was looking out to sea.




  In a rush, two inflatable boats rode into the beach on white foam trails. The officer hurried over to his prisoners and again held them at gunpoint. Behind him, the boats had been spun round and the soldiers were wading out and jumping aboard. With his free hand the officer spoke again into the field radio. For a moment all was still until two more men ran out of the dunes and down to the boats. It all seemed very quiet and professional.




  With the two sentries safely aboard, the officer raised his gun to the peak of his cap. “Well, goodnight. I hope you have a very exciting evening.” He turned and in moments the two boats were picking up speed, their heavily silenced engines making no more than a subdued puttering sound. The whole episode could only have taken a few minutes.




  “Moj Boże!” whispered Danka. “What is happening? Who are they?”




  “Not locals, that’s for sure. Not Americans either. And very professional.” The Virgin thought for a moment. Whatever had happened, he knew he would have been better off not seeing it. Or even being anywhere around. They had just seen a small group of foreign soldiers being covertly extracted from Tabrizi territory. Whatever they had been up to was undoubtedly a lot of trouble for some-one, and life threatened to get very unpleasant for The Virgin if the local security forces got wind of it. And for the Hash and all its members. Half the foreigners in Sabah in sports clothes, men and women together, drinking beer, at night. That was enough of a catalogue of sins in the narrow Muslim mind to put them all away in calaboosh for a few nights at least. Add to that military saboteurs or assassins and they would all be locked up forever. Flight was the surest remedy.




  “OK, we’d better get out of here right now. God knows who’ll be chasing after that lot, and if they catch us here we’ll be shot on sight. If we’re lucky. And we’d better tell the Hash. Come on, where are our shoes?”




  They fumbled across the dark sand to find their shoes. “I’m very frighted,” said Danka. “I think we have big problem.”




  “Too right! Come on, get moving.” They hurriedly brushed the worst of the sand from their feet and started to get into their shoes. Too late. From behind the dunes came the thumping sound of some-one running to the beach. They were just straightening up as another soldier burst onto the sand, gun at the ready.




  There did not seem to be much they could do. Their hands went up automatically as the gun swung towards them. The soldier ran past them to the water’s edge. He knew he was too late, but he turned anyway and shouted something at them in Arabic.




  Danka answered but he did not seem to understand and tried again in English. “You are foreigners? Did you see soldiers here?” He was panting heavily and looked pathetic in his distress.




  “They’ve gone. It must be five minutes ago,” The Virgin said.




  The soldier cursed and strained to see what was happening across the water. No sound came back to them. He cursed again and sat down on the sand. Obviously things could hardly be worse for him.




  “What will you do now?” asked Danka.




  He seemed to become aware of them again. With an effort he pulled his thoughts together. “Now I must go from here quickly.”




  “Can we help?” The Virgin found it hard to recognise his own voice offering help. It was probably just the fact that the soldier was a foreigner subjected to another outrageous twist of fortune. Living as they did in Sabah, all foreigners felt they had some kind of responsibility for their neighbours.




  The soldier was rapidly recovering his wits. “You have a car? Yes, of course, you must have a car. Yes please, you can help me to leave here quickly. First I must change into my escape clothes. Please wait.” Without delaying further, he started to pull off his boots. Soon he was standing in his underpants.




  From one of his belt pouches he pulled a tight roll that he shook out into a djellabiyah and waist coat.




  “You’re going to wear that?” The Virgin asked. “That’s no good if you’re travelling with us.” There was no alternative; he took off his track suit and offered it to the naked man.




  “What about gun?” asked Danka, practicality coming to the rescue.




  “Oh no. No guns. We get caught with you and a gun in the car, we’re dead. Throw it in the sea.”




  The soldier agreed. “Yes, OK. Guns make too much trouble. All of this has to go in the sea.” Working carefully he filled each boot with sand, and his empty pouch, and wrapped the whole uniform up into a tight bundle in his shirt. “First I put this in the sea, OK?” Without a hint of embarrassment he stripped off his underpants and stepped into the water. The gun he threw as far as he could. The bundle he first soaked to make sure it was going to sink, and then pitched that after it. He came back to the sand brushing as much water as he could from his body.




  Their route to the cars took them along the beach and past the Bash. The ceremonies were well under way and voices were raised in a raucous chorus as yet another hasher downed a compulsory drink for some sin, real or invented.




  “What is that?” asked the soldier.




  “Oh, it’s nothing. Just the lads enjoying themselves. What do we call you?” asked The Virgin as they stumbled across the sand towards the cars.




  “Ah - Dov Nagel is good now. But in my escape clothes I am Ali Mohammed.”




  “We will take him to the Bash?” asked Danka.




  “Are you crazy? No-one’s going to see him. He’s going straight to the car and he’ll lie down in the back.” The Virgin was beginning to think properly now the pressure was on. That just left the Hash to deal with. “Here. Take the car key and go on. I’ll have to do something about the Hash.”




  He stopped and reached out for Danka’s arm. “Look - you’d better stay out of this. I’ll take him home with me tonight, and do something with him tomorrow. There’s no point both of us getting mixed up in this.”




  Dov agreed. “He’s right. It could be dangerous. Just give me somewhere safe tonight, and then tomorrow I will go into town. I know what to do there. I will be in no trouble.”




  Danka looked at them both and swallowed. “No. I come also. It will be better at checkpoints if you have woman in the car. They not want make too much trouble if I am with you. I come with you tonight. Tomorrow you take me early to Barani to get my uniform and I take taxi to hospital.” Neither of the men said any more.




  As The Virgin stepped into the firelight, he was welcomed with shouts and sly questions about how Danka was feeling. A foolish smile on his face, he went up to Noddy, standing on an upturned box with his clip-board in hand. He was about to punish The Virgin with a drink or worse for putting sex before beer, but he must have seen something in his eyes because he bent to listen. The Virgin drew him a little away from the Bash.




  “Noddy, you’ve got to listen to me. We’ve got a real problem here. We’ve just had a bunch of troops run over us and out to sea in boats.”




  Noddy would have been an old man anywhere else. Grey of hair and beard, he should have been wearing a jacket and tie to the office in Dublin during the day, and going home to the old suburban wife at night. With nothing more than a trip to the Public Library to brighten things up. Here his wiry legs stuck out of green running shorts and his tee-shirt proclaimed him as a veteran of many hashes. He was not drunk yet, but he had trouble getting his mind around what The Virgin was telling him.




  “You mean the Army’s on the beach?”




  “No, no. Not the local army anyway. These guys were something else completely. Foreigners. Not Americans. Nor Europeans either – well, not north Europeans. I don’t know who they were, but they weren’t screwing around. They just came running down the beach, held us up with guns, and took off in two inflatables. You’ve got to get everyone out of here before the locals catch on.”




  Noddy shook his head, not wanting to believe. “Oh Jesus, Mary and Joseph. There’s going to be shit everywhere. Oh Christ. I’ll get them moving; come and tell them what happened.”




  “No, Noddy, I can’t. Danka’s in trouble, I’ve got to go to her. Don’t tell them everything. Just say we got stopped by a couple of soldiers who are going back for their sergeant. That’ll move everyone. Don’t say anything about the foreigners, or word will get around and Danka and I are toast. Please! You’re the only one who knows.”




  Noddy could understand the position, and The Virgin knew the man would not talk. “OK,” he said, “I’ll get them moving. Better have them split up; we don’t all want to go in procession. I’ll send some left and along the ring road. And I’ll wash out the beer cooler. We’d better tip the beer into the sand, dammit.” As he returned to the Bash, The Virgin ran for the car.




  Dov and Danka were sitting in the darkness. He leapt into the car and started back up the dirt track to the road. Thorn bushes, looking remote and threatening in this new world, swung in and out of his headlights as they jolted along.




  “Er - Dov. What documents do you have?”




  “I have an Egyptian ID card for Mohammed Ali. Nothing else.”




  “Right. This is how we’ll do it. If we get stopped, it will probably be just to check the vehicle papers, so don’t worry. If they get personal, say you’re a business man staying in the Bab al Sabah hotel and we’re giving you a lift from the Hash. Don’t say too much and you’ll probably get away with it. If they ask you for more, I don’t know what you can say. You’re on your own.




  “Maybe you’d heard about the Hash from a friend in Cairo who had telephoned some-one to find out the location, so you came by taxi to meet some of the foreign business men. That would do. But you stopped in the wrong place and got there late. We’re just giving you a lift back to town. OK?”




  Dov listened intently; the threat to his life was very real. “OK. It’s thin, but it might keep you two out of trouble. Are they likely to ask?”




  “No. It’s never happened to me yet. We’ll be alright. Relax and enjoy the ride.” The Virgin found he could kid himself that everything was fine most of the time, but every now and then an icy hand would reach up out of his stomach and threaten to strangle him. The car bumped onto the blacktop and he headed for town. Dodging the old pick-ups and taxis without lights kept his mind occupied. He began to wonder about his guest.




  “What the hell were you guys doing here anyway?” he asked.




  Dov thought for a while. “ I don’t suppose it matters if you know. It will be all around town tomorrow anyway. There was a little Palestinian doctor of chemistry who was making a nuisance of himself. So we shot him.” He made it sound quite a natural thing to do.




  “Jesus - what sort of nuisance was that?”




  “Chemical weapons. He was working up some cheap and nasty production line here. Not a good man at all.” Dov sounded calm and unperturbed. Perhaps such things were natural for him.




  “But that means they’re going to be running all over town looking for you!”




  “Don’t worry about that. They won’t find him until tomorrow at the earliest, if the dogs have left anything. We didn’t make any trouble, and he’s well hidden now. We just rang his door bell and told him to come along. He thought we were Tabrizi.” Horror piled on horror in The Virgin’s mind. They had just called the little doctor into their car - did they have a car? Where was it? Where was the doctor?




  “You didn’t leave him back there did you?” If the body was found near to the Hash, they could expect some very uncomfortable times ahead.




  Dov laughed. “No, don’t worry. We killed him somewhere along here I think. One of the side tracks on the right, in the reeds at the edge of the swamp. Then we hid him and dropped our van near the pick-up point. I was making sure the van was taken away OK, and the bastards left me behind. Now I have to find my own way home.”




  “Who are you anyway?”




  “Me? Or us? Well, can’t you guess? Let’s just say we don’t have too many Palestinian friends.”




  They drove on in silence.
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  It was a good time to drive through the check-points. The assorted soldiers, police and paramilitary security men were all comfortably full of their evening cous-cous, and too concerned with sitting and chatting to their friends to give any trouble. The Virgin was just nodded through, an uninteresting foreigner with his wife and a friend, unable to speak Arabic no doubt and with all his documents in order. Before they got home he had Dov lie down in the back seat and stay there until the car was out of sight in the garage. With their high walls, Arab homes are designed to give their families privacy and Dov could be smuggled inside unseen.




  Danka busied herself in the kitchen and The Virgin opened a beer. This brew was not too bad. He was no expert and often produced beer only fit for the Hash, but this time it had turned out well, clear, gassy and full of hops. He decanted it carefully into an iced jug and took it through to the front room. Dov took a sip, and winced. Not a long term Sabah resident and quite unable to appreciate the distinctive flavour.




  “What is this? This is from Tabriz?” he asked, making no effort to be polite.




  The Virgin shrugged. “I made it. Stay a while and you’ll learn to like it. Some people even miss it so much when they go home that they have to take up brewing. Go easy - it’s stronger than it seems.”




  Dov looked unconvinced. “It is a very good reason to leave quickly, I think.”




  “Boże, piwo!” Danka came in carrying an empty glass. “Na zdrowie!” The first glass disappeared and she poured another.




  “Dov is being rude about my beer.”




  Danka laughed. “He should stay some more longer and run with me to the Hash. Then he will see bad beer. This is very good. We open one more. The spaghetti will be half hour or some more.” She settled back in the armchair, unworried.




  The Virgin opened the next bottle. He also felt unworried; home seemed safe and the unpleasant side of Tabriz stopped at the gate. He left the jug with the others and went for a shower. Nancy would have some extra washing this week; first Evelina and now two more guests. He would have to look out some more sheets, pillow-cases and towels.




  The boiler could only manage a tepid shower and he washed quickly. As he dried himself, he probed his emotions, unable to leave them alone. It was like coming back from the dentist after an extraction and being unable to stop his tongue wandering to the empty hole. He was now a bit-part player on the world stage. Interfering with the Middle Eastern balance of terror and military retaliation. It should have been more remarkable, more frightening. Instead, he was taking a shower and waiting for the spaghetti. Was this what it was always like? Were the racks of violent thrillers at the airport not telling the whole truth? He supposed that, like many other things in the world, the reality was far more ordinary than the telling of it.




  They turned in early that night. It would be a six o’clock start next morning and the tension had made them all sleepy. The Virgin lay in his bed with the light turned down, waiting for Danka to finish her shower. It took a long time. He heard the water stop, and then she must have found the hair-dryer. Its low hum was soporific. He was dozing when he heard the bathroom door open. Then the creak of the guest room door and a firm click as it latched shut. He switched the light off.




  He rose to Danka’s knocking. “Virgin, is nearly six o’clock.” He struggled up and cleared the bathroom without really waking. Dov appeared for breakfast unshaven and wearing his djellabiyah. He had a rough length of white cotton wound around his head. Another day’s growth of beard and he would look perfect.
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