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Chapter 1


Mr Sabir Begum sat at his desk in his office with acute indigestion. For once, it wasn’t a result of his dire financial situation that was causing the discomfort but the lamb curry he had eaten.


His new cook, unable to get the balance of spices in the right proportion and without his wife to supervise last week’s suppers, had produced a build-up of excess acidity, which had combined with constipation and a general state of misery to such an extent, drastic action had been contemplated. He was looking at the gun, which his father had given him on his deathbed.


“You may need this one day, my boy, so keep it safe, close by, in the desk, that’s the best place.”


As he put the gun back in the drawer, a mosquito had got through the window netting somehow and his determination not to get bitten had made him rise from his chair for a moment, catch it and skilfully squash it between his forefinger and thumb. He rolled it around until it had virtually disappeared. Sitting back down in his favourite chair which gave no comfort this evening, he looked at the picture of his mother and father on his mahogany desk, black and white, grainy, their wedding photo.


He picked it up as he did most evenings but the usual comfort it provided was absent. All he could think of was his failure as an entrepreneur and how his father would not be proud of him.


Sabir’s family had taken the journey from Bombay to Pakistan after independence from the British and most of them had survived the slaughter that had ensued. Hindus against Muslims, neighbours against neighbours, friends against friends, a kind of lunacy had taken over the whole of India.


His dear mother Afra was pregnant with him on that journey, and he loved her for her strength, both physical and mental. She continued throughout his life to whisper to him in private moments, “You will always travel well, my son, but you will always be restless.”


This proved to be true because as soon as he was sixteen, he left Karachi and returned to Bombay. He had no suitcase, only one change of clothes in a small cotton rucksack and a small amount of money to cover the cost of the train journey and one meal. If he hadn’t met Bakshi on that train, he calculated he would have been dead within a week. As his lifelong friend, he had called Bakshi straight after the bank had told him he was bankrupt. Bakshi’s advice had been simple:


“Get a private detective, not an Indian one, for Allah’s sake, get an Englishman.”


“Who do you suggest?”


“Get Soames on to it, he’ll know someone.” Bakshi was in a hurry to end the phone call, Sabir could tell he was with a woman. “I’ll be around as soon as I can and we can talk more, I’m sure Soames will help.”


He hung up. Sabir and Soames had become close at Cambridge. To outsiders, their friendship seemed unnatural, not in any sexual way, but the cultural difference was what had set people talking. Several days passed, and Sabir had convinced himself Bakshi had forgotten about his situation, but he took his advice and Soames was delighted to be of assistance and to his surprise, not just one private detective was arriving but two, a husband-and-wife team.


Not only that, they were bringing with them two young women who were related in some way to Max, the agent who had worked for Soames. Bakshi arrived on his doorstep on the eve of their arrival.


“How did this happen?” Bakshi helped himself to a glass of whiskey from the wooden cabinet in Sabir’s study.


Sabir observed he had poured himself a double despite being told by his doctor he shouldn’t drink whisky. Sabir had a pretty good idea, but he had never shared his secret with Bakshi, only his mother knew of his association with Hadji, one of the three gangsters who divided Bombay’s entire criminal activity. His mother knew because she too worked for him.


“I have no idea.” Sabir winced from a stomach cramp.


“Where is your accountant?” Bakshi asked, not attempting to hide his impatience.


“I’ve no idea. He hasn’t been in his office for several days,” Sabir lied as he himself hadn’t been at the factory for several days, preferring to stay home and mope for his absent wife, Heena.


“You mean he’s disappeared. So, when is Soames’ man arriving?”


“Tomorrow.”


“Good, make sure I meet him as soon as possible.” He finished his drink and left. He only stayed eleven minutes.


That was a good thing as Sabir was looking forward to his wife’s return from a visit to her sister. She should arrive any moment. He wanted to pick her up from the station, but she had developed a streak of independence which he disliked but had no real objection too. His mother, of course, was outraged at Heena visiting her sister without a chaperone.


Heena passed Bakshi in the hallway. They barely acknowledged one another and Heena had wanted it that way since Bakshi had made a serious move on her when Sabir had stayed late at the factory one evening. She had fought him off only because she was young and strong, and he was old and slow.


They had given each other a wide berth since that occasion and to her surprise, either Sabir hadn’t noticed or he chose to ignore the situation, fearing what he might uncover. He could smell her scent before he could see her, and he didn’t move as she whispered as she always did in his ear before going to bed, “That’s enough work for this evening, it’s late, you should leave your work.”


He often heard her say these words and he always hoped it might lead to a more intimate encounter, but he was often disappointed, especially after she had visited her sister.


“Not with this indigestion, my love.” He had forgotten whether he had put the gun away but it wasn’t on the desk. He was relieved. He must have hidden it from Bakshi.


“Did the letter from your English friend bring good news?” His wife came around the desk to face him.


“Yes, Soames has sent a man called Max to investigate; apparently, he’s ex-MI5 and now a private detective.”


“Sounds promising, when does he arrive?” Heena smiled at him. She was looking so beautiful in this light with her long dark hair down over her shoulders and her light blue and red silk sari covering her slim yet curvy body.


He had married her when she was only fourteen years old, and he was already thirty. He had seen her photograph and had fallen in love straightaway with her beauty. It took her much, much longer to fall in love with him, but he believed her when almost ten years after their marriage, she declared her love for him.


He remembered quietly weeping in her arms for at least an hour when she said, “If you don’t stop crying this minute, I will change my mind.” He believed her then but now quite suddenly, he had developed doubts.


“Come, my darling, sit on my lap.” Sabir tapped his knee.


“And what about your indigestion?” Heena laughed falsely, he thought.


“No matter, it may even help to take my mind off it.”


She smiled at him. She had returned that evening from her sister’s much to his relief, though not in time to prevent his cook from ruining tonight’s curry.


“In answer to your question, he and his family are here, well, in Delhi. I have left them to recover from the journey, they will arrive tomorrow.”


“He brought his family.” Heena’s face showed her surprise.


“Yes, and please can you move slightly? I think I might be unable to cope with the pressure of the bloating with you sitting in that spot.”


“You’re being ridiculous, I tasted her curry, it was fine—you just missed me and are trying to make me feel guilty.”


Sabir knew it was probably true, but he was sweating profusely and the constant feeling of stress he was experiencing was hard to control. It was probably that and the prospect of a very grim future; unless he recovered the lost money, the business wouldn’t survive.


“Did your mother offer to help? Don’t answer that, I know she said no.” Heena got off Sabir’s lap rather abruptly.


Sabir had grown entirely used to Heena’s hatred for his mother. For her sake, he had even gone to the trouble of moving her from the family home; not too far from the family home, in fact, next door. He sweated even more after his wife had left the room as he realised anytime soon, he would have to bring her back and tell her he had moved his mother back in with them and the small but cosy home his mother currently occupied was now the home, albeit temporary, of Max and his family.


He was charging a small rent, much cheaper than any hotel and it would bring in enough money to keep them going until the culprit embezzler had been found and punished.


Max was pleased with the offer not because he couldn’t afford a hotel but as he stated clearly to Sabir in a phone call, he needed to keep a close eye on his daughter, Alex and his adopted daughter, Maddie. Sabir shuddered and began to feel even more unwell. He needed to tell Heena that he had that very evening decided to sack the cook, who had turned out to be a disaster and he would once again experience his mother’s superb cooking because she was now living with them.


He hoped he had remembered correctly about his mother’s cooking and that she would stick to the bargain and shop and clean. His mother was pleased and assured him all this extra work would be very good for her poor circulation. Now, he had to go upstairs and tell his beloved wife what was going to take place tomorrow and what he had agreed with his mother when he told her she would be returning to the family home.


But as he discovered later, Heena already knew; she had worked it out for herself. It was simple, she told him; apparently, he had been looking guilty and found it harder and harder to make eye contact with her. And according to Heena, her mother-in-law seemed happier than she had for years. She had simply put two and two together.


Heena accused him of planning it between them once the private detectives had been employed. Sabir believed her way of coping with this was to visit her sister in Pune, a short distance from Bombay, a train journey of fifty-five miles. He had imagined she enjoyed her visits to her sister, spending time, sharing her thoughts and feelings.


What he didn’t realise was her conversations were about him and his failure in all respects. Her sister would listen politely and after every sentence spoken by her sister, she would simply say:


“I told you so,” or “that’s arranged marriages for you,” or “why don’t you take a lover?”


Her sister Aamirah was also beautiful, in a different way and Sabir disliked the way she had used this beauty to manipulate and use men in a way he hoped horrified Heena as much as it did him. He assured himself she didn’t envy her sister’s independent and expensive lifestyle.


After Heena had left him alone, he came to terms with his obvious mistake of leaving her out of the arrangements and went from his study to their bedroom; now able to sleep, he reached out for Heena but she wasn’t there.











Chapter 2


Heena couldn’t sleep and wandered down the winding staircase, carefully avoiding the plant pots that sat on alternate steps down to the small back lounge, her favourite room where she would read most afternoons. She sat in a large rocking chair, which she loved because it had belonged to her mother. It was covered in a red and brown batik cloth and a small white cushion supported her back.


She placed the cushion on her stomach, which was tiny, and as she hugged it against herself, the sadness came as it often did in the middle of the night. She had convinced herself there would be no child and somehow, it seemed right. She had pretended to love Sabir because his unhappiness had made her feel miserable. She dosed off as she usually did but was surprised to find herself still there in the morning.


In the morning, Sabir rushed in, shouting excitedly:


“They’re here, wake up, you should be dressed, we should greet them, they must be exhausted.” Then he rushed out, shouting, “Mother, where are you?”


Heena was herself exhausted and slowly stood up, rubbing her back and promising herself she wouldn’t sleep in this room again. She told herself she should sleep in the spare bedroom when she needed time away from Sabir and Sabir’s snoring. She was still angry with him about his mother moving in and her life changing because of his ineptitude.


She had wished at times she had taken a little more interest in the business but instead, she chose a life of ignorance, a life that was dull and unfulfilling. She read every day but her true love was the film industry and with Bollywood Studios a short tuk-tuk ride away, she had become obsessed with watching rehearsals.


Recently, she had observed a young actor and had fantasised about him becoming her lover. She brushed the thought away. She had not, would not express this desire to anyone, even her sister.


She looked out the window as she wanted to see this oddly constructed family first before meeting them. She wanted to recover from her current mood, never showing them how she felt invaded. She became annoyed and could not prevent negative thoughts entering her head, Sabir’s inappropriate attachment to someone called Soames, someone he knew at school in England and who he referred to as a friend when they hadn’t communicated or seen each other for years. What was her husband thinking? He wasn’t thinking; other people were doing that for him.


There were four of them, but she knew that. She had insisted that Sabir curtail his self-pitying and forget his indigestion and tell her everything. She moved a little back from the window.


The man Max was tall and handsome, his dark hair was showing flecks of grey, the hair was thick and fashionably long, his complexion would soon darken with the Indian sun; he could be one of us, she joked to herself. The woman was younger by at least fifteen years, she thought, also tall for a woman with very long brown, wavy hair. It looked more like a style from the late forties, early fifties, from those black and white movies she used to love.


The younger females were holding hands; they looked like the best of friends or something else, maybe a more complex relationship. The small petite one had long natural blond hair; the taller one had dark cropped hair. They looked good together. She waited a little longer before going outside, Sabir had already told Hassan to take the luggage next door.


“It’s rude to stare out of windows.” Sabir’s mother had crept into the room so quietly.


“It’s rude to creep up on someone, don’t you think?”


“You look like you haven’t been to bed.”


“Do I?” With that, Heena flounced out of the room but resisted slamming the door.


She wasn’t ready to meet them and was relieved that by the time she had showered and got dressed, they had left the courtyard and, she presumed, had entered the house next door that had been vacated for their stay. Her mother-in-law had chosen the bedroom next door to theirs; that was no surprise. But it gave her an excuse to suspend marital relations such as they were and as it was too soon to visit her sister again, especially as they hadn’t seen eye to eye on much, it gave her some breathing space.


She would tell Sabir that as his mother had chosen the bedroom next to theirs and he was very stressed at the moment that she would sleep in the small bedroom next to his study on the middle floor. She would tell him it was for the best. She would wait until later that day. She found him in the kitchen.


“You missed them, my dear but no matter, they will be dining here this evening and Mother will cook, so you can rest and prepare.”


“That’s a good idea, Sabir, I will be happier with that unless you think I should go over earlier with sweets and tea.”


“No, no, Hassan will sort all that out.”


“I will go into town then and buy something new.”


Sabir turned away before his face revealed more than he wanted it to.


“Darling, you’ll have to get a tuk-tuk.”


“What?”


“I’ve had to let the chauffeur go, just until we recover from this mess.”


He went to embrace her, but she stepped back and left the kitchen before he could touch her. She got into the tuk-tuk closest to the house and reflected on what she had seen and what Sabir had told her about the family and their background.


They were indeed a strange family unit. Natalie and Max were married; he was 18 years older but then Heena herself was married to a much older man; she sensed there was real passion between them, the way they kept each other in view as they approached the house.


Alex was Max’s daughter (from his first marriage), she had been troublesome and troubled from birth and then there was Maddie. Perhaps she was the most bewildering part of the group that Heena had observed from the window.


She was a millionaire’s daughter, who had been kidnapped by an IRA terrorist whom she had fallen in love with and was about to marry him when the bomb went off at the hotel reception in Belfast. The bomb killed Maddie’s father and possibly her future husband, Sean McBride, who had, in fact, planted the bomb.


According to Sabir’s information which he shared with Heena in his study the previous evening, Sean was able to escape with his mother in an unmarked car before the blast and this fact had never been revealed to Maddie, who, with nowhere else to go, moved in with Max and Natalie and Alex. The story was so bizarre that Heena couldn’t quite take it all in but then she hoped she wouldn’t have to become involved in any way.


She began to think about herself and her own plans, coffee at her favourite coffee house while she contemplated whether to be traditional or modern for the evening supper. The driver complained about the heat so early in the morning, he muttered something about switching to the night shift but for Heena, her only interest that morning was to make a good impression on their guests. It would make the day go more quickly if she was lucky. And perhaps she would have time to catch up on a movie rehearsal on the way back.


She heard the quiet knocking of her husband who was asking to come in. Very slowly, she put on her silk kimono, a present from her husband. The whole day had reminded her of how trivial her life was. She let him in.


“My darling, we must get ready, our guests will be here in thirty minutes.”


“I will need longer than that, I need a bath.” She had seen him but only briefly. She wanted to think about him. How was it possible to fall in love with a stranger? She knew nothing could be allowed to happen but there was nothing anyone could do to prevent her from the fantasy. She took a long leisurely bath.


“Ok that’s fine. I will see you downstairs when you’re ready.”


Heena had been to her favourite dress shop that morning and instructed the tuk-tuk driver to wait for her while she shopped and hoped that act of defiance would not be lost on her husband, and she was proud of herself when she bought a dress not a sari for the evening. It was in the modern style, not quite as short as her sister would wear but short enough with heels to make her legs look longer and tight enough to show off her slim figure.


As she got in the tuk-tuk, she felt childish about the extra cost of the journey and the money spent on a dress that wasn’t needed and she wondered whether she would even have the courage to wear the dress. Her mother-in-law might comment in order to make her uncomfortable. She decided to delay her decision until the evening, the very last minute. But now, the evening was here.


She had rested as she promised herself then she had bathed in the jasmine oil her sister had given her and she built up her confidence for whatever the evening might bring. The decision whether to wear the dress or not was upon her. It would be a spontaneous decision; something her sister said she wasn’t capable of. On her return, she had avoided everyone and gone straight up to the bedroom she shared with Sabir and slept, making up for her restless sleep the night before.


She took longer than thirty minutes, undecided about whether to wear the new dress, whether to wear her hair up or down, whether to wear diamonds or pearls with the dress or simply to resort to wearing one of her saris. In order to decide, she shut her eyes and imagined what her sister would wear and so appropriate or not to the occasion, she decided to follow her sister’s imaginary advice and as she descended the stairs, she became a more confident woman and the irony didn’t escape her.


The more of her body she exposed, the more confident she felt. There was a touch of cleavage and the diamonds worked beautifully with the green silk dress cut to above the knee. Her hair was down and almost reached her waist. It took a moment for anyone to speak. She hadn’t chosen to wear the highest of her heels, but they were high enough to tower over both her mother-in-law and her husband.


“Good evening.” Heena smiled at her guests and listened carefully as they introduced themselves. Sabir had brought out a bottle of champagne and she felt less guilty about the money she had spent.


She felt Sabir’s gaze, he couldn’t take his eyes off her. She knew the turmoil she was initiating in his mind. She knew his thoughts; was she trying to seduce Max? Upset his mother? Make Natalie jealous or simply make him aroused at an inappropriate time?


She was amused; at one stage, he didn’t dare stand up to help his mother clear the table and found himself shouting for Hassan who was already off duty. She made no effort to help him or his mother. She became absorbed with the visitors. They were so unlike anybody she had ever met.


The girls were obviously good friends but there was more to this friendship. They had both dressed down and were in shorts and sleeveless tops and both wore baby jewellery, silly beads around their necks and they constantly giggled at each other’s comments. She began to find them irritating and rather stupid, she herself had, by that age, been married and trying hard to enjoy it. Max appeared to be as irritated by their behaviour as she was.


“Sabir, I would like to visit the factory with you tomorrow, would that be ok?” She noticed Max was attempting to bring order to the table by reminding everyone of the reason for their presence.


“Of course, and Heena will take the young ladies to the shops or any place they would like to go, won’t you darling?”


“Of course, perhaps they would like to go sightseeing?” Heena was happy to be of some use.


“Max, I’m going to bed; girls, are you coming?” Heena observed Natalie was warm towards the girls.


“Yep, we’re coming,” they replied, not quite in unison.


Natalie stood up and said all the right things to all the right people, Heena began to warm to her for the first time.


“I won’t be long, darling.” Max looked at Natalie the way Heena wanted the actor to look at her. Heena followed them and suggested they might like a nightcap in the garden. The girls declined but Natalie accepted. Afra, to Heena’s surprise, offered to bring them gin and tonics.


“Perfect,” said Natalie.


Heena was curious about this woman and asked whether she was happy to be here. She listened carefully to her lengthy reply.


“I’m delighted mainly because our house in Hampstead is being completely renovated. We were given the house by Maddie’s father in return for adopting her. I don’t know how much you know but Maddie’s father was killed by an IRA bomb.”


“At her own wedding, I believe and by the husband,” Heena couldn’t resist chipping in.


Natalie sipped her drink and shifted the conversation. Heena sensed she had surprised her.


“Your country is quite extraordinary, you know. I’ve never experienced such vibrancy.”


Natalie sounded genuine to Heena.


“But didn’t the poverty you must have seen from the airport disturb you?” Heena felt she needed to put her straight about India. Before Natalie could answer, the sounds of Sabir and Max in conversation from the veranda next door distracted them both. Both men were unaware they could be heard.


Max was frank. Heena wondered if he always spoke so loudly.


“Sabir, I want this to be done in one month. I will need all your financial records ready for me to look at tomorrow. I will work at your factory, and I may need all your employee’s data and I will be interviewing anyone I find suspicious.”


“Of course, of course; now, would you like a brandy and did you like my mother’s cooking?”


Heena was irritated. This had become her life, talking to strangers, having them investigate her husband’s financial circumstances, maybe even her own privacy might be invaded, it had already begun with Afra’s arrival in her house, cooking their meals, watching her, that was the worst trial of all.


“I’m sorry, Natalie. I’m suddenly very tired, so I’ll say goodnight.”


Heena felt out of control, she panicked about where to sleep, she hadn’t told Sabir of her plans to sleep in the small back bedroom, she couldn’t bear the idea of him touching her tonight. With those thoughts, she got up too quickly and forgetting she had the high heels on, tripped and fell.


Sabir rushed across from their garden and both he and Max who had followed at speed, picked her up and took her back to their house. With one arm of hers around Sabir’s neck and one arm around Max’s neck, she was carried into the bedroom she had planned to avoid. She felt embarrassed and foolish and ridiculous and as Sabir lay her on the bed, caressing her legs as he removed her shoes, she vomited over him. She felt triumphant and laughed at his distress but only to herself.











Chapter 3


Why is no one awake? Afra Begum asked herself. She had been downstairs for at least an hour, drinking her black tea infused with turmeric to keep her arthritis at bay. It sometimes worked but when the monsoon arrived, she had to add hemp oil, ginger, and Boswellia when she could get hold of it. All things considered with some opium use, only when desperate, she contained her pain well and had been able her to enjoy her later life.


With a short brisk walk into the city most days, she felt she could go on forever at least physically. But things were beginning to irritate her; yes, she wouldn’t put it any stronger than that for the time being. Her son’s bankruptcy had meant her allowance from him was reduced but then again, she had other sources, a substantial Post Office Savings Account and besides, money had never been a priority.


And then there was her work for Hadji but that wasn’t money she could control. Moving in with Sabir and Heena was a boost to her as she now could be useful to her beloved son. She could cook which she was good at, she could housekeep, which she was exceptionally good at and she could feel appreciated. She would take them tea every morning starting today.


She would allow herself to listen at the door to check the health of the marriage. As she ascended the stairs, there were sounds, encouraging sounds from her son at least. She waited; she knew it would be quick. She toyed with the idea of walking in without knocking but held back just long enough for Heena to get out of bed immediately it was over, as was her habit.


She knew this because her son had once discussed his wife’s determination to wash immediately afterwards.


“Was this normal?” He had asked her, and she was diplomatic in her answer:


“For some women, yes.”


“Good morning, Mother.” Sabir smiled. Heena had already reached the ensuite bathroom and shut the door. Sabir was proud that he had insisted on the ensuite and knew this luxury would impress his less wealthy friends. He was now one of them, less wealthy, in fact, not wealthy at all. He didn’t dwell on these thoughts.


“Good morning, Sabir. Your friends are all still asleep. I don’t know how you expect to find your thief if you don’t make an earlier start.”


Afra left the tray of tea on the dressing table and flounced out, returning to the kitchen to prepare the food for the evening. She expected to be left in peace as everyone had plans. She knew Mr Max and Sabir would be going to the factory and Heena would be taking Natalie into the city to do the tourist trail.


She didn’t know what the young women would be doing, maybe she should offer to take them to the opium den; she giggled and noticed the little cravings that had begun yesterday were returning and she allowed herself to pay them attention; yes, her mouth was dry, yes, there was a small breaking out of sweat on her forehead.


She remembered her first time. She was still grieving her husband’s death and Sabir was very busy building his textile business. She had gone to the fish market and having bought the king prawns and black sole for the evening curry, she had lost her sense of direction and become completely lost. This was odd for her as she had visited the market often enough.


Eventually finding an exit into a small, busy street, she became swept up by an enthusiastic crowd who appeared to be following a small group of people. The larger crowd, which she was now a part of, were shouting with great excitement. She was too small to see over anybody’s heads but as the smaller group turned around and waved, the mystery was revealed.


It was the Kapoors, the most famous and accomplished Bollywood clan. They were heading into the Nanking Bombay’s most famous Chinese restaurant. Afra could never comprehend India’s obsession with Bollywood. Maybe because she was lucky enough to have a love match and a happy marriage. She now lived very close to the studios in the western suburbs of Bombay and yet never felt the desire to visit them.


The theatre was more her thing, in particular, the street theatre which was freer and less predictable but now rare thanks to Mrs Gandhi’s paranoia and her government who feared the political satire displayed by some of the companies. They would be back, Afra was sure. The fan hysteria was over quickly, the street emptied, and Afra found herself alone apart from the beggars.


This was the street she had always avoided for that very reason. Panic set in as one of the beggars approached her. She observed it was a woman with a severely disfigured face. At first, Afra thought she might be whole with both legs and arms, but this seemed unlikely and on further attention, there was an arm missing. It was always the smell that was so difficult. It polluted everything not just the surrounding air, it seemed to fill your lungs and burn your eyes and make you heave all at the same time.


There was a small group, some with limbs missing, some with eyes missing, it was a ghastly sight. The woman approached her, she was almost whole unlike many of the beggars in Bombay. She spoke kindly to Afra, offering to find her a rickshaw. “If you give me your fish,” she added menacingly.


Afra agreed as she was clearly unable to find a way home and desperate to find her way out of the Chinese quarter. The woman found her a rickshaw; it came out of nowhere. She took the fish with great force and without a word, she limped away swiftly and was out of sight. She got into the rickshaw distressed, hot and gave no thought to giving the driver instructions as to her destination and when he stopped, she just stepped out and he pointed her towards a doorway with no door, but a heavy torn curtain draped open.


To this day, she wondered why she just drifted into the place and she made possibly the biggest mistake of her life. She could see very little but could smell that sweet and inviting odour. A young Chinese woman with a great deal of make-up on her face gently coaxed her towards a small couch. There was no explanation, and she wasn’t afraid.


Nothing came to mind, no reason to help her remove herself from this situation. Her desire to relax and give into something for once overcame her. Everyone around her on lying on sofas seemed so content, she later realised they were just stupefied. The woman who brought her the pipe looked like a porcelain doll with blood red lipstick, a face covered in white powder and wide-open black eyes.


Her smile was reassuring, no teeth revealed but Afra considered that a relief. She knew only too well how stained her teeth would be.


After the first pipe, her panic was over; in fact, she felt she would never feel that sense of panic ever again. There was an additional unexpected outcome she noticed when smoking her second pipe. The sadness, the empty feelings she felt and the aching loneliness she carried with her since the death of her husband disappeared.


She stayed relaxed, drifting mentally, quietly into a deep sleep. On waking, she became aware of a young man smiling at her. He was the most beautiful human she had seen since her husband died. He began talking to her.


“Hello, tell me your name. That is a beautiful name, you are a beautiful creature. No, don’t try to get up. It’s too soon. I will look after you.”


That was when she first met Hadji. She left the den, convinced she was a different person, now full of optimism and hope. She would now replace her happiness with her husband with her new lover, her new job and of course, her son.


Sabir entered the kitchen with a silly smile on his face.


“I hope she enjoyed herself as much as you obviously have.”


He frowned at her comment. “She always does.”


“How do you know?”


“Because she is my wife.”


This wasn’t the time to make life worse for him, she knew Heena had no love for her son. She was not surprised Heena didn’t come downstairs, she was always hiding, and her excuse would now be the house crowded with unwelcome guests. She would pretend to be ill and stay in bed, but she had promised to show Natalie and the girls a little of the city; so, Afra would remind of her responsibilities but as she resolved to go and get her, Heena had dragged herself out of the bedroom and entered the kitchen with a fixed smile on her face.
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