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Some experiences are too acutely painful to recollect easily.     

For almost two decades,  this has been one of them.

Terrified of being engulfed by my memories  I found the process of remembering traumatic and I was able to face only fragments of my past at any one time.

The layers of sand damage that once encrusted the photographs from that time have been carefully removed. If only the psychological damage was as easy to erase.

Eventually - physically and psychologically bruised - I left the Sahara.
 I am still waiting for the memories to leave me.

In writing this tale, I am hoping to reduce the power of the images that still invade my waking mind and plague my sleep.

**

If Sand Blasting was fiction you wouldn’t believe it!
In 1989, I found myself trapped inside Algeria, closing borders shutting off my exit. The plan – for my husband Paul and I -  was to drive across Africa and build a new life in Zimbabwe; the reality was an emerging civil war in Algeria,  Islamic fundamentalist rebels disguising themselves so convincingly we could never be certain who was holding the AK 47’s  aimed at our heads. 
Algeria is shutting down to the outside world, every day there are more dead bodies. Local women disappear from the scene hidden under their layers of black chador coverings through which they can neither see nor be seen;  being a Western woman becomes increasingly provocative, and dangerous. Paul can’t speak French, and so only I can communicate - but the men wont talk to me. Only trading in dollars will break the impasse, but we have declared our hard currency. Algeria is a closed economy, the penalty for smuggling Western money is death.  Unable to buy even basic necessities, our water and food are running out: worse - a fatwa is issued on all foreigners, there is a price on our heads.
Our sole pleasure is the shot of vodka we allow ourselves each  night. It had been easy to smuggle vodka, it looks like water. But now even that is running out, and there is no chance here of buying anymore. The punishment for drinking can be the death penalty. As we finish our last dregs of vodka, my husband announces he suspects he is an alcoholic and cannot survive without more drink.
The only way out seems south, across a rarely travelled region of the Sahara, a crossing  known locally as the ‘Route of Death’. We’re driving a 20 year old retired German mobile post office; the vehicle in which we invested all that we owned is unlikely to survive the thousands of miles of sinking quicksand and moonscape terrain. But this is no other choice. 
Ignoring the skull and cross bone warning signs we take on the least known crossing of the Sahara; the Tanezrouft, a region in which only smugglers and desert pirates thrive. Joining them cost my marriage but saved my life. 
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Sand Blasting takes the reader on a  thriller, white-knuckle ride through Algeria and into the furthest reaches of the Sahara desert. It is 1989 and, inside Algeria, surging Islamic fundamentalist militants are clashing with the National Army in a series of throat cutting, murderous episodes that will trigger a vicious, bitter civil war and cost 100,000 lives.  

Algeria’s decade-long civil war of the 1990’s is looming when a confident young English woman becomes trapped inside the country; Algeria,  responding like a pressure cooker to the growing political, military and religious tension, is shutting down tightly from the outside world. Inside, Amanda finds herself a focus of growing hatred;  her headstrong, self-assured attitude,  and the Western liberalism it represents, is increasingly untenable to those around her. Facing bitter limits to her cultural assumptions Amanda’s understanding of the world she comes from, and her identity within it,  is challenged to breaking point. The reality she discovers is more confronting and complex than she could ever have imagined.
Sand Blasting’s inner landscape comes from Amanda’s internal journey of discovery as, contemptuous of the local women’s submissive behaviour,  she fails to notice her own changing responses or her growing emulation of the deferential behaviour she scorns.  Amanda’s companion is her husband Paul. As their situation grows ever more dangerous, Paul withdraws emotionally battling his own demons of  alcoholism -   in a land where drinking is an offence punishable by the death sentence. As Paul steps back from day to day events, Amanda’s presence becomes more provocative still, until she comes to feel the front line for the emerging fight between West and East, liberalism and fundamentalism.
A series of strange coincidences takes on an ironic,  haunting significance. The couple’s path crosses that of the cast and crew filming Paul Bowles’ The Sheltering Sky. Under the direction of Bernardo Bertulucci, John Malkovich and Deborah Winger,  are acting out fictional scenes of a disintegrating marriage  culminating in the growing madness of the book’s fictional heroine, Kit. Though written years before the film’s narrative captures an uncannily resemblance to Amanda’s real life experiences.  
With northern exit routes out of the country closed to them,  the couple’s only escape can be south, across a region of the Sahara where nothing can protect them from the physical challenges of a landscape so harsh that frequently the strong do not survive. In one of the world’s last genuine remote wildernesses, they embark upon a crossing known locally as the ‘route of death’ across a region of the Sahara so inaccessible that two decades later it remains largely undiscovered; even today in Wikipedia the Tanezrouft largely remains a blank, nor is the region covered by Google Earth.  

The couple begin the Tanezrouft knowing their chances of survival are slim, and that their lives are dependant on their eighteen year old, retired German mobile post office. With letter wracks in the place of storage and more cassette tapes than spare engine parts they are pitifully unprepared for what lies ahead.  
In this desolate and alien no man’s land, the couple discover an underworld of smuggling, an extraordinarily lucrative trade in guns and stolen cars that operates between Europe and West Africa. To increase their chances of survival against desert pirates and child soldiers, they join forces with  the smugglers.  The challenges come from every angle and their marriage erodes, Amanda discovers a new comfort in the empty spaces of the desert and in the reckless and drunken lifestyle of being on the run. As she discovers something she has been seeking all her life. Nothing about her or her marriage will be the same again. 
Sand Blasting is the true story of a woman’s journey across one of the most remote places on earth. Few cross the Sahara’s Tanezrouft piste and survive, even fewer women.
