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CHAPTER 1
…
“Do you have any forbidden or dangerous materials in your luggage”, asks the captain raising his voice.  “I mean weapons, explosives… well you know what I’m talking about”.

Nobody in our group says a word.  Our suitcases are there, on top of the wooden platform which will soon end up inside the belly of the C130 military aircraft departing for Kabul.

…
In one of my bags sit my old Nikons, four lenses, a hundred or so spools of film, a small tape-recorder, a lightweight tripod and a flash.  My other bag holds various kinds of food, because I have heard that some things just can’t be found in Kabul.

I have an ulterior reason for not wanting to go without: the next three weeks are going to be my last.  Therefore, like any man condemned to death, I have the right to special treatment.  I want to eat what I like.

…
Freedom has been my religion.  And now I’m here, free to die, on a journey with no return.  It’s funny: they had all of us civilian passengers take out life insurance.  I paid five euro for a three-week policy, but when I die none of my relatives will get a penny, because there is no pay-out for suicide.

…
I’m a curious kind of aesthetic, the most useless and selfish of human beings.  But I have decided to make up for it – at least now.  Like an English dandy off to fight in a war which isn’t his, a forgotten war for the freedom of a people he hardly  knows.  The gesture for gesture’s sake: beau geste.  I remember a film with Gary Cooper and Marlene Dietrich which had this title.  He was a soldier in the foreign legion and put up with endless suffering for a noble, symbolic gesture, like mine.

…
In the midst of the luggage, my black cloth suitcase emerges on top of all the rest.   Inside there’s something that’s very important to me.  Nobody knows, but then nobody is supposed to know.  I’m keeping that secret deep inside, with a mixture of satisfaction, anxiety and pride.  In a few weeks’ time that package is going to make me world-famous and I am going to teach those Muslims a lesson.

…
It’s better I prepare myself to die a responsible, resolute and in the end useful death.  I don’t want to go on suffering in this stinking world.  People in the west are going to learn how to die with courage and dignity.  The Muslims – for once – are going to feel the horror that they have generated.  My death will remain engraved on time and memory.   If a man decides to disappear for ever, what’s the difference if he shoots his brains out, throws himself off the tenth floor or blows himself up with a few kilos of explosive?  None.  An instant, then nothing.

…
I’ve made my decision.  I’m sick and tired of living amongst the folds of history, the way I have for many years.  Mine has been an anonymous existence, never any success, my bank account always in the red and nothing that will live on after I’ve gone.  I’ve never been able to create anything of any value.  And a great love, never.

For once I want to be the protagonist, I want the whole world to know who I am, what I’m worth.  I want everyone to know my name and the story of my life, and I want them to admire my courage.

It’s going to take a supreme feat, I know that.  Something unique, something that will take people by surprise, something that will be remembered for a long time.  It’s going to take a historic gesture.

I’ve been searching for the solution for ages and now at last I’ve found it.  I’m ready.

…
On the horizon appears a wide green valley which allows the eye to rest at last on something flat.  We are about to land in Kabul.  The sky is clear, it’s a beautiful day.  The journey is over: no return journey is contemplated.

CHAPTER 2

…
The plan I have in mind needs firm conviction, self-persuasion, I would almost say faith, except that I don’t believe.  God has been called on and invoked by mankind with a thousand names over thousands of years.  But He has never answered anyone.  The kamikazes kill themselves and others for a cause they believe to be just, for a god they believe the only one.  They have organizations which teach them, help them, accompany them, encourage them, look after their families.  They are the shaid, the respected and envied martyrs.

Instead I’m here on my own, in a land far from home that has been through twenty-two years of war, a tormented wreck of a land.  Afghanistan is like me – I too have lost my war.  Now my desire is for an honourable and clamorous death.  But I have to do everything by myself and it’s not easy.

…
The explosive will blow me to smithereens.  I’ll even avoid the hassle of being cremated.   I like the idea of disappearing like this with no possibility of being pieced together again.  No corpse: my body will no longer exist.  Paolo Vida, untraceable.  No coffin, no grave, no visits from friends and relatives, no prayers.  Cemeteries serve those fetishists of the living who go and talk to a body in decomposition, devoured by worms, stripped of its flesh, deprived of the marvellous breath of life.

     It will be different for me.  Paolo Vida, deceased in Kabul one day in June.  It won’t be an accident.  I’M GOING TO BE THE FIRST CHRISTIAN KAMIKAZE IN HISTORY.

This news will immediately rebound all over the world.  I can almost see the headlines “the first human-bomb from the West blows himself up in a Kabul mosque: forty dead”.  “The West’s vendetta – suicide bomber in Kabul”.  “Christianity on the attack – carnage in Kabul”.

     I imagine the astonished faces of the CNN newsreaders and the headlines that flow across the bottom of the screen so fast you can hardly read them:  “Sensational, incredible, unpredictable attack on the heart of Islam”.

But above all I think of the expressions of the Muslims watching Al Jazeera, Qatar’s television station.  What an affront for them!  A Christian, a Catholic, copying their murder technique, the dreadful weapon which has entered the nightmares of all of us in the West.

The Kamikazes have been in action in New York, in Kenya, in Tanzania, in Beirut, in Israel and elsewhere too.  That’s not the end of it and unfortunately the list is bound to lengthen.  Enrolments in this horrendous death sect grow in number every day.  There are thousands of aspiring martyrs on a waiting list.  It’s the leaders of Hamas, the Hezbollah, Al Qaeda, Al Aqsa that establish when and where death and desperation will be meted out.

I’m an unleashed dog, instead, I’m a free agent.  I’ve always made my decisions for myself, in my work and in my love life.  I’ve always recognised my responsibilities, paying the price when I was wrong.  It’s what I was taught by my parents and my teachers. 

This time, too, I’ve done it all myself, meticulously planning every detail.  I feel no joy at the idea of killing other people, on the contrary, I’m sorry about it.  I wasn’t taught to hate, I wasn’t brought up in the cult of death, like Palestinian children are.   No-one taught me at school that the Israelis are the children of pigs and monkeys and that they should be eliminated, thrown out of their country, annihilated.  Absolutely not.  I was taught that life is the most wonderful thing we possess, that we should thank God and our parents for giving it to us, that we must respect it, love it and pass it on to our children, who will keep passing it on, to perpetuate mankind.  Life is sacred and we must live life with joy.

But today this is pure archaeology, water under the bridge.  Everything changed during the twentieth century.

CHAPTER 3

…
In Kabul the phone lines still don’t work.  We have a land line in the house but it’s practically mute.  To talk to someone a kilometre away here people use satellite, five dollars a minute, plus the daily renting fee.  But for my colleagues this poses no problem – it’s the paper that pays.  

I don’t have anything technologically advanced, I mean nothing modern.  Three Nikon F2 cameras that are at least twenty-five years old, consumed with use, worn-out by my hands, by the skin on my fingers, my sweat, my passion.  The black paint on the outside has disappeared completely from some parts, like from the base underneath.  You can see the yellow of the bronze, that coarse yet elegant metal.

“They look well-used” everyone says smilingly when they see them half surprised, half admiring.   

“How can a reporter go around with such ancient cameras?”  I’m often asked.

Even Joshua of the Jerusalem Post is astonished.  He sleeps down below, in the living room and has practically no privacy.  He was the last one to arrive this afternoon and he was the one who got this makeshift lodging, but it’s well-known that the Jews are unbeatable insofar as they adapt easily to any situation (and in this case he pays a bit less than the rest of us, and that’s important).

The Jews have survived twenty centuries of persecution, carnage, torture, extermination camps and genocide.  There’s something special in their Dna.  They give you the sensation that their ancestor’s knowledge from four thousand years of history is all contained in each one of the Jews alive today.  Nothing has been lost over the centuries.  Everything is still there in the blood, the brains, the hearts of the children of Israel.   

That’s why they seem to have something extra, that stroke of genius, the solution to every problem.  They have many wrongs and many rights to their credit. They have made mistakes with the Palestinians but you feel that  something atavistic lives on inside them.  And like the Palestinians they have the right to live in Israel.  The history of a small patch of land is the story of two sets of rights and two masters.  The problem is just how to cancel out the historical memory of these peoples to be able to build something new.
CHAPTER 4

…

Kabul is a nice place to die in.  It’s Friday, the sky is clear and, though hot, the air is dry.  The great mosque of Puli Kishti stands in front of me with its immense dome and tall minaret.  An austere building which commands respect.   I like mosques, essential architecture and nothing inside, no altars, no paintings, no saints nor candles.  All pictures are forbidden, God cannot be portrayed.  I agree.  And I might add, like the good sceptical agnostic I am, that it should be forbidden even to speak of things we do not know.  On this however, Muslims and Christians are strangely in agreement: they know everything about God-Allah, a stern, yet at the same time merciful being. 

…

Faith is by definition blind, unconditional, total.  It was like that for us Christians until three centuries ago, and we wreaked havoc.  Then we stopped.  The Muslims instead are carrying on with their crusade and every day they demonstrate the results of an intolerant march.  Their forward ranks are the kamikaze and the groups of  organized violence:  Hamas, Al Quaeda, Hezbollah and so on.  To turn back now would be difficult. 

…

There they are, my enemies.  Hundreds of bearded men, their heads covered in white, black, grey turbans, in light-coloured kufi, in brown pakòl.  They get up, bow low, kneel, prostrate themselves facing Mecca, as the muezzin commands.  They pray to Allah, clement and merciful.  But can he be the same god that authorizes the stoning to death of adulteresses, using small rocks to make them suffer more?  Can he be the same god that allows the murder of a Muslim who intends to become a Christian?  Who approves the cutting off of a thief’s hands?  Who wants males to be beheaded for serious offences, after summary trials, based on uncertain, insufficient evidence?  Is this their god?  No, Allah is not great, because he does not exist.  In that case I’ll stick to Christ, not so much as a divinity, but as the messenger of a more tolerant, less cruel and vindictive form of civilization. 

It’s strange that it should be me, sceptical and atheist as I am, to defend Christianity.  But this is the form of civilization I grew up in.  I love it, with all its defects and it’s the best possible anyhow.

…

There they are, the Muslims, all together, asking their god for strength to go on living and dying.  Mankind can’t make it alone: we need to believe in something, we need to hope.  Even if we know there’s no solution in the end, we need an illusion.  To escape the nothingness around us.  All the same, people.  A thousand faiths, a thousand gods, a thousand sects, a thousand beliefs, a thousand ceremonies, but just one basic need: the certainty of a reference point, the knowledge our existence doesn’t end here.

…

I get to the back of the mass of Muslims, prostrated facing south-west, towards the Kaaba.  I climb the steps up to the mosque and now I’ve got them all in front of me, but this time they’ve got their backs towards me, while they pray.  That’s it.  Maybe that’s the best plan: to go into the mosque courtyard area and climb high straight away, walking quickly among the men while they are prostrated in prayer.  To stay there amongst them until they get to their feet and then blow up the plastic explosive, that way the effect will be even greater.  More dead and more injured.  I have to take them by surprise.  If I attack from the front or the side they’ll see me sooner and might block or grab hold of me.   

Have I become a violent sadist?  No, certainly not.  We’re at war and I’m on a mission.   I think of those who died in the Twin Towers.  I think about Cristina, the first great love of my life, many, many years ago.  Such a deep love,  the love that belongs to the young, the love that makes you cry, makes you shout for joy and yell in pain, the love you never forget.  It finished, as so often happens with young people.  But I never forgot her.  She had married, never had children and got divorced when she was about forty:  a common story.  Then she had decided to make a clean break with everything and she had gone to live in New York.  She had been living there for fifteen years, alone in a bed-sit on 53rd Avenue.  She worked for a multinational transport company with its office on the 42nd floor of the North Tower, the first one to be hit by the kamikaze planes.

We hadn’t phoned each other for ages, but I always sent her a postcard from all my trips, with a tender thought or a brief poem.  Every now and again she answered with a postcard from New York, assuring me she was fine.  There was this postal connection between us and it kept something lovely alive, something that had begun forty years before and that time had never managed to take away.

When I heard about the attack on the Twin Towers I sat down, my heart pounding, and just knew straight away that she was dead.  These are sensations you can’t ascertain immediately in the real way of things, but something tells you that’s the way it is, that it’s useless to keep hoping.  Knowing her, I was sure she had been punctually sitting at her desk, eight o’clock in the morning.  And so she was.

I had her home phone number.  I called it right away and then every hour, day and night, for a week.  Nothing.  I tried to tell myself that maybe there was some small hope: an illness, a holiday …… something that had spared her that horrendous death. Nothing.

Poor, little Cristina.  She was nearly sixty by now, but for me she was still the pretty, smiling, carefree girl that had been my first love.  A solitary, unhappy life, a wasted life.  I had nightmares about her groping around in that hell of fire and rubble, trying to escape, running down the stairs  in the tremendous chaos of the disaster. 

Poor Cristina, what a dreadful way to die.

But I will avenge you.  My final gesture, my sacrifice, the first martyrdom of a westerner on Islamic ground will be dedicated to you.  I will avenge all the deaths of the Twin Towers, but my last thought will be for you, for my first love, murdered by the Islamic kamikaze.

CHAPTER 7

…
“So Shabana, what was it like under the Taliban?”

“It was a nightmare”  she answers, her eyes flashing.  “Nearly six years of absolute terror, especially for women.  Everything was forbidden: going to work or to school, doing your hair or putting on make-up.  I kept on doing my job, working from home, so I could eat.  But the risk was huge: public beatings and lashings.

“Did it happen to you?”

“Yes, they lashed me three times, damn them, because they said my skirt was a little bit open and you could see my ankle.  Each time three lashes.  They hurt, they really hurt.  And then the humiliation of it, in front of everybody”.

“What else was forbidden?”.

“Wearing bright-coloured clothes, because they attracted men, high-heeled shoes because they make a noise and  men mustn’t hear women’s footsteps; we weren’t allowed to walk out in the streets alone, we always had to be chaperoned by a close relative, a father, a brother or a husband.  Dealing with male shopkeepers wasn’t allowed, having our measurements taken by male tailors, being looked after by male doctors.  Many of my young female friends and some of their small or adolescent daughters died of septicaemia, pneumonia and infections.  Banal, easy to cure illnesses.

“Could you not rebel?”

“The men didn’t, so you can imagine us!  Violence generates submission.  No woman was keen to have herself beaten up and maybe killed.  On Fridays at the stadium there was the stoning of the adulteresses and decapitation for the men, or the cutting off of thieves’ hands.  It’s easy to say “Rebel!”  The risk was enormous, with horrible punishments.  It was as if we were in a daze, we weren’t able to do anything, nothing at all except put up with it.”

“Shabana, were other things not allowed?”

“If a woman painted her nails, her fingers were cut off!  We couldn’t wear trousers, even under our burqa.  We couldn’t shake any man’s hand if he wasn’t mahram -  that is a close relative – or take a taxi by ourselves.  We couldn’t laugh out loud, do any kind of sport, ride a bicycle or a motorbike without a mahram, go to a party, be seen in public, take photographs or videos, or be photographed.  It was even forbidden to wash our clothes in a river or a public laundry, lean over the balcony of our houses, listen to music, travel on buses, apart from the ones reserved for women.  The windows of our bedrooms had to have the panes blacked out with paint… children weren’t allowed to sing, play with kites, keep a bird in a cage, because the Taliban said these things were a distraction from Allah.”

“It’s incredible…”

“Yes, it’s true, a foreigner finds it difficult to believe.  It was total madness put into practice every day.  I was saying that girls couldn’t go to school.  Brave female teachers gave lessons anyway, at home and with the risk of imprisonment and lashing.  How can anyone be so violent?  It was a huge wave of violence, especially against women.”

CHAPTER 8

…
I don’t intend my gesture to be a response to the Muslim kamikazes, according to the law of retaliation: an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth, you did it to me, I’ll do it to you.  No, I’m not on this primitive wavelength.  My gesture is going to be symbolic: one, ten, a hundred dead, it doesn’t make any difference.  It will be the deep cultural significance of my suicide that will strike everyone, the West and Islam.  The former will realise that it’s time to react, not like me, obviously, because we don’t have the culture of death and hate -  at least, not up till now.  But I want to make people understand that by tolerating too much, being ultra-liberal, we give the idea that we are weak to adversaries who are on another plane ideologically.

The situation is dramatic.  We are at war.  And in war there are special rules, with fewer guarantees.  Some people still haven’t understood this.

…
Faith should be an intimate, personal thing, not a manifesto for war and conquest, like a part of Islam is doing now.  It isn’t right this way.  We can’t accept it and we will respond to every provocation.  We certainly won’t submit without a fight.  The Muslims are under the illusion that the West is easy conquering ground, eager for a cultural, demographic and even physical invasion, a decadent society in an irreversible coma.  How wrong can they be!

The West is bursting with pride and has hidden strengths, deep-rooted freedom and the technology and science to stand up to any situation.  They’ll see.  We are slow to react because our democratic laws hinder immediate action and vendetta.  But we can strike when and where we like.  And one day we won’t need oil any more.  What will Islam do then?

…
I want to send  a precise message to the Muslims all over the world.  Be careful.  The West is tolerant and patient, it gives you hospitality, lets you do your business, sometimes not of the most legal kinds, it allows you to collect money to finance terrorism.  But there’s a limit.  Don’t set foot over that limit because the West knows how to react.  It’s not weak, nor cowardly and corrupt like you think it is.  Our women are not all whores and “easy”  as you believe.  The sick part of our society is a minimal percentage of the whole, but all you see is that part.  Sometimes you scorn us, you consider us inferior to yourselves whom you consider pure and incorruptible, but in the end you have numerous weaknesses and you often like to transgress.   And just so you know, everything you use today was created in the West.  The phone, the radio, television,  medicines, the surgical technology, electricity, the motor car, aeroplanes, satellites, chemistry, most of literature, art, philosophy and science and all the rest speak a language from the West.  Even the one omnipotent merciful God, your Allah, is a heritage from Judaism and Christianity, centuries before Mohammed and the Koran.

We have such  powerful military strength that we could destroy you in six hours.  We could drop bombs on Mecca and Medina and all your mosques, annihilate your people.  We will never do it because we respect people’s differences.  But don’t you provoke us with terrorism, don’t force us to take desperate and conclusive action, because it’s not worth your while.  You dream of a great Islamic world where everything follows Allah and your traditions.

…
It’s no longer the moment to proclaim the triumph of reason over instinct and believe in the spirit’s strength of resistance, able to put the brakes on a vocation for death.  You have set this pulsion free by organizing dreadful massacres and carnage on paper.  Don’t tell me that war is the same thing.  In a conflict you meet face to face and either can be killed.  But what defence have we got against a suicide attack?  None.  It’s a vile weapon and I am going to let you try it out for yourselves.  Against you, against your people who think they are immune and safe from an attack like this.  You will experience the violence you have invented on your martyred flesh.  There is nothing left for me to do.  I don’t give a damn about your forgiveness (which will never come) or God’s forgiveness, if such a thing exists.  I’ll go straight along my chosen path and I’ll be going alone with no-one’s help and without the hope that I’ll end up in heaven which the kamikazes have promised to them a second before they explode.

Poor kids.  They think they’ll sit on the right hand of Allah and have seventy-two virgins waiting for them in the most beautiful place in the universe.  Unfortunately they won’t have time to realise that they have been deceived and terribly confused.  In that moment of immense pain everything will disappear and for them – as for me – there will be eternal darkness.  Hell and heaven for all of us are here on earth:  it all depends on understanding where and when.  Nothing comes free of charge.  Every pleasure, every joy has to be paid for dearly.  Another life is the last thing we need!

The kamikazes want eternity and they speed up time to get it.  I feel pity for them, but I hate those who push them into their tragic gesture.  

Instead I have no pity for myself.  I don’t even think I’m a hero.  Maybe I won’t make History but I’m going to go straight along my chosen path just like I’ve always done.  I use my own head to reason with.  My ideas are thought out, but not just believed because of faith or an all-consuming ideology.

I feel like an animal.  An animal just exists.  D.H. Lawrence wrote that an animal doesn’t feel sorry for itself, it has no self-pity. 

I’m going to follow my chosen path and no-one will stop me.  The prayers I have never said will be answered by a God that doesn’t exist.  Amen.

CHAPTER 10

…
I’ve had a great idea: to take photos of Kabul the way a woman wearing a burqa sees it.  Now the difficulty lies in putting it into practice.  When you take photos you have to find new solutions that surprise and excite.  It’s not easy, but each time you have to find new ways to express yourself, to communicate and to astonish.

…
There is  no other place in the Islamic world with such a high concentration of women covered in this light blue, tent-like garment.  And so I’d like to take pictures of the city as an Afghan woman sees it, through the grating of the material that she has over her eyes.

Wearing the burqa is like living in a small moving prison.  A woman can’t see the clear blue sky over Kabul, paradoxically the same blue as her burqa.  Everything is limited, framed and imprisoned by that rectangle of close netting she has before her eyes.  In this way so are people’s faces, trees, flowers, the fruit on sale at the market.  She always has that grill in front of her eyes. 

…
The adventure begins.  I put on a cotton T-shirt since I know I will soon be sweating profusely, long lightweight trousers, short summer socks and slippers.  Round my neck under the burqa I have my camera with a 20mm , a fantastic wide-angle lens.  It’s also the only one possible because I have to work with lots of depth of field that only a lens like this can give me.  In fact the subject matter of the photos I take will be the outside world:  men, houses, monuments.  But the grating in front of my eyes mustn’t be too much out of focus, otherwise the “prison effect” won’t show up.

This lens is the only one that allows me to shoot all the netting I have in front my eyes:  I take a sample photo and the effect is excellent.  Aziz will be carrying  the bag with my spare spools and the other two cameras already loaded with film.  That way all I’ll have to do is exchange the lens and not have the palaver of putting in a new film.  Otherwise I would have to lift up the burqa and everyone would see:  embarrassing and dangerous.

…
I start taking photos.  The shots are lovely.  Women wearing the burqa from inside a burqa: it’s a strange, exciting effect.  I take photos of the stalls in a small market, the houses, the walk along the river.  Everything takes on a different meaning behind the bars of this humiliating garment.  Now I understand even more clearly, as if there were any need, the meaning of  the words freedom, violence, equal rights.  This burqa is monstrous.  Most people don’t even notice but one or two men look at me suspiciously because my camera is a bit bulky and makes a bulge over my chest or in front of my face when I’m shooting.  I think Aziz reassures them with a glance, but I don’t feel too calm.  Mine is a real provocation and if I were discovered I would be in trouble and I think I might risk being lynched  in public.

I get cold shivers down my spine.  Maybe I’m taking too much of a risk but the photos are great.  I’d like this photo reportage  to come out in a number of magazines all over the world.  I’ve never managed it.  I’ve never had a good agent in the USA or France or Germany.

…
I have to get away from this square right now:  more than one man has been looking at me in a way I do not like at all.  They’ve figured it out.  There’s an Afghan making right for me.  He clearly has threatening intentions.  I pull down my camera.  Now it’s down my front, a little to my right between me and Aziz.  The man looks at me suspiciously.  He must be about fifty, with a dark complexion lined in wrinkles and the classic pakòl on his head.  His beard is long and scraggly, he is virtually toothless and he’s in a real temper. 

He starts an animated discussion with Aziz:  obviously I don’t understand a word of it, but his aggressive tone leaves little doubt.  I don’t fully realise what’s going on; has he understood that I’m a man or does he think I’m a woman doing strange things?

The man grips my shoulder hard.  He obviously expects a reaction from me, he wants to hear my voice.  But I keep quiet, struggle and break free from his hand.  He raises his voice even more.  Aziz shouts an answer, getting angry too and touches my arm, beckoning me to leave.  We hurriedly make our way back to the car, the man, still shouting, following on our heels.  In the meantime a small group of people has formed to watch what’s going on.  All men, obviously.  I quicken my pace, losing a slipper and hurt the sole of my right foot.  Aziz picks up the shoe.  I’m bleeding a bit.  Luckily I have sticking plaster in the bag, I have everything in my magic bag.  We’ve got to get out of here:  better to make for a less crowded area.

…
And so here I am in front of this rubble, a monument to man’s stupid cruelty or perhaps to his natural condition from which he can’t escape.  But the distinction is there, tangible before me in all its negativity.  I take a photo of a man pushing a small ramshackle cart loaded with watermelons.   Bending down with the wide-angle I take him from his feet up, with the rubble in the background like a monument.  The effect is outstanding.  He looks at me more afraid than surprised: a woman on her knees watching him while she fiddles about under her clothes?  Luckily I can feel Aziz’s presence beside me.  But I catch the  questioning look the man directs at my chauffeur.  His eyes say: “what on earth is going on?”

We move to another area.  More rubble, but this time there are little children playing in amongst it.  More pictures.  I’m proud of my genial idea of the burqa.  I’m tired as well, though, sweaty and in need of a shower.  I take it off in the car wriggling about like a striptease artist.  I sit in my ankle socks, black T-shirt, long navy trousers and slippers.  I feel a bit ridiculous so I take off my socks to reduce my inelegance. Mind you, here in Kabul we’re not in Via Montenapoleone: nobody looks at you.

CHAPTER 16

…
“Well, if a God exists that is one, just and universal, how could he allow such a tremendous massacre like the Twin Towers to happen in his name, an offering to him  as a ritual sacrifice.  When the ones on the other side who were in the middle of it were calling to him as they died “God, help me!  God, save me!”  Who did this God listen to, to the ones who caused the massacre or those who bore the consequences of it?”

“In theory those who caused the massacre.”

“So, think about it:  how could a just, impartial divinity, since God is immense justice, be a part of the reality of both sides?  It’s an unacceptable contradiction.”

“What conclusion do you come to, in the end?” asks Kokla looking a bit confused.

“Well, I’d put forward four options.  You tell me if you can find another and I’ll take it into consideration.

Option a):  God doesn’t exist.  Blunt, negative hypothesis.  No discussion.  No God would allow something like that.  Therefore there is no God and it’s men that are aggressive, violent beings, really shitty creatures.

Option b):  there are two divinities, the Christian God and Allah, who hate one another and having divided the universe between them, they make war on one another each one wanting to defeat the other. 

Option c)  there is only one God who doesn’t however care about things on earth, because he’s so busy seeing to the administration of billions of galaxies.    This would also explain earthquakes, floods and all Mother Nature’s gifts.

Option d):  the last.  There is only one God, but he is wicked and enjoys seeing us suffer.  He loves massacres, wars and carnage and loves gestures like the Twin Towers being dedicated to him.  If it is Allah, he wants our pain, our blood and our lives.  This would mean that we have and we never will have, any way out.  Think of the history of mankind – it’s been a short road marked out in red blood.  Madness…”

“Good heavens” says Kokla raising her voice in alarm, “you’re blaspheming!  Allah is great, Allah O Akbar!  You can’t deny this.  You’re crazy!”

From the other tables the customers look round at us.  It’s a very embarrassing situation.

“No, Kokla” I answer calmly, “I’m not blaspheming at all.  I’m only looking at reality, which is painfully contradictory and cruel.  What do you suggest?”

“I say there is only one God who is great and merciful, who created us to be free and who loves us.  I’m not interested in all the rest.  Allah is great, Allah O Akbar!” 

…
“I don’t see what you’re getting at.”

“Well,” says Kokla very seriously, “I’ve studied a bit of western philosophy too because I went to high school and university in Switzerland.  I’m the product of two different cultures.  I’m in an odd position, yet a very stimulating one …”

“I can believe that.” 

“Well, I think the picture and perception of God in Christianity and Islam aren’t quite the same thing.  Yours is an ethical, moral God, full of goodness.  Allah instead is capable of urging man into action, perhaps even violent action, if it is defending and spreading Islam that we’re dealing with.”

“It’s true and history records your invasions and colonization.”

“You see, I think your vision of God is weak, in the sense that you give up the adoration of his greatness, magnificence and power, preferring his humane aspects.  The Christian God doesn’t exalt, he doesn’t encourage heroism and great deeds in his name…”

“You’re right Kokla, that’s just the point.  Allah  closely resembles the God of the Old Testament, a just stern God, sometimes even too much so: an eye for an eye.  He is a distant, superior divinity, but one who has no contact with man.  The God of our ancestors lived in the highest heaven and from there he dictated the laws governing the universe.  He sat in judgement, very much in judgement.  A God-Judge, distant as the law from every citizen.”

“Isn’t the Christian God like that?”

“According to the three  monotheistic religions there is only one God.  But you said “Christian” and there’s where the difference lies.  We are the only ones to have had a man-God, who was made flesh and sacrificed himself to reconcile us with the Father. There are two fundamental things missing in Islam: the New Testament which talks of love and offers us Christ, close to our human nature.  You’ve remained at a standstill with the Koran, which is a lot like the Old Testament.  We’ve had the Gospel and through Christ we have reconciled ourselves with God.”

“And the second thing?”

“It’s the sacrifice victim - Christ who offered himself in exchange for our redemption.  In Islam there’s nothing like that.  Mohammed was a man, an illuminated prophet, but he was also a warrior who fought and killed his enemies in two famous battles at Badr and Uhud.  Jesus Christ would never have touched a weapon:  his was a message of love which revolutionized the West.  Its for this reason that our society is founded on Christian values.”

“You mean  that Christianity is superior to Islam?  Maybe you’d better weigh your words.”

“I’ve never thought that.  Yet we are different.  Let’s say that your religion is too bound to a sacred text that dominates all the situations of your everyday life: ethics, aesthetics, the legal system, the family, the economy…  to me it seems excessive and dangerous, too.”

“Why?”

“Such an pervasive, all-enveloping God becomes almost….. intrusive.  How can you love an entity that doesn’t leave you for a moment, that dictates the rules for everything you do?  Spirituality becomes compulsory and in the West people don’t like that.  We’ll keep our Jesus Christ and you keep your Allah.  Thank you.”

“Why are you so aggressive and offensive?  Sure, I’m going to keep my Islam and Allah who is great and merciful, Allah O Akbar.  In the West you’re following a dangerous path, a very dangerous path…”

“In what way?”

“You are separating yourselves from God and this road will lead to your ruin, to chaos, personal and social disorder, to disaster…”

“I think you’re exaggerating.   Instead, I insist that in Islam there’s a lack of tolerance, the go-between between Allah and mankind is missing,  Christ and the Gospel are missing.”

    “No, you can’t say that!  It’s blasphemous.  Please, stop.”

CHAPTER 17

…
Why do you want a world that’s all Muslim?  That’s your final plan, it’s fairly obvious.  It’s been admitted and written in capital letters.  Why don’t you respect variety, that’s the beauty of our planet, in animal species, plants, the colour of people’s skin, habits climate and religions.  Why do you want a world that’s all the same, with women on bended knee, everyone prostrated five times a day towards Mecca, not touching alcohol or meat from pigs, Ramadan once a year and pilgrimage to Mecca at least once in a lifetime?

We once fell into this sin of presumption, wanting to covert the whole world to Christianity.  But we stopped in time.  You Muslims, no.  You are carrying on with your crusade using force in the certainty that Evil is all on the other side and that you have Truth in your hands.  You want to save the world from the Devil.  Then we find out that Bin Laden uses a mobile phone and that the terrorists organize their attacks using e-mails, internet and super-technological Boeing aeroplanes.  We discover that the Muslims, all of them, use cars, medicines, television sets and scientific equipment that all come from the West.  You shouldn’t deal or do trade with the Devil, just fight against him.

CHAPTER 20

…
I keep doing my job, day by day, with precision and curiosity.  I want to see this city, understand it, talk to the people and fulfil my duty as a reporter and photographer.  It’s a good way to fill in time.  I can’t sit waiting in my room all day.  More than anything else I would look suspicious.  I know that lots of journalists sent to hotspots with wars and revolutions write their articles shut inside their hotel rooms, glued to the telephone or to their computer.  No, that’s not for me.

I’ve always loved exploring a new city day after day, getting the feel of it little by little, like when I meet an interesting woman and by talking to her I begin to enter her life, into a world where everything is new.  It’s a unique sensation.  Kabul is like that for me, like a gorgeous girl opening her heart to me, with her lapis lazuli blue eyes.   It’s the last city I’ll see and it’s smiling at me.

CHAPTER 25

…
“Well, I confess that my greatest desire is to live in a quiet place with no noise, no building work and no people making a nuisance of themselves in hundreds of ways.  Maybe in dry, warm climes with no winter, no typhoons, no epidemics, no right- or left-wing dictatorships which are equally bad.  A place where the cost of living isn’t too high, where laws are obeyed and people respect the property of others, with a tolerant population that doesn’t carry out crusades in the name of some God and doesn’t think it possesses the only revealed truth.  But I don’t think that a paradise like that exists…”, I smile bitterly.

“You’re asking a lot”.

“Yes , I know.  I realize that.  But the first thing I’d like is tranquillity.  I hate noises of any kind and I feel that western society doesn’t take enough notice of how annoying they are.”

“I agree. Luckily I live in Switzerland where this problem is very important to people.”

“Yes it’s true, I know the country you live in and from that point of view I like and appreciate it.  But I must say that Kabul isn’t bad.  It’s paradoxical I know, but I sleep really well in this city.  At least eight hours on the trot, with cool, quiet nights.  Nobody shouts, people are polite and, especially, it doesn’t have a crazy pace of living, it’s not driven by massive workloads or by plans to get rich quick.  This is an ancient, civil, slow-moving city.  The only thing that disturbs me is the hooting of car horns in the centre of town and the traffic jams worthy of any western capital city.  Luckily, though, I live in a quiet district.”

…
“I want my journey to make me tremble with uncertainty.   That’s a much, much stronger sensation.  The real traveller lives on this.  There’s an old saying with a lot of truth in it, that I’ve never forgotten: “Not knowing where you’re going to sleep at night is something which frightens the tourist but excites the traveller”.  

“It’s true, I’d never thought about it before.”

“So I’ve taught you something…”

“I’ve learnt a lot in the last few days.  You are a real teacher; you’re patient and persuasive and, let me say it, you’re very attractive.”  Now I’m the one to be embarrassed again.  I don’t go red because I’m too old and I neither do I lower my eyes.  But inside me it’s like a whiplash of energy, a blow to my heart which actually starts to beat faster.  My powers of seduction still work!  It’s a great feeling.  It’s like climbing a volcano and looking down after all that exertion into the depths of the crater to find that there’s life inside it, there’s something moving, fire, smoke and sulphur.  Someone wants me, I’m still alive and kicking.  I’ll die smiling.  In the end, the first condition for dying is to be alive.  A famous phrase of Mr. La Palisse comes into my mind:  “a man is still alive a quarter of an hour before he dies.”  I smile and Kokla notices straight away.

“What are you laughing about?” 

“I’m not laughing, I’m smiling”

CHAPTER 26

…
I’m going to do my job properly as a journalist and photographer.  I’m going to send all my material to the Pais, so that they can get as many articles from it as possible.  I’m sure that the international press will ask for my diary and my photos.  Maybe they’ll publish a book with the chronicle of the last few days, all the notes I have taken with such care, the interviews, my impressions, the dialogues with my colleagues, with Monica and with Kokla.  Thinking about it, it wouldn’t be bad: “Il Kamikaze Cristiano”.   It sounds better in English – “The Christian kamikaze – three weeks in Kabul.”  Who knows, maybe it’ll be a best-seller and translated into other languages.

It will all happen after I’ve made my gesture.  If I go on living I will go on being an anonymous failure.  I’m tired of this humiliating state.  So, full steam ahead.  My plan has an impeccable logic of its own.  And it’s right and correct  that there should be a limit to hope.

…
Who am I going to write these twenty postcards to, the last ones I’ll ever send?  A real traveller doesn’t send postcards.  Or at most one or two and no more.  But I am a very special traveller now and I can afford to do as I please.  My next journey justifies every thought and action.  So, let’s see.  I’ll send one to my ex-wife and I’ll write “A last thought” on it.  No, too much like a tomb-stone engraving.  Better to write “viva la muerte!” the motto of the Spanish Falange.  No, too tough, too fascist.  I know, I know, I’ll write the reverse of a famous phrase, “It is of no importance how a man has lived his life, what is important is how he dies”.  Lovely, literary, suitable in the circumstances.  But anyhow, who could ever manage to move that one to tears?  She was as cold and distant as the Milky Way.  On the day she finds out I’m dead, she’ll probably go to the cinema or out for cocktails.  She used to get upset seeing an injured kitten, but she never bothered any about me.  Will she feel a tiny amount of remorse?  I doubt it.  The monster was me, and only me.  She was as pure as a lily, Immaculate Conception.  How did I come to marry her?  It really is true that love annihilates all the senses, especially critical common sense.  One of Nature’s tricks to have us reproduce.  But I hoodwinked Mother Nature: I never had kids, not from her, nor from anyone else.  

I’m going to send a postcard to Barbara in the United States, North Carolina: “Souvenir from Kabul”, banal but I can’t think of anything else.  Then one to Cristina, rue de Lille 5, Paris, with the same “Souvenir from Kabul”, because she’s American too.

I send another one to my lawyer, Alessandro.  I’m involved in court action with the Social Security service, which is never going to get my money, either when I’m alive or when I’m dead.  I write on it: “We’ve won!  I won’t be paying!  Greetings from Kabul”.

I write another to a lost love, a woman I haven’t seen or heard from for twenty years.  It could have been an important love story and yet it petered out after a few months.  I don’t know why, I don’t remember.  In everyone’s  life there are encounters which fill us with enthusiasm, that look like the answer to everything, but they end for some stupid reason.  Something you said wrong, or did wrong, some kind of interior laziness.  And the story doesn’t take off.  What can I write to Francesca?  “A last thought from Kabul”.  When she reads the newspapers she’ll understand.

CHAPTER 27

…
The much-awaited day has arrived, the fatal Friday which will consign Paolo Vida to nothingness, silence and martyrdom, but also to fame and eternal glory.  Yes, the most memorable day in a man’s life is not the day on which he is born, but the day he dies.

The time for courage,  for response and vendetta has finally come.

It’s not only the shaid that commit suicide joyfully.  In Kabul today there is a Christian prepared for the supreme sacrifice and with no promise of reward in the afterlife.  He doesn’t hope to go to heaven, he wants no prizes, he cherishes no further illusions.  Which Muslim kamikaze would blow himself up without being certain that a second later he will be sitting on the right hand of Allah.  Not one.

Vida is a bit agitated this evening.  It’s understandable.  So he takes a Mogadon tablet and goes to bed quite early for him, at around eleven.

Now he’s the protagonist of a story about the absurdity of living which is the same for every person who is even slightly aware of the ridiculous limitedness of our existence.  It’s a forced choice.  Either you abandon yourself to God, Allah, Jahvé, Shiva or whatever, or you hand yourself over to Great Nothingness, tolerating the lack of any illusion as a necessary evil and don’t make a drama of it and going ahead with strength and courage and the dignity of an endangered animal.  Will an animal, if it understands and is able to, let itself be killed without a fight?  Never.

…
Now there are other very, very urgent needs.  There is a historic gesture to make, to go out with a bang, like the hero of another era, like those who performed their beau geste for the subtle pleasure of purity, to show everyone that they weren’t afraid and they expected no reward.  Strong, unselfish men, men whose honour was intact, ready to die rather than not fulfil a commitment.  An extinct species.   

There is no emphasis or rhetoric in this choice.  A man who has spent his life concerned only  with futile things and who has been a failure all along the line may rightly try to make up for it all by doing something important on his last day.  Is it not a noble aspiration, worthy of respect?

The moral law we have inside tells us to behave as everyone would if they could act in the same way, without harming ourselves or others.  But now we’re in a very special situation.  Kabul is in a state of emergency, New York is in a state of emergency, Europe is in a state of emergency, the middle East is in a state of emergency.  There is a bloody war taking place, no ordinary conflict, a new attack on the heart of western Christian society in the name of Islam.  They hit hard on September 11th.  Now it’s time to respond.

Vida thinks:  “I’ll be doing my bit, doing my duty.  Not in  the name of a god who doesn’t exist but in the name of my society, my education, in the name of the West.”

CHAPTER 27

…
Vida very carefully puts three small blocks of explosive in his bag, one at a time, and places them gently on the bed of flour and bolts, along with the battery and the wire with the ring-pull.  Then he moves them horizontally to sit them one beside the other.  The bomb is ready.  He closes the long zip round his bag, cleans it delicately with a damp towel and lays it with care inside the wardrobe, closing the door tightly.   He goes into the bathroom, washes his hands and face,  combs his hair and splashes on some perfume.  He goes back into the bedroom and checks the contents of his trouser pockets.  He takes out the cloth for cleaning his glasses and the money that’s left in them, around twenty dollars for emergencies, and puts in the photocopy of his passport. Then he places the original in an envelope and writes a message in English and in Italian:  “In case of accident, please do not send my body to Italy.  Have it cremated here in Kabul and throw my ashes to the winds or throw them in the river.  This money in dollars is for expenses.  Thank you for your understanding.  Goodbye.”

…
“In a few years’ time”, Vida reflects, “Christianity won’t have supremacy.  Islam is bounding forward and the inevitable clash has begun.  We have gone back to the Battle of Lepanto and the siege of Vienna.  Twice we defeated them and drove them back.  Twice the destiny of the West was in jeopardy and we were able to prevail and stay free. Today the struggle is different, much more difficult, underhand and dangerous. Our enemies are everywhere and may strike when they please. We can’t possibly control and neutralize every threat. Our enemies use the cowardly weapon of terrorism against civilian targets, against innocent, defenceless people.

…
The moment has come. It is time to act. It’s gone one o’clock and prayers are about to finish. It’s time. “Today is a lovely day to die”, he thinks.  Who was is said these famous words? Colonel Custer or Sitting Bull before the battle of Little Big Horn?  He doesn’t remember but he is conscious of his gesture, of his heroic, lonely choice. An anonymous being is going to transform into a man who will be remembered forever.

…
There are still ten pages before the surprise at the end. Read them for yourselves in the novel!
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