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    I keep going back to the disaster areas:


    


    Poet as war correspondent, words like tracer bullets


    Lighting up the sky


    Shouldering memory like a backpack and marching into


    The battle fields of time.


    


    If I could make you see:


    I hand you a poem like a pair of field-glasses—


    


    Words like a flock of bullets


    A pride of artillery


    A gaggle of grenades


    Quick after-images of impact burning through your retina


    Imprints scribbled by star light and camp fire and kerosene stoves


    Poems of permanent semi-darkness.


    


    I was in Dar-es-Salaam when the American embassy blew up


    And in Nairobi a week later


    Watching the circle of underfed Kenyan soldiers as they surrounded the building


    Like a chastity belt over a virgin who was no longer innocent.


    The building, shell-shocked, caved-in, deformed


    Had finally managed to blend with its surroundings


    


    No longer American, it was now just another collapsed dream,


    Easily sharing a crumpled roll-up with a scratch-card tout


    Or a taxi driver


    At the corner of the pock-marked road.


    


    —Lior Tirosh, The American Embassy in Nairobi (1998)


    


    

  


  
    


    In the summer Dar-es-Salaam is even less attractive than usual: the August heat squats over low buildings and stains with sweat the pages of the African Writers Series paperbacks sold from a cart outside the hotel. Black ink smudges Ngugi wa Thiong'o’s Devil on the Cross; in a small tearoom near the harbour Alyson sits with a mug of milk tea and a box of matches that rattle between her fingers. It is 10:44, August 7th, 1998.



    Alyson feels nauseous; she throws up in the hotel earlier, a thin, pale liquid sluicing between her teeth into the small chipped sink. She has malaria, and the Lariam is giving both of us intense, vivid dreams that leave us sluggish and uncertain when we wake. She tries to read, but the paperback slips from her fingers and lands on the floor, disturbing dust. She sips from the tea and shudders despite the heat.


    I watch the old clock hanging above the small kitchen door; a black, one-eared dog lies asleep beneath it. I take the matches from Alyson and strike one against the size of the box, putting a Malawian Lifecigarette in my mouth. The night before I dream of Brueghel's Icarus, the boy falling from the heavens while everything around him turns away: in my dream the fall is silent and the boy’s face is filled with ecstasy like a bungee-jumper at Vic Falls. We stand and watch his fall together, Alyson and I, holding hands on the shore, and I recognise the place instantly: it is the Dar harbour and the ship sailing calmly away is the Zanzibar ferry, as cumbersome and ungainly as a sow.


    The clock ticks, and it is 10:45. Somewhere in the distance, a car explodes, and people die.


    


    KHALID SALEH (Manager’s son, Hilltop Hotel, Nairobi):


    


    YOU KNOW, THIS IS LIKE A TRAIN STATION. PEOPLE COME AND GO. I'VE NOT SEEN ANY OF THEM. IT'S A VERY BUSY PLACE, AND YOU COULD HAVE DEFINITELY NOTICED. USUALLY CLEANERS COME TO CLEAN EVERY DAY. WE DON'T ALLOW PEOPLE TO GO WITH THE KEYS, SO IF THERE WERE ANYONE WHO WAS ASSEMBLING A BOMB HERE, IT COULD NOT HAVE BEEN DONE HERE, DEFINITELY NOT, (I AM) 100-PERCENT (SURE).


    


    Like a train station... Perhaps it starts, if it starts at all, in London, back in July 2005, when Alyson goes to work in Farringdon via King’s Cross.


    I’m asleep while Alyson is on the train. I dream of the Hilltop Hotel, of the single bed we lie on, faces close to each other’s, of breathing in Alyson’s patchouli. I dream that in the adjoining room one of the bombers is currently sleeping. He lies on his back on the narrow bed and dreams of being in London, getting on a packed commuter train, going about his business via King’s Cross. He turns in his sleep, makes eating noises that go unheard through the wall separating us.


    Alyson and I kiss. She closes her eyes when we do. I fall asleep with my arm around her and dream of her getting on the train. It’s the 7th of July, 2005 in London. It’s the 7th of July, 1998, in Nairobi.


    Somehow, we are caught between these two summers, and the seasons freeze.


    


    Alyson arrives in Nairobi from London in the beginning of summer. Night covers the tarmac as if trying – or so it seems to her then, the transition from Europe to Africa only beginning its metamorphosis – to hide the city’s flaws, its cracked roads, its flaking paint, dusty Cola stands and bag thieves. She takes a black cab (she remembers thinking how strange it was, seeing a London cab in such a place and wondering how it got there) to downtown Nairobi, where the cab stops outside the hotel. The driver’s name is Martin Ayub; Alyson thanks him as she pays and he smiles at her before driving away. Alyson shoulders her small backpack and goes in, where she pays for a single room at the Hilltop Hotel.


    The room has a view of the street outside: lying on the bed she sees a white backpacker with long, dirty-blond dreadlocks buying a scratch card. He is smoking a cigarette while clutching a coin between his fingers, and it glints under the street lamp. Evidently unsuccessful, he drops the card to the ground and turns around, lifting his head, and their eyes meet.


    


    I look up and see the girl in the window. She has large eyes that seem soft against the hard glare of the street light.


    We meet again over breakfast at the hotel’s shabby dining-room. There are other people there: maybe, I think, one of them is Mohamed Rashed Daoud Al-Owhali, or Mohammed Odeh, or Wadih el Hage, or Khalfan Khamis Mohamed: I must see them, perhaps to say hello to, as I pass room 102 or 107, but if I do, I never know. They seem to trickle through our lives without leaving stains, seeping harmlessly through this serene scene of young backpackers and rundown businessmen.


    Alyson and I talk. Where are you from? Where have you been before Nairobi? Where are you going to?


    Mombasa, we both answer the last one, and smile, and our hands touch between my coffee, her tea.


    When we leave the hotel it is two days later, and we disappear like moisture drying on glass, evaporating without leaving traces. Like bomb-makers.


    


    In my Tel Aviv hotel in 2004 I think of bomb-makers as I look at the small, jacketless hardcover I buy from a shop on Dizengoff Street. It is a worn book of poetry, by an Israeli writer I have never heard of. His name is Lior Tirosh. I stand the book on its spine and let it open of its own accord. Pages know where they have been most read, and the book, Remnants of God, opens to a page a short length away from the end. Alyson is away, on holiday in the Sinai with a friend, sunbathing on the shore of the Red Sea. I'm working. We’ve been apart a week.


    The poem the book opens on to is called ‘Wires and Charge’, and I read it as I wait for sleep, while Die Hardflickers silently in the background.


    


    The place where we first kiss


    is, in all likelihood, gone:


    


    destroyed by the army, the police, various terrorist organizations;


    I have not been back to Jerusalem to check.


    


    just a public bench,


    hard wood warming in the fading sunlight like an old cat, peeling paint -


    


    overlooking the cemetery on Mount Zion


    and, somewhat nearer, a children's playground.


    


    when darkness approached we sat like suicide bombers


    touching lips together


    


    like wires and charge


    exploding.


    


    


    That night in Dar, Alyson throws up again in the hotel, then lies beside me, her small frame shivering against my back. She falls asleep slowly, while I lie awake and listen to the cries of the muezeencalling for the evening prayers. We have seen no newspapers, heard no radio: we are wrapped in each other’s misery, a shared malarial dream, and when I fall asleep at last she is waiting for me. Her face is pale in the light of dying suns, and the city at our backs is a ruin, tall minarets spinning between them a torn web of impossibly-thin walkways. The cries of the muezeenecho inside the dream, rising from the minarets of this nameless, impossible city. Maybe this is the foundation: I find myself searching, more and more, for a base, a starting point, a ground zero. In modern Arabic, the word is Al-Qaeda: and I wonder what they, too, are looking for, and if they’ll ever find it.


    I turn as I think this, the wind suddenly cold against my bare arms. I’m wearing a T-shirt, and I realise it’s like the ones Alyson tells me about when she gets back from Afghanistan: the Nike sign, and underneath a drawing of an AK-47 and the legend in Arabic that says, simply, Osama.


    There is a lighthouse further down the shore and as I turn I see the light come on, shining cold through crystalline walls. There is a figure standing underneath, face cowled; robes shake in the wind, and for a moment it seems that the figure is dancing. 


    We seem trapped in the dream, and in time. It moves, not linearly any more but sideways, and we are shunted with it, juggled like marbles on a carved, Ebony Bawo board, shunted from moment to moment, between the holes and the cracks. Time has become a videotape on which Clint Eastwood shoots the bad guys again and again only for them to come back when the tape is rewound. And those moments, frozen amber memories, define us, border us in. Dar, Nairobi, Ras-al-Shaitan, Kabul, London. A litany of years, a rosary of months, a Kaddish of numbers.


    We remember them before they happen and yet we continue to be bounced between them; as if we are trapped in an American pinball machine.


    


    MARTIN AYUB (Nairobi Cab Driver):


    


    THEY COULD ASSEMBLE IT, KNOWING THE PEOPLE HERE DON'T KNOW MUCH ABOUT BOMBS. YOU SEE MOST OF THE PEOPLE HERE THEY ARE MECHANICS AND ALL THESE OTHER PEOPLE (TYPES OF PROFESSIONS). SO IF PEOPLE COME WITH THE BOMBS AND START ASSEMBLING (THEM), NOBODY WOULD KNOW THAT THIS IS A BOMB.


    


    Summer is the time for bombs. It is 2005 and the Americans are all over Kabul. Alyson is in Afghanistan for an NGO training course; our phone call is cut off by helicopters flying above her hotel. After we talk she stands alone on the Soviet concrete balcony of her room at the Intercontinental. From up here, high on the mountain slope, she can see all of Kabul spread before her like a dirty blanket. She watches the legless wheel themselves around on boards of wood, and the little children in the streets who have taken over the city’s economy. It is forty degrees and the hot water tap in the bathroom is dripping, turning the air to steam. Alyson watches Al-Jazeera on the old cumbersome television on the dresser, and Rambo. Later, she goes down to the buffet meal by the pool, where a large, well-fed American tries to chat her up.


    It’s August 16th. As Alyson sits in the hotel a Helicopter crash near Herat kills seventeen Spaniards. In the north it’s poppy harvest time: soldiers capture several tons of opium and burn them on a bonfire, and for a short time it seems everyone in Afghanistan in simply stoned.


    


    It’s October 7th, 2004, and I wish I was stoned. It’s getting late. I have switched off the television and Bruce Willis’ John McClane fades away just as he is about to kill two terrorists. I stand by the window and look at the Tel Aviv skyline and the hint of blue sea, and listen to the traffic move far below. I think of picking up the book again when the phone rings.


    It is my father. I switch the television back on. Bruce Willis is gone, and in his stead is a news bulletin. Confused images and loud presenters, and no one knows exactly what’s going on, but for two things: there have been bomb attacks in the Sinai, and I can’t get hold of Alyson.


    


    But she is always there: and from Dar we take the bus back to Nairobi, and the long, hot journey across narrow roads sends us both to sleep.


    She rests her head in the space between my shoulder and neck, her breath hot against my skin. She dreams, and in the dream she is alone on that distant shore and the minarets are gone, torn down and ground to dust, and in their place is a new city, of low-rising white stone and trees. On the empty beach a bonfire burns, sending sweet, intoxicating fumes into the air, and she breathes them in and thinks of Osama.


    


    Near Ras-al-Shaitan, the Devil’s Head, Alyson lies on the dusty woven rug on the sand and looks up at the stars. A girl beside her assembles a Bob Marley from three King Size skins into a conical shape, tears the roach from the top of the Rizla packet. The girl lights up and passes the joint to Alison. She doesn’t know where the dope comes from. Perhaps Afghanistan.


    She feels a tremor, so slight it is possible she imagines it, but it is followed by the sound of sirens. As the tourists lying on the beach stand up there is the sound of an explosion. The blue ganja smoke rises and threads into the dirty-black smoke that begins to blow from further down the beach, and the joint is soldered to Alyson's lips as she rises with the others. At that moment she is reminded of her dream, the ruined city by the shore, the cowled figure wreathed in shadow. It’s Mr. Man. It’s Mystery Man. For a moment the explosion clouds form a smiling face through the darkness, and stars sparkle through its hollow eyes.


    More black smoke billows up into the sky as, a kilometre down the beach, a man blows himself up with a soft wet sound and people die.


    


    People die; take Yeats, or Auden's eulogy of him. Is death really dark and cold? It had seemed to me, seems to me now, as I wait in the hotel room in Tel Aviv and ride the bus to Nairobi and hold her hair while she pukes in the hotel room in Dar, that the death we had seen, the death we see, again and again in our burrowing through time, is hot and humid and rank, the sun beating with little mercy on our browning bodies and makes us shell clothes like the pods of peas or the outer layers of onions. That death, that death, always comes in the midst of a neverending summer, like an unwanted family guest who arrives unexpectedly and refuses to leave. Alyson remembers the sight of the burned-out car rammed into the Taba Hilton Hotel on the Egyptian side of the border, and the tan brown legs that protruded like two upturned fingers from the wreck. Disembodied, existing independently of a body, unworthy of being called a corpse.


    And she thinks, inexplicably, of love.


    


    I am always away when they happen. Always apart from her, not able to hold her, not able to share the near-escapes. In London, I am asleep as the blast rips through the tube carriage on the Piccadilly, and in the Sinai I am a country away, holding helplessly to a phone. In Dar and Nairobi we were only tourists; by Ras-al-Shaitan we've become participants.


    


    Alyson watches me with her hands wrapped around her mug of tea. They are pale beneath the brown tan from Zanzibar.


    I watch the old clock hanging above the small kitchen door; a black, one-eared dog lies asleep beneath it. I take the matches from Alyson and strike one against the size of the box, putting a Malawian Life cigarette in my mouth.


    Alyson watches me and thinks of the night before, when we make love in the sluggish heat and fall asleep under the slow revolving fan hanging from the ceiling. She dreams of a boy falling from the sky, and in the dream the boy's face is filled with horror. She tries to focus on the boy but, with the logic of dreams, she then sees a horse scratching itself against a tree, and by the time her attention returns to the skies the boy disappears.


    She watches the clock above the kitchen door.


    The clock ticks, and it is 10:45. Somewhere in the distance, a car explodes, and our half-life begins.


    


    THE END
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