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hilary plum

Cable

I am writing to you regarding Ibrahim, whom I knew. I have 
waited to write, too long. I would call but over the phone my ac-

cent is strong, I am told.
I am a photographer. I did not work with Ibrahim officially but for 

a French news service. I was partnered with a reporter and he and I 
traveled with Ibrahim often, four or five of us all together, because we 
got along and because there are many official tours in this war, often 
you end up on helicopters or buses full of journalists. We are marched 
around in little tour groups and everyone we manage to speak to is 
anxious that we report they are winning — I do not mean that they are 
stupid or backward, but that on one side, if it is said they have yielded 
an advantage, they may be killed, and on the other, it is a matter of 
honor, they wish above all to return to their homes in honor, dead is 
fine. Ibrahim has probably told you this. I do not mean to presume.

Ibrahim said that he did not like to tell you the worst stories until at 
least a month later because then they would be only the past. A month 
is long enough, he explained. A new moon. He believed that even in 
the city people notice the moon more than they know. I imagine he 
has shared this theory with you.

Something beautiful that Ibrahim and I once saw: in the river that 
divides these two countries, a river which is in fact the juncture of two 
great rivers, an oil tanker had been moored for three weeks. The captain 
was frightened by the attacks on civilian vessels and would not move 
the tanker unless it was guaranteed an escort all the way to the gulf. By 
now there was fighting all around it, tank guns trained on it from the 
eastern banks, and even the gulf had been thoroughly mined. This is not 
the point. For several days the tanker had kept its lights on day and night. 
For whatever reason this must have seemed safer. But these ships are 
enormous, and when one is lit up like that, lit on every level and in 
every aperture, floodlights illuminating each bare deck, it is so bright, 
so bright that it can hurt to look at. You look at this offense of light, 
near enough to the mouth of the river that the tide repositions it twice 
a day, and you know then what a miracle light is. Power. In the belly of 
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this tanker. But this is not what I called beautiful. Imagine a night like 
this, the yellow beast in the river. The moon is almost full, and its yellow-
ing face looks to you like not a reflection but a mockery of the scene 
below, the mammoth ship pinned and unblinking. Tonight Ibrahim 
and I are on the western side, in a dock area that has been abandoned 
since the beginning of the war. The tanker is Canadian and Ibrahim is 
enjoying this, acting out little dialogues that include everything we 
know about Canada, which is little. The only one who isn’t laughing 
is Bertrand, the reporter I am working with, and he rarely laughs at 
anything, except the sight of very young whores, though not out of 
cruelty. But picture the moon. It is strange to think of. Bertrand says 
something about the moon, pointing at its reflection on the water. 
The reflection of the moon can at this moment be distinguished from 
the tanker’s relentless reflection —  on the surface of the river a sphere, 
deformed and lovely. The light around the tanker looks like a fluores-
cence of creatures suckling at its hull.

But then a fleet of shadows crosses, disturbing the moonlight, like 
a rush of dark fish through the yellow glow. Ibrahim is the one who 
understands. Run, he says, shells, and as he says this they explode, not 
far behind us, and terribly, terribly loud. Ibrahim is pulling me and 
Bertrand is running ahead. The Australian, Daniel, is slow — he had 
twisted an ankle jumping down from one of the wretched helicopter 
tours. But Ibrahim grabs him by the wrist. Someone’s sweat smells to 
me like sweetgrass left out to hay, though perhaps this odor comes 
somehow from the shelling.

We run northward along the bank, to an abandoned shipyard that 
no one would waste time attacking. We all survive, and the explosions 
were not that close to us, although the ringing in the ears takes some 
time to subside. We have heard of this: shells travel so fast you cannot 
see them, only their shadows, tonight on the surface of the river.

The next morning I thought of you, in a way: I thought that a few 
days before the next full moon, Ibrahim may tell Sarah this story.

No one has told you how Ibrahim died. I was the only one who was 
there, the soldiers and I. I did not tell his editor this story, although you 
may, if you wish. I do not mean I am telling you what to do. I considered 
contacting Ibrahim’s editors, but he spoke so often of you. It was not that 
he told stories about your and his past, rather plans, or qualities he ascribed 
to you — he would interrupt himself, shaking his head, and say, if Sarah 
could hear me, she’d be shaking her head. I do not claim I knew him well.
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The only essential thing to understand is that one country has five 
times the population of the other. Five times. This means five times 
the army. And this means that the Deputy (this is all his name means, 
in translation, this is important to remember) — who calls the opposi-
tion a wave of insects he is prepared to exterminate — has to kill large 
numbers of troops while losing next to none. This is the only strategy 
by which he may win the war he began. Along the easternmost river, 
one of the two I have mentioned, which serves as the border between 
the two nations and thus as a perpetual front, there are ancient marsh-
lands. Both sides have advanced through them; most recently troops 
came in great force from the east, which was a considerable territorial 
acquisition; they were only a few dozen kilometers from the highway 
that leads to the capital. There are people who live in the marshlands. 
Tribes is what they are usually called, marsh people. I grew up among 
what you might call hill people (I was sent away for school, as you can 
tell, luckily, it was during the civil war and not a good time to be a 
young man at home). My people were hill people, goat people, even 
though my family is rich: they were surrounded by goat and sheep and 
hill people, and so that’s what they were as well. The marsh people were 
marsh people, is what I mean, and it is a very distinctive environment.

When they saw the enemy coming through the marshland, the 
Deputy’s men bombed huge stretches of the marshes, lit everything 
that could be lit. There are animals there that live nowhere else in the 
world, several species of which are now gone. The bombs lit the reeds 
and reed houses, plants of all kinds, the rice fields. Then the Deputy’s 
general ran cables through — through the marshes themselves, and this 
is kilometers. They electrified the water and everything in it: enemy 
soldiers, their own people, the marsh tribes, fish, water buffalo, gazelles. 
Ibrahim and I arrived about a day after this.

I believe we were the only ones allowed into this place. Ibrahim 
had very good contacts in the army, and he requested that I come with 
him, although as it turned out I was forbidden to take pictures. They 
confiscated my camera and it was only upon Ibrahim’s death that they 
returned it.

I will not describe the place to you. We walked along a sort of dike 
and nothing could be worse than the stench. To our right the marshes 
extended and everywhere bodies floated in clusters. The water was 
dark with ash. As the bodies moved you could start to see that some 
had been slit open. I have told this story in the wrong order. We had 
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been walking to this place for some time, from the village where the 
main defensive forces were stationed. We knew nothing yet of what 
had happened in the marshlands, except that the Deputy’s general had 
called it a victory. The soldiers we followed wouldn’t talk much, but 
led us to one embankment, where we stood a long time not speak-
ing, waiting for some higher-ranking military liaison to arrive, to tell 
us what I don’t know. Ibrahim needed to relieve himself. He walked 
over to one side, a ditch in the network of causeways. Then he began 
to scream. I have heard screaming like this before and I thought it 
must somehow be coming from the dead, I did not at first understand. 
The water was still electrified. I learned this later. In fact, although we 
could not see it, one of the generators was in a hut not far from us. 
We had no way to imagine this. The soldiers who were escorting us 
yelled at Ibrahim, running toward him. I reached him before they did, 
but the electricity had already stopped his heart. You do not want to 
be a piss martyr, the soldiers were calling as they ran. Piss martyr was 
the phrase they were using. I do not know if this was because there 
had been other piss martyrs or if they had only thought of this, in 
their time there, as a sort of joke with each other. I tried to resuscitate 
Ibrahim, but I am not trained, and there was no one else to summon, 
not in time. They probably told you he died in an accident at the front. 
Do not think less of him for pissing into the marshes that were full of 
the dead. I saw the ditch below him and there was no one.

I neatened him before we sent his body back.
One soldier laughed. I tell you this so that you will not wonder if 

anyone laughed. It is just a reaction. And the soldiers there, their job 
was to patrol the banks of these lagoons of corpses.

I believe Ibrahim would shrug at the name, piss martyr. He would 
laugh. You know him better. Perhaps I am wrong. I slapped the soldier 
who laughed on the face, though I feel sorry for this now. 


