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Riyadh airport is magnificent. Designed to represent a traditional Bedouin tent, its roof billows high overhead, lofty and cool. Beneath are wonderful gardens and fountains lit by enormous skylights. Just like Lawrence of Arabia, I thought, seeing for the first time the Arab’s fascination for water and green, growing things.

My appreciation was rudely cut short: the immigration officer, after discovering that I was alone, took my passport and summoned a guard who hurriedly bundled me away from the queue of passengers. The guard, dressed like a policeman, led me to a place labelled ‘Women’s Room’ in Arabic and English. He knocked on the door and gestured to go in. The room was presided over by two large apparitions covered, eyes and all, in black shrouds. I presumed them to be women, only because of the legend on the door. They could have been gorillas in there for all I could see, and they were about the right size.

They opened the door a crack and had a lengthy conversation with the guard. No-one spoke English. They kept asking me questions in Arabic, but eventually the guard got tired of this and went away leaving me in the charge of the women, who shut the door and turned to scrutinise me. I was convinced that I had been arrested: with visions of ghastly prisons before me, I sat  down in a comfortable chair and tried deep breathing. The women began to question me again, perhaps thinking that I might have learned to speak Arabic in the short space of time that I had been left in their care. I tried to get through to them that my company representative was waiting to collect me (I sincerely hoped he was).

We soon gave up. As soon as the man had departed and they were behind closed doors, my guards removed their face veils and I discovered that they were Egyptians. Before, in my apprehensive state, it had seemed that I was confronting two large bundles of black cloth. They were covered from head to foot in the full Muslim dress of purdah. Even their hands and feet were black, for they were wearing black gloves and socks. They removed their veils by throwing the flap which covered the face up and over the back of the head. Everything else remained covered. At a knock on the door, they could simply drop the flap down again and retire into oblivion. I later discovered that the eye-covering is gauzy and you can see through it dimly but, to somebody new to all this, it was very disconcerting to be speaking to someone without any eyes.

I had learned enough to realise that their questions all pertained to my lack of a husband. I longed for a husband, anybody’s, as long as he would take me away from all this. I was in no position to be fussy. And where was that mythical beast, the company representative, who was to have met me at the airport? I worried what would happen if no-one collected me. Would I be sold off as lost property at the next auction, like the bits and pieces people leave on trains and buses in Australia?

I had discovered in my many Asian journeys that to panic or cry is the worst thing to do. It is always best to  try to behave as the locals do and throw yourself upon their mercy. So I gave myself up to the will of Allah and practised Eastern calm. I was to do this many times during my sojourn in Saudi Arabia.
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‘Nurses wanted for Saudi Arabia.’ Where could you go warmer than Arabia, I thought? It was the end of June and I was living in Sydney. I was sitting in my draughty old flat, huddled over an inadequate heater, wearing more clothes than an Eskimo and still cold to the bone, reading the Sydney Morning Herald. I could not have been in a more receptive mood. Apart from urging nurses to depart forthwith to warmer climes and take up posts in some romantic desert spot, the advertisement offered a generous tax-free salary and lots of other monetary enticements dear to the heart of an avaricious Capricorn.

I took up the phone and arranged an interview the next day at Alpha Recruiting Agency, which supplied staff to several companies that managed hospitals throughout the Middle East. The firm was looking for senior nurses with management experience and qualifications to work as charge sisters and supervisors in Saudi Arabia. This sounded like me: I am a registered nurse and midwife with tertiary qualifications in nursing management and many years experience, much of it in remote areas of the north and north-west of Australia, New Guinea, Papua and Indonesia. This kind of bush nursing is not for the faint-hearted but, if you survive, it equips you well for just about anything.

During the interview I learned that, although almost all staff are imported from other countries, a nurse wishing to work in Saudi Arabia cannot apply directly to a hospital for a position. The Saudis run their hospitals on a contract basis. They have no qualified Saudi staff, so they hire a company, usually from the UK, Europe or the US, to provide staff and management for them. The company then employs a recruiter to find the staff and deal with the long and difficult business of getting work permits, entry visas and arranging travel. The staff nurses are recruited in large numbers from India, the Philippines, Pakistan, Korea and neighbouring Arab countries such as Egypt, where wages are low and nurses can be hired cheaply. More senior staff are recruited from the west – the UK, US and Australia. 

Saudi hospitals mostly belong to the government, either through the Ministry of Health (MOH) or the Ministry of Defence (MODA). There are also some private hospitals owned by doctors or businessmen. The recruiters find suitable people and send their credentials to the managing company, which gives them to the hospital’s owner for approval. If this is granted, a work permit and entry visa are obtained from the government. All being well, the person is accepted, hired, and toddles out to Saudi Arabia to repent this folly at leisure.

I must have passed the initial scrutiny, as Alpha invited me to attend a seminar on Saudi Arabia at the Hilton Hotel. There were slides, films, photos and discussion time. Naturally, all aspects of life in Saudi Arabia for an expatriate worker were presented in a glowing light.

A fortnight later the recruiter rang me to see if I was willing to be submitted for a post as a nursing supervisor  at the King Fahid Hospital at Medina, a five hundred bed government hospital belonging to the Ministry of Health and managed by a company called Omega Health Services. I asked for further details and was told that Medina was remote and considered a hardship posting, and that most of its patients were Bedouin; that was all she knew about it, as Alpha had not sent anyone to Medina before.

I agreed to accept the position if approval was granted, thinking that in the meantime I would find out more about conditions there. If I did not like the sound of it, I could always withdraw my application. Having spent much time in isolated areas, I did not consider Medina’s remoteness a drawback. I took myself off to the library to do some research, but there was little information on modern Saudi Arabia, and no tourist guides, because no tourists are permitted – the only foreigners allowed into the country are those who go with a work permit and an employer’s sponsorship, or Muslims making the holy pilgrimage. Most books I found were either historical or autobiographies of explorers: they were interesting, but I wanted to know what to expect, what it would be like to work there now, what I needed to take with me, and what would be available locally. I read all I could, but found only vague and passing references to Medina. It is the second holy city of Islam, after Mecca, and therefore forbidden to non-Muslims, so that only members of the faith could have written about it. I had heard of Mecca, but I had to confess ignorance of Medina. I had been told that the hospital was outside the walls of the city. Now I understood why. A great many of the staff would be non-Muslim.

During the next couple of weeks I was hounded by  the recruiters with lists of what I had to do and provide to prove my suitability for admission to Saudi Arabia. (In retrospect I reckon that all you need is an advanced case of insanity.) The progress of my application was extremely slow. All the originals of my qualifications had to be sent to the Saudi Ambassador in Canberra, to be certified, before copies could be sent to the MOH in Saudi. The recruiter’s word was not good enough, apparently, but now, with my first-hand knowledge of the MOH, I believe that I could have sent them my car registration, or the cat’s breeding papers, and they probably would not have known the difference.

I also had to send my birth certificate, passport, health documents, medical certificates, X-rays and the results of many tests. Of prime importance was an AIDS Clearance Certificate, followed by similar verification that I was not infected with VD, Hepatitis B, or any other communicable nasties. For this supplement to my eligibility I had to front the local public hospital’s VD clinic, an experience previously denied me by the kind fates and not one I would gladly line up for again.

In the outpatients department I entered a long corridor full of people seated on benches against the wall, under the merciless glare of fluorescent lights (no skulking anonymously here). From an end room, a formidable female bellowed down the line, ‘Laube, AIDS test!’ I cringed to my feet and sidled past the line of frankly curious faces.

Sister took some blood for tests and an apologetic Indian doctor filled out a form about my personal life. He knew that I was only having the tests as a visa requirement.

‘I’m so sorry, Sister, but I have to ask you this. Are you a prostitute?’ And on it went. Eventually all the  required forms, certificates, tests, references, qualifications, verifications and other paper work were despatched by the recruiters. Now all I had to do was wait for approval from MOH – all the documentation went to their headquarters in Riyadh – and for a working visa to enter the country. The second did not automatically follow the first, I learned to my frustration.

In the meantime I got the necessary inoculations and vaccinations. They were not taking any chances. The list included almost every serum known: polio, hepatitis, meningitis, typhoid, tetanus and cholera.

During this time the Australian Nursing Federation issued a statement in the national papers warning nurses against going to Saudi Arabia to work. There had been complaints about conditions and the way nurses had been treated by some of the companies that employed staff. The warning was prompted by the publicity given to the case of an Australian nurse who had been caught drinking alcohol (forbidden in Saudi) and sentenced to a flogging and a prison sentence. At the last moment, she had been given a reprieve and deported.

Later, in Saudi, I was told about two British nurses working in Taif who had missed the company bus when out shopping and had accepted a lift from two young Saudis in a car. They were intercepted by the police before they got to the hospital, arrested, charged with adultery – which is defined as any type of intercourse between unmarried persons – and thrown into prison. Two days later they were deported with ‘prostitute’ stamped in their passports. They were lucky the full extent of the law against adultery had not been invoked.

When I enquired, the Federation said that if I was really determined to go I must make sure that the contract I was offered was in order before I signed it. My  twelve-month contract seemed to be all right, so I did not change my mind. If my visa was granted, I would go. (After all, it was still cold in Sydney!)

The recruiters eventually managed to obtain some information from Omega Health Services about conditions at the hospital, and they sent me some material: ‘living and working at King Fahid Hospital, Medina, will not be a problem for the non-Muslim, as although the city of Medina is forbidden to them, there are substantial shopping and recreational facilities outside the walls and the hospital compound is an enclave of cosmopolitan living where the expatriate may live in the same manner as in his or her own country.’

I learned from the brochure that there was a large recreational facility with a swimming pool in the compound and that I would be able to indulge in all kinds of activities outside the compound, including horse riding. With visions of myself galloping over the desert sands on a fabulous Arabian thoroughbred, I duly packed my jodhpurs and riding boots.
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There was still no word of my visa. The date I had been given to take up my appointment in Medina was 7 September and it was already early August.

In mid August the phone call came. My visa had been granted. I flew into frenzied activity, resigned from the hospital, sold my car, rented my flat, fostered the cat, stored my belongings and packed my suitcases. It had taken two months from the first interview to the last locking of the suitcases.

I am disgustingly healthy and rarely catch a bug, but perhaps because of the stresses and strains of the last two weeks, I had succumbed to a virus that had developed into bronchitis. Having a deadline to meet, I had not had time to take to my bed, much as I would have liked to, but had pushed on. I flew to Adelaide to spend a couple of days with my family, who were in some trepidation over my latest adventure. Arriving at my mother’s house and once again safe in the bosom of my kin, I fell straight into bed and stayed there for two days, letting my mother cosset me. She was convinced, I think, that these would be her last motherly ministrations and that I was departing for a fearful fate in a God-forsaken country.

By ‘D’ day, 5 September, I was improving. Being a nurse of the old school, where it was a mortal sin to be  late, and being ill was no excuse for failing to front (you needed to be in a coma to get any time off), it did not occur to me that I should delay my departure.

Escorted by the family, farewelled tearfully by a mother sure that she would never see me again, and fortified by a large brandy thoughtfully provided by my brother, I boarded a Singapore Airlines flight for Saudi Arabia.

The flight was a good one by my standards, and I am the president of the White-knuckle Flyers Club. The meals and service were excellent, but the film was a sad saga about a woman trying to return, against impossible odds, to her home town – an omen? I could have done with a side-splitting comedy.

I arrived in Singapore several hours later, in the early evening. The flight to Bahrain did not depart until ten o’clock the next night, so a stopover had been booked for me at a hotel. Although I had been to Singapore several times, this was my first visit to Changi Airport, and I was very impressed. It is huge, but super-efficient, and I had a very speedy trip through Customs, thanks, no doubt, to my Good Little Woman’s Outfit. This is the uniform I always don for arrivals and departures in foreign countries. It is designed to convince the world’s officialdom of my extreme respectability, and consists of a thoroughly staid, housewifely skirt and blouse with sensible shoes. I always pray fervently that on the way to the airport I never meet anyone I am trying to impress, but I consider it worth the risk. It avoids potential problems in countries that have a strong suspicion of decadent westerners, especially those in jeans or mod clothes.

I was met at the airport and taken to the Crown Prince Hotel by car. On arrival I was told that there  were no more regular rooms available but that, if I had no objection, I would have to make do with a suite. I said I would force myself, or words to that effect, and was ushered into this little place to rest my weary head. It was the last gasp in luxury. It had a sauna and spa, sitting room, dressing room, a three-roomed bathroom, two toilets, a foyer and conference room and the usual bedroom. It was so big I almost needed a tracker to help me find my way out. The whole place was festooned with orchids, as if they were expecting royalty rather than a slightly wilted nurse in sensible shoes.

I did enjoy the gorgeous chandeliers, glittering marble and the gold-plated taps. For the occupant’s use there were dressing-gowns, kimonos, slippers, hair-dryers, bubble bath – everything you might need.

The next day, after a trip to my favourite Singapore shopping haunts, I headed for the best place in town: the Long Bar at Raffles. Here I downed liberal quantities of their speciality, the Singapore Sling, getting what would be my last taste of freedom and alcohol for a long time.
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At ten o’clock I boarded a Singapore Airlines flight to Bahrain, via Male in the Maldive Islands. A cyclone was raging across the top of northern India, and we flew through the edge of it, suffering thunderstorms, bolts of lightning and all. There was a loud bang and the plane dropped like a stone, straight down for thousands of feet. It felt like a bomb had exploded. Panic erupted, drinks flew to the roof, and there was chaos until the hostesses got the message through that it had been an airpocket, that we had been victims of the weather, not a terrorist attack. They dished out therapeutic shots of brandy and champagne until everyone settled down again. I vowed never to set foot in another plane, if I should only be lucky enough to get out of this one alive. 

We reached Bahrain after an interminable, nerve-wracking and sleepless night. It was a shock to find myself suddenly in the Arab world at three in the morning. The airport was full of men in long white nighties with red checked cloths draped over their heads; there was not a woman in sight. I felt very self-conscious, but I played this to my advantage. I asked the airline to find me somewhere to sleep until the plane left for Saudi Arabia. At first I was told there was nowhere, but when I replied that I would sleep right there, on the airport bench, I was very quickly provided  with a voucher for a hotel room. Bahrain is, by Saudi Arabian standards, very liberated. Foreign women may wear western dress as long as it is modest – long sleeves and trousers, loose-fitting clothes that do not show the form – but the attitude towards women has not changed. The first words spoken to me in my first Arab country were, ‘Where is your husband?’

When I said that I did not have one of those articles at present about my person, the immigration official looked at me as though I had come from another planet. Again, at Customs I was asked, ‘Where is your husband?’ This time when I replied that I did not have a husband, the Customs man promptly tried to chat me up. ‘Then I will come to visit you.’ He leered at me, in what he meant to be an inviting manner. I gave him a sickly smile.

I was driven to my hotel by a reluctant airport driver, who obviously disapproved of my being out unaccompanied at four in the morning. It was five before I was in my room, which was not a patch on my previous night’s glory, but by this time I could have slept on a barbed-wire fence.

At half past eight I was once more on my way back to the airport. Now, in the daylight, I could see Bahrain. I am not sure what I expected the Middle East to look like. I had only vague ideas, formed from films such as Beau Geste, of romantic oases surrounded by waving palm trees, sand dunes with turreted forts nestling among them. Bahrain was very disappointing. In the brilliant glare of the sun, the buildings were square, new, and dazzling white. There was no colour anywhere except for the occasional green of a palm tree, which could not make much of a statement against these odds.

I had been warned by the recruiter to dress suitably  before getting on the plane to Saudi (I was flying on Saudia, Saudi Arabia’s national airline), so I was wearing a voluminous long black skirt, and a long-sleeved, high-necked overshirt that covered and occluded my hips. I felt foolish and very uncomfortable in the intense heat. There was another European woman (obviously a very proper person) on the transport, complete with the obligatory husband. They were schoolteachers returning to Saudi after leave, and she was wearing a very smart suit. Being an old hand at the game she had her abeya – the all-enveloping black shroud – in her bag, ready to put on before the plane touched down.

By now my ears were aching and I had gone somewhat deaf. I was still suffering from an infection, and I was groggy from lack of sleep. Only my adrenalin kept me going. The flight into Saudi Arabia and Riyadh, the capital, was only an hour across the Arabian Gulf. As the plane taxied down the runway out of Bahrain, a wonderful, resonant male voice came over the intercom, intoning in Arabic the prayer for travellers. I did not know whether to be reassured that I was being taken care of, or terrified that we were literally flying on a wing and a prayer.

Overhead, in the centre of the plane, was a round object, like a big compass. Its hand pointed at all times to Mecca, so that the faithful knew in which direction to turn when praying.

At that time the Iranians were firing missiles at aircraft flying over the Arabian Gulf, but luckily their aim was off that day and all I had to contend with was the now minor terror of a bumpy ride.

From the air Riyadh appeared to be another all-white city, surrounded by open country of red earth and sand  dunes. As we came in lower, though, the monotonous whites gave way to the tawny glow of the old mud brick houses. I later heard Riyadh described as the city with the colour of the desert.

We sat waiting in the ‘Women’s Room’, the ladies in fascinated study of this awful woman who had been apprehended wandering at large, and I, outwardly calm but inwardly petrified. I believed I had been arrested, and I suppose in a way I had been, for I was certainly in custody. An hour passed. Every now and then an official would knock at the door and, after dropping their veils over their faces, the ladies would open it a crack and talk to him. Now that I had seen their faces, I could have told them that if the object of this exercise was to prevent an attack of lust at the sight of their countenances, they need not have bothered. (I had progressed from feeling testy to downright nasty.)

After more than two hours of this nerve-racking treatment, the door was opened, and I was led out to Customs to collect my baggage. I was then handed over to the company representative, who had been there trying to claim me. This poor man, who was Sudanese and spoke beautiful Oxford English, was embarrassed by my presence and could not get rid of me fast enough. He galloped me along endless miles of corridors, over interminable shiny floors trying to keep five paces ahead of me, as is seemly. The faster I went, trying to catch up with him, the faster he went trying to keep a proper distance between us.

Eventually we reached the domestic counter for my flight to Medina where I was once again the only woman in a large crowd of men. At home, in a former life, this would have caused me no concern, but I had already grown used to feeling uncomfortable. Arabs do  not queue. There was just a wild, pushing throng, heaving and shoving to reach the counter. My Sudanese escort fought his way into the crowd and, in time, came out holding my boarding pass. He rushed me to the gate of the departure lounge, saw me inside, and left.

I had been warned that flights are only called in Arabic so, when an hour later there was an announcement that prompted everyone to rise and go to the door, I followed them. I hoped it was Medina we were all heading for. Another rugby scrum ensued, with everyone pushing and shoving to get on the plane. I just tagged along in the rear trying to avoid most of the battering. This was a Saudia domestic flight. The hostesses were Arabic but recruited from countries outside Saudi Arabia; Saudi girls would not be permitted to do that sort of work.

The air was clear apart from a sand haze that shrouded everything in a beige film. I had heard horror stories of sand storms and aeroplanes, but my neighbour, an Egyptian working for an oil company in Saudi Arabia, told me that flying was invariably rough here, because of the great heat rising off the desert. He said that the haze was normal too, caused by drifting sands. Anyway, we enjoyed the blessings of the traveller’s prayer at take-off, and I consoled myself that all contingencies had been taken care of.

Refreshments were served shortly and they consisted of what appeared to be a glass of milk, some dates and a cup of coffee. Now I am allergic to certain foods, and coffee and dates are among them, and I really dislike milk. But I was desperate for a drink, so I took a long swig from the glass. My whole face puckered, and I felt green all over. It was the local delicacy: fermented camel’s milk. I thought it was revolting.

At last I had my first glimpse of Medina. From the air it was a mass of square whitish buildings surrounded by desert, its only outstanding feature the big green dome of the Great Mosque of The Prophet. I peeked at this surreptitiously, wondering if it was blasphemous for my infidel eyes to gaze upon it. It was now four in the afternoon, and I was on the point of exhaustion, dehydrated, starving and, thanks to my ear infection, disorientated and deaf. I had been up all night, flown through some terrifying weather, been detained, subjected to enormous stress, and had no sustenance for what seemed like days. And I was alone in an alien culture. In trepidation I stepped down from the plane.
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At least there were no arrival formalities in Medina, just the business of collecting your luggage and being collected (which I fervently prayed I was going to be). I felt very conspicuous. In the throng of passengers I was the only European and the only woman not submerged and wrapped in black. At the end of the reception area was a large crowd of men in white robes and red checked headdresses waiting to meet passengers. From among this crowd emerged a tall, thin, middle-aged man, wearing western dress. He approached me, asked if I was Miss Laube and introduced himself as Len Fitch, the chief nursing officer of King Fahid Hospital. I judged by his accent that he was a Scot. He was accompanied by a scrawny Arab. Mustafa was the driver, and a more morose and surly individual would be hard to find. We were not introduced: that would have been unthinkable. Mustafa was a Bedou, not long out of the desert and not at all familiar with western ways. He always appeared to thoroughly disapprove of us. Driving was one of the few things the Bedou would consider doing as a job. They saw it as macho and not demeaning, as manual labour was, and they certainly drove in the most macho way possible. 

We went to the carpark. Mustafa did not help with my luggage, so Len Fitch and I struggled with my two bags across sizzling concrete in the blazing sun, while  Mustafa sauntered ahead. He could have brought the transport to the door, but he obviously did not care to. Mustafa had no English, but I got the distinct impression that, even if he had, Len Fitch would not have remonstrated with him.

We set off on the seventeen kilometre trip to the hospital. They drive on the right-hand side of the road in Saudi Arabia, or they are supposed to, but the truth is that they drive anywhere they feel like. The vehicle was a small Japanese minibus, the company’s only transport, apart from the chief administrator’s car, which we lesser mortals rarely saw. The airconditioning was not working, and the heat was tremendous. Togged as I was in my neck-to-toe stuff, I felt awful. The view along the way was depressing and my heart sank. It looked like a never-ending rubbish tip: high cyclone fences lined the roadway, and litter was blown up against them, one or two feet high all the way. There was nothing to break the monotonous sight of the brown desert and the hot, dusty road except occasional white or beige mud brick houses, some of them little more than hovels or sheds. They were all similar square boxes with flat roofs. There was no colour anywhere, no green, no trees, no grass or gardens, some contrast for one who had just come from the early spring of southern Australia.

We went nowhere near Medina, as the road does a wide circle around it to protect it from contamination by infidels. I was never to learn any more about it than I could glean from descriptions given by Muslim friends. It is a major crime for a non-Muslim to enter the holy city of Medina, which is why the only large government hospital in the district is ‘without the walls’ – almost all the medical and nursing staff are foreigners, and a large number of them are infidels.

We passed through a small village of depressing squalor, a cluster of squat, square buildings surrounded by litter and old cars. No gardens, fences or livestock were anywhere to be seen. I had imagined the countryside would be hot and dry but vividly scenic, with quantities of clean and yellow sand and an odd camel. I was accordingly extremely disenchanted, and my escort did nothing to elevate my mood. After a little more conversation I had worked out that he must be the matron, or director of nursing, of the hospital. Ignorant of British terms, I had not known what a chief nursing officer did. In the half hour that it took to reach our destination, he enlightened me. I gathered that he was not happy in the service. I was now, he said, a paid slave of the king and could expect to be treated accordingly. I would be living like a prisoner, and the life of a female worker was especially hard.

Not long after he had passed on these words of encouragement, we arrived at the hospital gates. They were barred by a boom that was raised for us by an armed and uniformed guard. So far he was right about the prison. The hospital was a huge six-storey concrete block, and behind it the housing, stretching as far as you could see, was similar. All the roads and the areas surrounding the buildings were made of concrete: there were acres of it, baking hot and burning your eyes, rolling away to infinity.

The female housing, or harem, was on one side of the compound enclosed by a wall. The word ‘harem’ means both ‘woman’ and ‘forbidden’. There was only one entrance, through a gateway where an armed guard was stationed in a sentry box, twenty-four hours a day.

My skin fried through the layers of clothing. With the aid of Len Fitch, I managed to drag my luggage up  three flights of stairs to my accommodation. Len Fitch beat a hasty retreat at the door, as he had special dispensation, in his capacity as CNO, to see me as far as that. He told me that he would wait outside to take me to the hospital, and that I must cover my hair with a scarf. Imagine my embarrassment to discover that I had committed a profound indiscretion. I had been sashaying about in a state of serious undress, the equivalent of walking topless down a main street at home.

Throwing my bags inside the door, I rummaged through them until I found a head scarf. Outside once more, I set off at a brisk walk with Len Fitch towards the hospital. Mustafa and the transport had disappeared. The heat was intense, and it took ten minutes hurrying along searing concrete footpaths to reach the front entrance. Beside the paths and between the buildings there was nothing but hard sandy ground; no grass or plants grew here.

I was taken to meet the chief administrator, Roger Pearce, who was the head of the company at the hospital, a short, chubby, elderly South African. Then I was set to filling out forms and completing other formalities. So far I had not been offered a drink, a wash, or a rest and, apart from my brief flirtation with the fermented camel’s milk, I had had no nourishment since breakfast in Bahrain. I was walked around the hospital, introduced to a stream of people and given much and varied information, none of which I absorbed. At half past five, when the company staff finished work, I was released, being told to report again at seven the next morning.

I tottered outside and was confronted by the concrete jungle. It took me a while to find my way back to my quarters, as there were no distinguishing features by  which to navigate my way, but at last I made it and set about investigating the place. The accommodation blocks had been built at the same time as the hospital and so were only seven years old, but they had obviously had a very hard life in that time.

I collapsed into a chair, surveyed my situation and reviewed my day. What a terrible reception I had received. It had not seemed to occur to anyone that I had been travelling for two days and should have been left to rest. Finding myself momentarily alone with the first friendly face I had encountered, I had asked for a drink of water. Even that had not been easy. The tap water is not drinkable, and the only water available is from bottles. There were no tea breaks. Drinks had to be sneaked behind closed doors and doors could not be closed unless the occupants of the room were of the same sex. I was, however, given a surreptitious sip of water.

Now the impact of what I had got myself into hit me. It was stultifyingly hot in the sitting room. I got up, stepping over the scattered remains of a large dead bird and turned on the airconditioner. Nothing happened. No amount of coaxing would persuade it to work.

The rest of the flat was large and sparsely furnished. The floors were concrete with no coverings, the ceilings ten feet high, there were large windows without curtains, and the entire place was filthy. The decorations could only be described as institutional (and that was doing them a kindness). There was a massive sitting room rather like a basketball stadium, which was adorned by an old brown couch with chrome legs and arms, a laminex kitchen table and five wooden chairs in various stages of decomposition. In the corner, a phone sat forlornly on the floor. Off from the sitting room was  a kitchen with grease running down the walls, battered and grubby cupboards and benchtops, and a fridge and stove, neither of which worked. Along a wide corridor from the sitting room were four small bedrooms with a bathroom between each. The bathrooms were nightmarish, and the bedrooms had only a few derelict pieces of furniture between the lot of them.

I selected the ‘best’ bedroom, the only room with a working airconditioner in the entire flat, which had a light. Its total furnishings consisted of a bed and wardrobe, both bearing the scars of previous abuse. There were no curtains, bed-linen, towels, pillows, or crockery and cutlery. I had been promised my own fully equipped flat, including radio, television and video. I had made it a condition of my employment that I should not have to share, but Len Fitch had told me that as soon as other staff arrived they would be put in with me, and this flat’s capacity was four. This was the first time I was disillusioned by the company’s broken promises, but it was not to be the last.

Further inspection revealed that there were only two lights that worked, mainly because there were no bulbs in the fittings; only one of the toilets flushed and that in a half-hearted way – water ran noisily down it all the time – and there was no hot water.

I had been told that the only other western women in the compound lived in the next door flat and that if I wanted anything I should ask them. I rang their bell to ask how I could get something to eat and drink. The door was opened by a large woman who resembled an unmade bed. She was late middle age by vintage and, by accent, I took her to be French. She said she was going to the compound shop shortly and would take me along. Apparently meals were my responsibility when I was off  duty. So much for the full board. I went with her to the shop across the compound, very conscious of my uncovered state. All the other women I saw wore abeyas with long, black scarves wrapped around their heads and necks. I had not been told to expect this, only that I would have to wear long skirts and sleeves. Abeyas and head coverings had not been mentioned. I felt half-dressed, even though I was ridiculously well covered for such a hot day (or a cold one for that matter).

The large French lady, who said she was a nursing supervisor and that her name was Jolie, did nothing to brighten my day. She told me that this was ‘a terreebla place’ and she was ‘so confused’. The shop was another disappointment. My fears that I might starve increased. I found some camel’s milk cheese, fruit and a large bottle of mineral water, but nothing else I could eat that did not require cooking or refrigeration, facilities for which I had none. I asked the French woman if her flat had some utensils I could borrow, but she said that they only had enough for themselves, so I ate with my fingers and drank out of the bottle. It seemed pretty good to me.

I had sent on ahead three suitcases containing a few basics such as a towel, two sheets, a pillow, cup, saucer, plate and some eating tools, as the recruiter had said that, although the flat provided would be fully equipped, it was best to take a few basics. My contract stated that I was allowed fifty kilograms in excess of the allowance and that I would be reimbursed for the cost of sending it, but I am still waiting. This baggage should have been at the airport when I arrived, but Len Fitch had shown no inclination to enquire after it, so I had to manage without. By now I was long past caring. All I wanted to do was fall on the bed and sleep.
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