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Enemies become allies as the sands shift in a novel that’s big on situational relativism.
Paul Stidolph’s Forests in the Sahara moves from an original premise into a compelling tale of intrigue and danger.

London-based professor Jeffrey Harvey has an ambitious if eccentric aim: to use an oil tanker to haul iceberg water
from Antarctica to drought-ravaged Africa, where it can be used as drinking water. His bold if moonshot attempt to
solve a humanitarian crisis becomes further complicated by the added challenges of his mysterious, troubled past,
which invites unforeseen dangers, such as a high-stakes run-in with heroin smugglers.

Jeffrey’s girlfriend, Anna, opens the book proposing a toast: “To those forests in the Sahara that you are going to
plant.” Jeffrey soon has a sobering confrontation with the corrupt park ranger Tyro Mukasa, who believes that Jeffrey
killed his brother Arthur to steal his scientific research. Tyro is hell-bent on revenge.

Characters are well established, thoroughly developed as the novel unfolds. They're given plausible and detailed
motives, including vengeance, greed, love, ambition, and careerism. Jeffrey stands out as a complicated, multifaceted
figure who's haunted by his past, but even supporting players are rendered vividly. Characters who are introduced as
one dimensional are revealed by layers as the plot progresses. Enemies become allies as the sands shift in a novel
that’s big on situational relativism.

The book is filled with all manner of vices: sex, booze, drugs, and poaching. Sex scenes are written with tact and
restraint. Nothing is gratuitous. Set in a world of casual depravity, the book exudes cynicism about humanity’s
goodness with insightful observations like “Investors do not waste their money on doing good.”

Dialogue is believable and occasionally humorous, as when a skeptic dismisses the seriousness of gastroenteritis,
saying the victim would either be better or dead within twenty-four hours. Speeches are natural, even when
paragraphs in block quotes function as pure exposition dumps. Some exchanges display real wit, as when one
character identifies another at an airport through the process of elimination because “everyone else is smiling.”

Pacing sustains interest. Language is varied, and details are well employed. Descriptions ring true with memorable,
well-wrought phrasing, such as when characters are caught in traffic that's “set in cement.”

A few odd descriptions and developments muddy the otherwise strong text, but with its blend of scientific audacity,
dark secrets, and high stakes, the book remains widely appealing.

Forests in the Sahara is a captivating thriller with many twists and turns that is grounded by its emotional depth and
resonance.

JOSEPH S. PETE (December 15, 2017)
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