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  It was in Beirut, in the fall of 1965, when the city was still the jewel of the Orient and had not yet been turned into the battlefield of a bloody civil war. It was a place where cultures met, East and West, Orient and Occident, Muslim, Christian and Jew. Occasionally, they also intermingled, creating something new, something greater than the sum of its parts. This is the story of such an encounter. And of what came from it.




  I was in Beirut on business. That evening I was lounging in a booth at the Bar Scheherazade, a well-known nightspot at the time. It was later blown to bits, bomb blast back in 1978.




  I had not come to the bar for entertainment. I did not care for the faux exotism, for the strippers and belly dancers, for the overpriced watery drinks. I only was at the Bar Scheherazade that night, because I was supposed meet a contact there. I had been waiting for two hours already, my contact still hadn’t shown up and I was beginning to doubt that he ever would. Nevertheless, I was not willing to give up, not yet. In my line of work, patience is a virtue. So I sat back, took another sip of a gin tonic that tasted of too little gin and too much tonic, and watched the show.




  A new dancer was announced, billed as “the Dark Lily — sweetest blossom of the Orient”. A tall woman came on stage, her body swathed in veils of rainbow tulle. They would not cover her up for long. Someone switched on an eight-track tape and tinny music echoed through the bar. On the stage, the girl began to move. Good moves. This dancer actually seemed to know what she was doing, a refreshing change after the stumbling belly-dancers and arrhythmic strippers that had come before.




  The first veil fell, revealing a striking face. Full lips, high cheekbones, dark eyes, skin the colour of good bourbon. And thick black hair, falling down to her shoulders. Her ethnic background was difficult to determine. She might have been Egyptian, she might have been East Indian. Or most anything in between.




  Veil after veil fell in rapid succession. Legs were revealed, shapely and muscular. And arms, covered with tattoos spiraling down from shoulder to wrist, like twisting snakes. Her beauty had intrigued me before, but it was those tattoos that really captured my attention. In those days, tattoos were still considered obscene, the ornament only of sailors and criminals. And they were hardly ever seen on a woman’s body.




  The final veil fell, leaving the girl clad in nothing but panties and strings of colourful beads, jingling in tune with the music. The tattoos twisted around her arms like living things.




  Abruptly, the music died. She stood in the middle of the stage, nearly naked but still dignified. She did not bow or curtsey, she did not move at all except for an almost imperceptible nod of the head. Her dark eyes focussed on me. Or maybe that was part of her act as well. Pick out some poor slob in the audience and focus on him with the sort of gaze a cobra uses to fixate her prey. It was certainly effective, for I could not look away, my gaze riveted, until she broke contact and walked off stage. Oh, she was good. Very good.




  A new number was announced, “the amazing Salome and her deadly python”. My attention returned to the drink in front of me. Unlike the Dark Lily, the snake charmer act was not worth watching. I pulled out my pocketwatch. Eleven thirty PM. No sense in waiting any longer. My contact wasn’t going to show tonight. No, I’d leave as soon as I finished the last of my gin tonic.




  “Did you like my performance?” a dark voice beside me said.




  I turned around and found myself face to face with the tattooed dancing girl, the Dark Lily, her body now wrapped in a silk kimono.




  “Best thing I’ve seen all night.”




  She smiled at me. “Will you buy me a drink?”




  I knew that spiel. I had seen it in too many bars in too many cities. Nevertheless, I decided to play along. The evening had been a total waste so far, so I might as well get a little enjoyment from it.




  “In this dive…” I said, “…you’d get a better drink from the tap in the bathroom than from the barkeeper.” To emphasise my point, I picked up the glass and dumped the remains of my gin tonic onto a potted palm tree.




  She flashed me an inviting smile. “Maybe we can do something about that.” In the middle of the sentence, she switched to French, tinged with a faint but unplaceable accent. “Abdullah…” she called out to one of the waiters, “…get this gentleman another gin tonic. A proper one this time. And give me a vodka. Straight.”
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  This is my story. I’m writing it down, because someday you will want to know. Ideally, I will be able to tell it to you myself. But if there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s that in this world, things rarely ever turn out ideal.




  It all began, while I was dancing in the Bar Scheherazade, one of the many nightclubs in Beirut that fed the Westerners’ hunger for the exotic. Every night, I performed something called the “Dance of the Seven Veils”. Though what I did could hardly be called dancing, to be honest. There were no real moves, no proper steps. Just shaking my body to the music, dropping my veils, and giving the audience what they wanted to see. Legs and butts and breasts.




  I wasn’t just a stripper, though. I don’t want you to think of me as a slut, because I wasn’t. Dancing in the Bar Scheherazade was only my cover. In truth, I was working for a higher cause.




  That night I came on stage and did my usual act. Three and a half minutes of hip wiggling and veil dropping. The job had become routine for me. I was moving mechanically, like a robot, all the while scanning the crowd for a promising mark. I was looking for an American. And I was sure that I would find what I needed among the patrons of the Bar Scheherazade that night.




  I spotted him sitting alone in a booth. About forty, one meter eighty-five, hair so pale it was nearly white, a flashy expensive looking three-piece suit. American for sure. British men, at least the ones I had encountered in Beirut so far, tended to dress in a more subdued style. No, this one had to be American. Sharply handsome too, which was good in case I would have to go to bed with him. Having sex with complete strangers was bad enough. No need to make it any more disgusting by picking ugly complete strangers.
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