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            1. Trapdoor

            Early morning, March 2012. My mother, my
                wife Diana and I were sitting in a row of seats that were bolted to the tiled floor
                of a lounge in Cairo International airport. Flight 835 for Benghazi, a voice
                announced, was due to depart on time. Every now and then, my mother glanced
                anxiously at me. Diana too seemed concerned. She placed a hand on my arm and smiled.
                I should get up and walk around, I told myself. But my body remained rigid. I had
                never felt more capable of stillness.

            The terminal was nearly empty. There was
                only one man sitting opposite us. He was overweight, weary-looking, possibly in his
                mid fifties. There was something in the way he sat – the locked hands on the
                lap, the left tilt of the torso – that signalled resignation. Was he Egyptian
                or Libyan? Was he on a visit to the neighbouring country or going home after the
                revolution? Had he been for or against Qaddafi? Perhaps he was one of those
                undecided ones who held their reservations close to their chest?

            The voice of the announcer returned. It
                was time to board. I found myself standing at the front of the line, Diana beside
                me. She had, on more than one occasion, taken me to the town where she was born in
                northern California. I know the plants and the colour of the light and the distances
                where she grew up. Now I was, finally, taking her to my land. She
                had packed the Hasselblad and the Leica, her two favourite cameras, and a hundred
                rolls of film. Diana works with great fidelity. Once she gets hold of a thread, she
                will follow it until the end. Knowing this excited and worried me. I am reluctant to
                give Libya any more than it has already taken.

            Mother was pacing by the windows that
                looked on to the runway, speaking on her mobile phone. People – mostly men
                – began to fill the terminal. Diana and I were now standing at the head of a
                long line. It bent behind us like a river. I pretended I had forgotten something and
                pulled her to one side. Returning after all these years was a bad idea, I suddenly
                thought. My family had left in 1979, thirty-three years earlier. This was the chasm
                that divided the man from the eight-year-old boy I was then. The plane was going to
                cross that gulf. Surely such journeys were reckless. This one could rob me of a
                skill that I have worked hard to cultivate: how to live away from places and people
                I love. Joseph Brodsky was right. So were Nabokov and Conrad. They were artists who
                never returned. Each had tried, in his own way, to cure himself of his country. What
                you have left behind has dissolved. Return and you will face the absence or the
                defacement of what you treasured. But Dmitri Shostakovich and Boris Pasternak and
                Naguib Mahfouz were also right: never leave the homeland. Leave and your connections
                to the source will be severed. You will be like a dead trunk, hard and hollow.

            What do you do when you cannot leave and
                cannot return?

            *

            Back in October 2011, I had considered
                never returning to Libya. I was in New York, walking up Broadway, the air cold and
                swift, when the proposition presented itself. It seemed immaculate, a thought my
                mind had manufactured independently. As in youthful moments of drunkenness, I felt
                bold and invincible.

            I had gone to New York the previous
                month, at the invitation of Barnard College, to lecture on novels about exile and
                estrangement. But I had an older connection to the city. My parents had moved to
                Manhattan in the spring of 1970, when my father was appointed first secretary in the
                Libyan Mission to the United Nations. I was born that autumn. Three years later, in
                1973, we returned to Tripoli. In the years since, I had visited New York maybe four
                or five times and always briefly. So, although I had just returned to the city of my
                birth, it was a place I hardly knew.

            In the thirty-six years since we left
                Libya, my family and I had built associations with several surrogate cities:
                Nairobi, where we went on our escape from Libya, in 1979, and have continued to
                visit ever since; Cairo, where we settled into indefinite exile the following year;
                Rome, a vacation spot for us; London, where I went at the age of fifteen for my
                studies and where for twenty-nine years I have been doggedly trying to make a life
                for myself; Paris, where, fatigued and annoyed by London, I moved in my early
                thirties, vowing never to return to England, only to find myself back two years
                later. In all these cities, I had pictured myself one day calm
                and living in that faraway island, Manhattan, where I was born. I would imagine a
                new acquaintance asking me, perhaps at a dinner party, or in a café, or in
                changing-rooms after a long swim, that old tiresome question ‘Where are you
                from?’ and I, unfazed and free of the usual agitation, would casually reply,
                ‘New York.’ In these fantasies, I saw myself taking pleasure from the
                fact that such a statement would be both true and false, like a magic trick.

            That I should move to Manhattan in my
                fortieth year, as Libya was ripping itself apart, and for this to take place on the
                1st of September, the day when, back in 1969, a young captain named Muammar Qaddafi
                deposed King Idris and many of the significant features of my life – where I
                live, the language in which I write, the language I am using now to write this
                – were set in motion: all this made it difficult to escape the idea that there
                was some kind of divine will at work.

            *

            In any political history of Libya, the
                1980s represent a particularly lurid chapter. Opponents of the regime were hanged in
                public squares and sports arenas. Dissidents who fled the country were pursued
                – some kidnapped or assassinated. The ’80s were also the first time that
                Libya had an armed and determined resistance to the dictatorship. My father was one
                of the opposition’s most prominent figures. The organization he belonged to
                had a training camp in Chad, south of the Libyan border, and several underground cells inside the country. Father’s career in the
                army, his short tenure as a diplomat, and the private means he had managed to
                procure in the mid 1970s, when he became a successful businessman – importing
                products as diverse as Mitsubishi vehicles and Converse sports shoes to the Middle
                East – made him a dangerous enemy. The dictatorship had tried to buy him off;
                it had tried to scare him. I remember sitting beside him one afternoon in our flat
                in Cairo when I was ten or eleven, the weight of his arm on my shoulders. In the
                chair opposite sat one of the men I called ‘Uncle’ – men who, I
                somehow knew, were his allies or followers. The word ‘compromise’ was
                spoken, and Father responded, ‘I won’t negotiate. Not with
                criminals.’

            Whenever we were in Europe, he carried a
                gun. Before getting into the car, he would ask us to stand well away. He would go
                down on his knees and look under the chassis, cup his hands and peek through the
                windows for any sign of wiring. Men like him had been shot in train stations and
                cafés, their cars blown up. During the 1980s, when I was still in Cairo, I had
                read in the newspaper about the death of a renowned Libyan economist. He was
                stepping off a train at Stazione Termini in Rome when a stranger pressed a pistol to
                his chest and pulled the trigger. The photograph printed beside the article had the
                figure of the deceased covered in newspaper sheets, presumably from that day’s
                paper, which stopped at his ankles, leaving his polished leather shoes pointing up.
                Another time there was a report of a Libyan student shot in Greece. He was sitting
                on the terrace of a café in Monastiraki Square in Athens. A
                scooter stopped, and the man sitting behind the driver pointed a gun at the student
                and fired several shots. A Libyan BBC World Service newsreader was killed in London.
                In April 1984, a demonstration took place in front of the Libyan embassy in St
                James’s Square. One of the embassy staff pulled up a sash window on the first
                floor, held out a machine-gun and sprayed the crowd. A policewoman, Yvonne Fletcher,
                was killed and eleven Libyan demonstrators were wounded, some of them
                critically.

            Qaddafi’s campaign to hunt down
                exiled critics – which was announced by Moussa Koussa, the head of foreign
                intelligence, at a public rally in the early 1980s – extended to the families
                of dissidents. My only sibling, Ziad, was fifteen when he went off to boarding
                school in Switzerland. A few weeks later, midway through term, he returned to Cairo.
                We had all gone to collect him from the airport. When he appeared amongst those
                spilling out of the arrivals lounge, his face looked paler than I remembered it. A
                few days earlier, I had seen Mother make several telephone calls, her finger
                trembling as she spun the dial.

            The Swiss school was remote, high up in
                the Alps. Public transport to the nearest village was in the form of a cable car,
                which operated for only a few hours in the middle of the day. For two days running,
                Ziad noticed a car parked on the path outside the school’s main gate. It had
                in it four men. They had the long hair so typical of members of Qaddafi’s
                Revolutionary Committees. Late one night, Ziad was called to the school’s
                office telephone. On the other end of the line, a man said, ‘I am a friend of
                    your father. You must do exactly what I tell you. You have to
                leave immediately and take the first train to Basle.’

            ‘Why? What happened?’ Ziad
                asked.

            ‘I can’t tell you now. You
                must hurry. Take the first train to Basle. I’ll be there and will explain
                everything.’

            ‘But it’s the middle of the
                night,’ Ziad said.

            The man would not offer any further
                explanations. He simply kept repeating, ‘Take the first train to
                Basle.’

            ‘I can’t do that. I
                don’t know who you are. Please don’t call here again,’ Ziad said
                and hung up.

            The man then called Mother, who then
                telephoned the school. She told Ziad he needed to leave the school right away and
                told him what to do.

            Ziad woke up his favourite teacher, a
                young Cambridge graduate who had probably thought it would be fun to go and teach
                English literature in the Alps, skiing in between classes.

            ‘Sir, my father is about to have
                surgery and asked to see me before going into the operating theatre. I need to take
                the first train to Basle. Would you please drive me to the station?’

            The teacher telephoned my mother, and
                she backed up Ziad’s story. The headmaster had to be woken up. He telephoned
                Mother and, once he too was satisfied, Ziad’s teacher checked the train
                timetable. There was a train for Basle in forty minutes. If they hurried, they might
                make it.

            They had to drive past the car; there
                was no other way out. Ziad pretended to be tying his shoelace as they passed the
                men. The teacher drove carefully down the twisting mountain road. A few minutes
                later, headlights appeared behind them. When the teacher said,
                ‘I think they are following us,’ Ziad pretended not to hear.

            At the station, Ziad shot into the
                concourse and hid in the public toilets. He heard the train roll in. He waited until
                it had come to a complete stop, counted a few seconds for the passengers to
                disembark and board, then ran and jumped on the train. The doors shut and the
                carriages moved. Ziad was sure he had lost them, but then the four men appeared,
                walking up the aisle. They saw him. One of them smiled at him. They followed him
                from one carriage to the next, muttering, ‘Kid, you think you are a man? Then
                come here and show us.’ At the front of the train, Ziad found the conductor
                chatting to the driver.

            ‘Those men there are following
                me,’ Ziad told him, no doubt with fear rippling through his voice because the
                conductor believed him at once and asked Ziad to sit right beside him. Seeing this,
                the four men retreated to the next carriage. When the train arrived, Ziad saw men in
                uniform waiting on the platform. My father’s associate, who had telephoned
                that night, was standing amongst them.

            I remember Ziad telling us these details
                as we sat around the dining table. I was utterly overwhelmed by a feeling of safety
                and gratitude, as well as by a new fear, sharp and pulsing, in my depths. Looking at
                me, though, you would not have known it. All the while, as Ziad spoke, I was
                pretending to be excited by his adventure. It wasn’t till later that evening
                that the whole thing weighed down on my consciousness. I kept thinking about what
                the men had said, which Ziad whispered to us several times, perfectly mimicking the menacing tone and the Tripoli accent: ‘Kid, you
                think you are a man? Then come here and show us.’

            Shortly after this, when I was twelve, I
                needed to see an eye specialist. Mother put me on a plane and I flew alone from
                Cairo to Geneva, where Father was to meet me. He and I spoke on the telephone before
                I left for the airport.

            ‘If, for any reason, you
                don’t see me in arrivals, go to the information desk and ask them to call out
                this name,’ he said, and read out one of the names he travelled on. I knew it
                well. ‘Whatever you do,’ he repeated, ‘don’t give them my
                real name.’

            When I got to Geneva, I didn’t see
                him. I did as he said and went to the information desk, but when the woman behind
                the counter asked me for the name, I panicked. I couldn’t remember it. Seeing
                how flustered I was, she smiled and handed me the microphone. ‘Would you like
                to make the announcement yourself?’ I took the microphone and said
                ‘Father, Father’ several times, until I saw him running towards me, a
                big smile on his face. I felt embarrassed and remember asking him on the way out of
                the airport, ‘Why couldn’t I simply say your name? What are you afraid
                of, anyway?’ We walked through the crowd, and as we did so we passed two men
                speaking Arabic with a perfect Libyan accent. Encountering our dialect during those
                years was always disconcerting, provoking in me, and with equal force, both fear and
                longing. ‘So what does this Jaballa Matar look like, anyway?’ one of
                them asked the other. I went silent and never complained about my father’s
                complicated travel arrangements after that.

            It was out of the
                question for Father to travel on his real passport. He used false documents with
                pseudonyms. In Egypt, we felt safe. But in March 1990, Father was kidnapped from our
                Cairo flat by the Egyptian secret police and delivered to Qaddafi. He was taken to
                Abu Salim prison, in Tripoli, which was known as ‘The Last Stop’ –
                the place where the regime sent those it wanted to forget.

            In the mid 1990s, several people risked
                their lives to smuggle three of my father’s letters to my family. In one of
                them, Father writes, ‘The cruelty of this place far exceeds all of what we
                have read of the fortress prison of Bastille. The cruelty is in everything, but I
                remain stronger than their tactics of oppression … My forehead does not know
                how to bow.’

            In another letter, there is this
                sentence: ‘At times a whole year will pass by without seeing the sun or being
                let out of this cell.’

            In calm, precise and at times ironic
                prose, he demonstrates an astonishing commitment to patience:

            
                And now a description of this noble
                    palace … The cell is a concrete box. The walls are made of pre-fabricated
                    slabs. There is a steel door through which no air passes. A window that is three
                    and a half metres above ground. As for the furniture, it is in the style of
                    Louis XVI: an old mattress, worn out by many previous prisoners, torn in several
                    places. The world here is empty.

            

            From these letters, and from prisoner
                testimonies that I’ve been able to gather with the help of Amnesty International, Human Rights Watch and the Swiss NGO TRIAL, we
                know that Father was in Abu Salim at least from March 1990 to April 1996, when he
                was moved from his cell and taken to another secret wing in the same prison, moved
                to another prison or executed.

            *

            In late August 2011, Tripoli fell, and
                revolutionaries took control of Abu Salim. They broke down the cell doors, and
                eventually all the men crammed inside those concrete boxes wandered out into the
                sunlight. I was at home in London. I spent that day on the telephone with one of the
                men hammering away at the steel doors of the prison cells. ‘Wait, wait,’
                he would shout, and I would hear his sledgehammer hitting steel. Not the sound of a
                bell in the open but one buried deep, like a recalled memory, ringing, I want to
                    be there and I don’t want to be there. Countless voices were now
                shouting, ‘God is great!’ He handed the hammer to another man, and I
                listened to him pant, purpose and victory in every breath. I want to be there
                    and I don’t want to be there. They came to a cell in the basement,
                the last one remaining. Lots of shouting now, people vying to lend a hand. I heard
                the man call out, ‘What? Inside?’ There was confusion. Then I heard him
                shout, ‘Are you sure?’ He got back on the phone and said they thought
                the cell contained an important person from Ajdabiya, my father’s hometown,
                who had been in solitary confinement for many years. I could not speak. I want
                    to be there and I want to be there. ‘Stay with me,’ the man on
                the telephone said. Every few seconds, he would repeat,
                ‘Stay with me.’ Whether it took ten minutes or an hour, I cannot say.
                When they eventually broke down the door, they found an old blind man in a
                windowless room. His skin had not seen the sun in years. When they asked him his
                name, he said he did not know. What family was he from? He did not know. How long
                had he been there? He had, apparently, lost his memory. He had one possession: a
                photograph of my father. Why? Who was he to Father? The prisoner did not know. And,
                although he could not remember anything, he was happy to be free. That was the word
                the man on the telephone used: ‘happy’. I wanted to ask about the
                picture. Was it a recent one or an old one? Was it pinned to the wall, kept under
                the pillow, or did they find it on the floor beside the man’s bed? Was there a
                bed? Did the prisoner have a bed? I asked none of these questions. And when the man
                said, ‘I am sorry,’ I thanked him and hung up.

            *

            By October, as I was attempting to
                concentrate on my teaching in New York, all the political prisons, every underground
                secret compartment, were falling one by one to the revolutionaries. Cells were
                opened, the men in them released and accounted for. Father was not in any of them.
                For the first time, the truth became inescapable. It was clear that he had been shot
                or hanged or starved or tortured to death. No one knows when, or those who know are
                dead, or have escaped, or are too frightened or indifferent to
                speak. Was it in the sixth year of his incarceration, when his letters stopped? Was
                it in the massacre that took place that year in the same prison, when 1,270 men were
                rounded up and shot? Or was it a solitary death, perhaps during the seventh or the
                eighth or the ninth year? Or was it in the twenty-first year, after the revolution
                broke? Perhaps during one of the many interviews I gave, arguing the case against
                the dictatorship? Or perhaps Father was not dead at all, as Ziad continued to
                believe, even after all the prisons were opened. Perhaps, Ziad hoped, he was out
                and, owing to some failure – loss of memory, loss of the ability to see or
                speak or hear – was unable to find his way back, like Gloucester wandering the
                heath in King Lear. ‘Give me your hand: you are now within a foot/Of
                the extreme verge,’ Edgar says to his blind father, who has resolved to end
                his own life, a line that has lived with me these past twenty-five years.

            It must have been the story of the
                prisoner who had lost his memory that made Ziad believe that Father might somehow be
                alive. A few days after I arrived in New York, Ziad called, asking me to find
                someone who could produce a picture of what Father might look like today so that we
                could post it around the country and online. ‘Someone might recognize
                him,’ he said. I spoke to a forensic artist in Canada. She wanted copies of as
                many photographs as possible of my father, his siblings and my grandfather. After
                she received them, she called with a list of questions about the conditions he
                endured in prison: the food he ate, the possibility of torture or illness? Ten days
                later, the drawing arrived. She had ruthlessly dropped the
                cheeks, sunk the eyes, exaggerated a faint scar on the forehead. The worst thing
                about the portrait was its credibility. It made me wonder about other changes. What
                had become of the teeth, for example, those he bared to Dr Mazzoleni in Rome on our
                annual check-up? The Italian dentist used to always say, provoking in us silent
                pride, ‘You ought to be grateful to Libya and its minerals for such excellent
                teeth.’ And what of the tongue that had its own way of shaping my name, the
                amplifying throat and all the parts of that echo chamber, the head – its
                nostrils and cavities, the weight of its bone and flesh and brain – and how it
                alters the resonance of that gentle voice? How would this new, older voice sound? I
                never sent the portrait to Ziad, and he stopped asking about it. I showed it to him
                the next time we were together. He looked at it for a moment and said,
                ‘It’s not accurate.’ I agreed and put the drawing back in its
                envelope. ‘Don’t show it to Mother,’ he added.

            That cold October evening in New York, I
                began to doubt both my ability to return to Libya and my will not to. I entered our
                flat on the Upper West Side and did not tell Diana about the
                ‘immaculate’ idea that had occurred to me on my walk. We ate supper. I
                collected the plates and washed them slowly. Afterwards, we listened to music, then
                took a walk through the dark streets. I hardly slept that night. Never returning to
                Libya, I realized, meant never allowing myself to think about it again, which would
                only lead to another form of resistance, and I was done with resistance.

            I left my building at daybreak. I was
                glad for New York’s indifference. I had always regarded
                Manhattan the way an orphan might think of the mother who had laid him on the
                doorstep of a mosque: it meant nothing to me, but also everything. It represented,
                in moments of desperation, the possibility of finally cheating myself out of exile.
                My feet were heavy. I noticed how old I had become, but also the boyishness that
                persisted, as if part of me had stopped developing the moment we left Libya. I was
                like David Malouf’s imagining of Ovid in his banishment – infantilized
                by exile. I headed towards my office at the college. I wanted to immerse myself in
                work. I tried to think about the lecture I was going to deliver that afternoon, on
                Kafka’s The Trial. I thought about K’s tenderness towards the
                two men who come to execute him; his dark and heroic surrender; the words he thought
                to himself: ‘the only thing I can do now is keep my mind calm and analytical
                to the last’; and the corrective, regretful discovery of: ‘I’ve
                always wanted to seize the world with twenty hands …’ I told myself it
                was good that I had the lectures to think about. I crossed over a grille in the
                sidewalk. Beneath it, there was a room, barely high enough for a man to stand and
                certainly not wide enough for him to lie down. A deep grey box in the ground. I had
                no idea what it was for. Without knowing how it happened, I found myself on my
                knees, looking in. No matter how hard I tried, I could not find a trapdoor, a pipe,
                anything leading out. It came over me suddenly. I wept and could hear myself.
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            2. Black Suit

            In 1980, my family was living in Egypt.
                On several occasions as a child I would sit in my room with the atlas and try to
                calculate the number of kilometres between our flat and the border. Every year,
                Qaddafi was going to die or be forced to flee the country. Every year, we were going
                to return home. In 1985, a couple of years after Ziad’s close call in
                Switzerland, I asked to go to boarding school in Europe. I decided on England.
                Because of what had happened to Ziad, I would need to use a pseudonym. We liked the
                music of Bob Marley and Bob Dylan, so Ziad suggested I go by the name of Bob. I was
                to pretend to be Christian, the son of an Egyptian mother and an American father. A
                year later, in 1986, I went to boarding school in England and for the following two
                years I lived under this identity. In the beginning, it seemed surprisingly easy. I
                even enjoyed pretending to be someone else.

            There was a girl I liked. She had skin
                the colour of set honey. Her eyes were wide and gleamed like polished wood. She was
                a voracious reader. Every other day I saw her in the library with a different book.
                She had a poise that seemed mysterious to me, and a warmth that I was sure derived
                its strength from a stable life. I imagined how words passing through her throat
                might sound, but I never dared approach, and, as she was not in any of my classes, I didn’t hear her voice until, at the Spring
                Party, she walked across the room and, to my utter surprise, asked me to dance. We
                danced through several songs, and then stood side by side against the wall. When it
                was time for us boys to be bussed back to our house, she accompanied me down the
                long path. The crickets in the hedge, the only light coming from a far-off
                lamp-post. We stopped. She placed her mouth on my cheek and left it there for a long
                time. I still remember the delicate temperature of her lips. I could hardly sleep
                from happiness. But then the following morning, when she ran over to me as I stood
                in line to enter the dining hall, I turned all cold and silent. I couldn’t
                imagine kissing a mouth that had never spoken my real name. The look on her face
                – taken aback, betrayed – is still with me.

            The year passed and I was home for the
                summer, eating Mother’s food and hearing my name, and its various diminutive
                forms, spoken out loud at home and in public. I missed the Arabic language and
                everything Arabic: the gestures, the social code, the music. I became less
                boisterous as my departure date approached. My parents noticed. One afternoon Father
                came into my room. ‘I hope you know you can always change your mind,’ he
                said gently. But, given how hard I had lobbied to be sent abroad, I felt I must
                persist.

            On my return to school one of my friends
                came to tell me about a new boy.

            ‘He’s Arabic,’ he
                said. ‘His name is Hamza.’

            ‘Do you know where from?’ I
                asked.

            ‘Libya, I think – or was it
                Lebanon?’

            I went to look up
                the name. It was definitely Libyan. His father worked for the government. I had no
                doubt that if he discovered my real family name he would recognize it. By then
                Father had become one of the most noted leaders of the opposition. When Hamza and I
                met, he extended his hand and said, ‘Marhaba.’ He smiled in a way that
                would soon become familiar. We became friends immediately. We liked similar music.
                On Wednesdays, when we got the afternoon off and most of the other boys went to the
                pub, he and I would hunt for a good restaurant. Once he told me he loved me like a
                brother. I said I did too.

            He hardly ever talked about Libya. I
                hadn’t seen the country for eight years. I wished I could ask him about it.
                Once, on a group hike through the woods, I absent-mindedly began to hum a Libyan
                folk song. He noticed. ‘My brother’s best friend is Libyan,’ I
                said. ‘Invited us to a wedding once. Crazy event. He’s always bringing
                music tapes around. Do you know the tune? Where is it from? What are the
                words?’

            It was at that time that my housemaster,
                the only person besides the headmaster who knew my true identity, began to invite me
                into his home. He was Welsh. He looked like Ted Hughes and, like the poet, was a
                keen fisherman. He always smelt of cigar. Some nights, just after lights out, he
                would knock on the door and whisper, ‘Robert, telephone call.’ I would
                follow him down to his flat, where he lived with his wife, their four children and
                two dogs. We would sit at the kitchen table. He would pour me a small glass of red
                wine and his wife would fry me an egg. He never called me by my
                real name. He simply afforded me the chance every now and then to be who I really
                was.

            That special thing, when a friendship
                comes to resemble a shelter, began to occur between Hamza and me. When the year
                ended and we were to go our separate ways, I wondered how our bond, hermetically
                sealed within the school, could ever survive. I was secretly relieved when he got a
                place at Cardiff University; I was going to university in London. For the farewell,
                Hamza and I met with a group of other students at a pub in the nearby village. It
                was an exuberant night, full of promises that we would stay in touch forever. More
                than once I would look at their faces and hear the word ‘impossible’
                ringing in my head. How could I ever see these people again, even the dearest one
                amongst them? I decided to leave. I went to use the toilet before heading off to the
                station. Hamza followed me. I remember our parallel images in the mirror as we stood
                washing hands. We embraced. ‘Man,’ he said, ‘I’m going to
                miss you.’ I remember the shape of his ear, how my eyes focused on it. I said
                the words as though involuntarily:

            ‘Hamza, I am Libyan. My name is
                Hisham Matar. I’m the son of Jaballa Matar.’

            He didn’t let go. I felt his body
                become rigid.

            ‘I am sorry,’ I said. I was
                not sure what exactly I was apologizing for.

            When we looked at each other we had
                tears running down our faces. We embraced again, rushed back to the bar and
                continued drinking. We all stayed there until the place closed.
                Neither of us mentioned a word to the others. He never called me Hisham.

            He insisted, swearing on his
                father’s life, on paying for a cab to take me all the way to London. Midway
                through the journey I had to ask the driver to pull over. I vomited on the side of
                the motorway.

            Years later, walking with Diana up the
                Marylebone Road, I saw him coming in the opposite direction. He had clearly spotted
                me first, because that same smile was drawn on his face. We shook hands and
                embraced. I introduced him to Diana. And he had that proud shyness intimate friends
                feel on first meeting your beloved. We searched our pockets for pieces of paper. We
                wrote our telephone numbers down. But, even as we did, I was sure that we both knew
                that neither of us would ever call.

            *

            I am still not entirely clear why my
                fifteen-year-old self, living inside a loving, unrestrictive family, would choose to
                leave Egypt, the horses, the Red and Mediterranean seas, the friends, Thunder
                – the German Shepherd I fed with my own hands (and who was anything but
                thunderous) – and, perhaps most importantly, my own name, and fly 3,500
                kilometres north to live in a large, unheated stone house with forty English boys in
                the middle of soggy fields and under a sky that almost never broke, where I was
                Robert and only sometimes Bob.

            I had fallen for the landscape some five
                years before, when I was ten. We were visiting London, but then, hearing that a cousin was boarding in a school in Somerset – or was it
                Dorset or perhaps even Devon? – we decided to take the train west from
                Paddington. I remember the station, and the way the carriage seemed to become
                lighter as the density of the capital fell away, as though the pull of gravity was
                stronger in the city. It was impossible to stop looking out of the window. The thick
                green hedgerows, now coming closer, now vanishing. Water running in rivers, or
                lingering in drops on leaves, making the air sharp and damp. Once we were off the
                train, we drove through hedges that rose high on either side of the road. The
                further we went, the narrower and deeper the lanes became, as if the earth were
                folding us in. The light did not alter. The variation was only in the clouds,
                interlaced thickly together, their bellies pale and their edges a shade darker. It
                all gave me the impression, which I see now was a strange thing for a ten-year-old
                boy to think, that if I were to put something down here, something of personal value
                that might be, to anyone else, of no value at all and therefore more vulnerable to
                damage, it would not be moved. I would be able to come back later and find it
                exactly where I had left it.

            This, however, could only partly account
                for the odd decision to go to English boarding school. After all, I had a choice. I
                could have gone to Switzerland, a country that has always appealed to me, or to
                America, which then seemed the most exciting place in the world. But I think I had
                spotted, even then, from that first visit when I was ten, a correspondence with this
                strange place. Over the years, that correspondence gained such depth that now I feel bound to England not so much by the length of time I have
                spent here but by nature.

            If this explains my coming to England,
                it does not explain my departure from Cairo. Perhaps I did not trust in the
                constancy of my parents’ life, or the life they had created for themselves in
                Egypt, where many decisions were suspended because ‘We’ll be in Libya by
                then.’ It’s not that England felt more permanent but that here I thought
                I could be in charge of my own fate.

            However, this love affair with the
                English landscape turned dark on my first day. The instructions from my parents were
                that, on landing at Heathrow, I was to take a black London cab directly to school.
                What my parents thought would be a comfort turned into a stressful journey. The
                London driver got lost. Night was falling. The man became more and more impatient.
                He threatened to leave my giant suitcase and me in one of the deserted country
                lanes.

            Looking back, I think I might have
                annoyed him earlier. He had stopped at a petrol station to refuel and left the
                engine running. Coming from Cairo, where drivers turn off the ignition at traffic
                stops, this seemed horribly wasteful. My upbringing placed a heavy moral value on
                waste. A few grains of rice left on my plate would provoke my mother to say,
                ‘But how precisely have these grains offended you now?’ When the London
                cabby got back into the car, I asked him, ‘Excuse me, please, why didn’t
                you switch off your engine?’ He looked at me in the rear-view mirror and said,
                ‘You’re right there, mate; it’s my engine.’ After
                about an hour more of driving around in the dusk, he stopped the
                car and asked me to get out. I decided to remain silent. Exasperated, he swung the
                car arbitrarily into the next lane, and, as the road rose, I spotted two
                horseback-riders some fifty metres away.

            ‘Stop,’ I said, and
                proceeded to wave desperately to the riders, shouting, ‘Hello!
                Hello!’

            They saw me. Two women. I was later to
                learn that they were the local farmer’s daughters and that they almost never
                rode this late, but, as luck had it, they were looking for their dog, which had gone
                missing that afternoon. They looked slightly older than Ziad and me, but the age
                difference between them seemed similar. They remained on their horses: a mare and
                stallion, each taller than the cab, coats brushed, glistening.

            In Cairo, between the ages of eleven and
                fifteen, I used to rise at 5 a.m. each morning to ride before school. And on the
                nights I went out with the boys and our gallivanting lasted until we heard the call
                for dawn prayer, we would head out to the stables behind the Giza Pyramids and ride
                out into the desert. When the horses were warm and the sun had appeared above the
                horizon, we would gallop the whole way back. I would bring my face as close as
                possible to the mane, against the warmth of the animal’s neck, listening to
                its breath racing in and out as though through a piston. The stable boy would rub
                his hand on the horses and show us the sweat’s white foam, shouting that we
                had ruined the animals for the rest of the day. We would pay him double and, if he
                was still cross, bring him with us to the Mena House Oberoi for breakfast.

            These English horses
                were at least double the size of those we rode in Cairo, bred for winter farm work
                and hunting rather than racing. The sisters knew of the school. The older one
                pointed out a building in the distance, then told the driver, in a commanding voice
                that secretly pleased me, ‘Well, you won’t see it from down there now,
                will you?’ He stepped out and saw the dark stone tower jutting out of a clump
                of high trees, their leaves already discolouring. As the older sister gave the
                driver directions, the younger one sat perfectly still and looked at me. She had red
                hands, sore from riding in the cold evening, and the difference in colour between
                her dark fingers and pale pink face seemed so strange to me then.

            *

            Four days before Mother, Diana and I
                were due to go to Benghazi, I flew from London to Cairo. On the way, an old question
                resolved itself. It suddenly made sense why my friends have always assumed that,
                after more than a quarter of a century of living in England, I will eventually move
                to another country. Something about me, or about the life I have created in London,
                seems impermanent. This suspicion, that at any moment I might leave, has disturbed
                but also reassured me. I am often unnerved by exiles I meet who, like me, have found
                themselves living in London but who, unlike me, have surrendered to the place and
                therefore exude the sort of resigned stability I lack. Naked adoption of native
                mannerisms or the local dialect – this has always seemed to me a kind of humiliation. And yet, like a jealous lover, I believed I knew
                London’s secrets better than most of its natives. When, after Prime Minister
                Tony Blair’s visit to Libya in 2004, members of Qaddafi’s inner circle
                began to buy houses in the British capital, sometimes in my neighbourhood, I told
                myself that my London was not theirs. I became grateful to have settled in a city
                whose most essential character is secrecy. On the plane from London to Cairo, I
                understood the logic of these contradictions; they were informed not by London but
                by the condition of waiting. It turns out that I have spent all the time since I was
                eight years old, when my family left Libya, waiting. My silent condemnation of those
                fellow-exiles who wished to assimilate – which is to say, my bloody-minded
                commitment to rootlessness – was my feeble act of fidelity to the old country,
                or maybe not even to Libya but to the young boy I was when we left.

            *

            I remained standing to one side of the
                line in the Cairo airport, pretending that I had lost or suddenly remembered
                something. I was secretly longing for our London flat. I could see its kitchen
                worktop unattended, the view from the rear windows, the grey stillness of the
                twilight, the furniture, our pictures, the rows of books. We should spend a few days
                in Cairo, then return to London. I had the number for Mustafa, the driver Diana and
                I have when we are in Cairo. He could not be that far from the airport. In a few
                hours, we could all be gathered around Mother’s dining
                table for lunch. And perhaps one day we might even laugh as we recalled the day we
                came dangerously close to returning to Libya.

            I wondered why I had worn a black suit,
                a suit I had bought a year before, when I was, for a fleeting moment, persuaded that
                there was something monastic and peaceful about a life spent in black suits. I had
                worn it only twice since buying it and on both occasions felt uncomfortable with how
                badly the cut fitted me and with the knowledge of the exorbitant amount I had spent
                on it. And now, for some reason, I was travelling home in this ill-fitting suit. I
                had got up very early that morning. I had put on a white shirt and the black suit,
                and taken a few moments to choose a tie, knotted it around my neck
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