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INTRODUCTION

Red on Green is set in the turbulent aftermath of a bloody civil war in what was then East Pakistan, now Bangladesh, in 1971. But the relationship between a Bangladeshi woman and British man, and the events that unfold, have echoes and relevance for today.

Aid worker Ben Altringham meets medical student Ayesha through her father, Dr Abdur Rahman. He volunteers to help in the nearby camp bursting with what international aid organisations call ‘internally displaced persons’: effectively refugees inside their own country fleeing persecution. 

Ayesha and Ben’s developing relationship is a dangerous liaison at this time of febrile nationalistic fervour. Increasing the peril, Ayesha’s life-long friend, Khalida, desperately needs to escape the clutches of a government minister and his son. They are conspiring to coerce her into marriage. 

Ben is asked by Ayesha to help Khalida – but their rescue plan is fraught with danger.

Sadly Bangladesh’s nine-month ‘War of Liberation’ did not free the population from poverty, disease and natural disasters, nor endemic corruption, nepotism and discrimination. 

Former ‘freedom fighters’ took revenge against those accused of being traitors and collaborators during the conflict. 

Blood continued to flow into the new nation’s lush landscape. 

*

Before the age of mobile or smart phones, personal computers, apps, internet and instant global connectivity, phone calls in the 1970s were often made through an operator based at a telephone exchange. International calls from the Indian subcontinent had to be booked in advance. 

Air-mail letters to and from Bangladesh took between ten and fourteen days to arrive, although approximately one in four was never delivered.

*

Spelling is used as then. Dacca, now Dhaka; Calcutta, Kolkata; Jessore, Jashore. Others are by choice. Sari not Saree; dal not dhal; chapati not chupatti; cha not chai. 

Steve Ellis

August 2022


	

ONE

Showering with frogs was a new experience for Ben. Many scurried away when he stepped under the tarnished brass showerhead and turned the tap. It wasn’t hot water, merely warm, and the flow was slow, dribbles rather than a deluge. There was no danger of the creatures’ delicate skin scalding. The more stubborn frogs however, around ten of them, didn’t appreciate soap suds trickling down Ben’s body. They joined the evacuation, hopping and crawling across the cracked concrete floor, securing their escape by scrambling through gaps in the wall.

Although grenades and tank shells had caused severe damage to more than half the bungalow, Abigale had been reassured the remainder of Dak Cottage was structurally safe.

Monsoon heat and humidity rendered a shower almost a waste of time. Within seconds of slipping on a fresh shirt, Ben felt wet with sweat and almost as grubby as before. Nothing would, nothing could, dry out properly at this time of year in the sodden atmosphere of Bangladesh. The winds had turned north to bring their payload gathered from the Bay of Bengal. Almost every day from June to early October it rained. Rained is too soft a word, a deceptive description. Rain caused pain: spears of water stung skin like splinters of lightning.

Unlike the thousands of people in the crowded camp surviving inside flimsy tents, makeshift shacks and lean-to shelters, Ben would have the bungalow roof to sleep under. For some, in the lower levels of Mohpur camp, even if the rain failed to penetrate their roof of canvas, corrugated iron or banana tree leaves, by mid-evening the water level would rise to their knees. More drainage ditches were desperately needed. Abigale had decided organising a work party should be Ben’s first task.

‘Benji, are you ready?’ Abi raised her voice to penetrate the bathroom door.

‘One minute. Nearly done.’ 

‘Get a wiggle on. It’ll be dark soon.’

‘Here I am, ready for the off,’ he said, although still vigorously towelling his hair. 

Ben stepped into Dak Cottage’s living room, the only room habitable after last year’s war. It also served as Action Delta’s administration office, meeting area, kitchen, store room and the bedroom. Both single beds doubled as seating during the day for camp staff, volunteers and visitors.

‘This tour could wait until the morning, Benji. The camp’s not going anywhere. It’s still pouring down.’

‘I need a walk after being in the Land Rover all day. It’s a long drive up from Chittagong. I’d like to get a sense of the place. And what’s a bit of rain?’

‘Besides a brolly you’ll need your torch. I’ve got mine.’ To prove it, Abi playfully flashed the beam into Ben’s eyes. He grabbed his and up-lit his face pulling a spooky face. ‘Bet we’ll have a power cut soon, Benji. Most nights after a downpour the electricity packs up here. Doesn’t come on again until the early hours. Sometimes not at all for a day or two. Frigging nuisance.’

Moonlight, interrupted by dark, angry, scudding clouds, provided enough ambient light for Abi and Ben to see the way, their torches only needed for shadowy nooks and crannies. The rain stopped as suddenly as it had started, eight hours earlier, around midday. 

Abi took Ben to the main tented area, perhaps half a mile south of Dak Cottage. It would be here where more ditches needed to be dug. Many of the ghostly-grey canvas tents were torn or worn transparently thin. Tents with light inside, even a single candle, projected a person’s silhouette to the world outside. At tent tagged D121, Abi asked if they could come inside. She had to repeat her question. On hearing a gruff response, haan in Urdu, she raised the flap and stepped inside. Ben followed. Where the canvas dipped at the edges, weighed down by pools of rainwater, he nor Abi could stand upright.

Both adult occupants stood, stick thin, silent and still. He was naked, apart from his lungi, a sarong-like cotton wrap from his waist to shins. Her sari allowed easy access for the baby to feed. But she was so emaciated, her breasts small and sagged, Abi and Ben doubted that a morsel of milk was forthcoming. The baby boy, unclothed, just months old, already displayed the distinctive signs of malnutrition: pot-belly, tight thin skin, hollow eyes and sunken cheeks. Perhaps the mother was sixteen. Tough to tell: hard life hardens skin, dulls eyes, makes the young old. 

The girl displayed no sign of embarrassment at her exposure in front of strangers. Like many occupants at Mohpur, as Ben and Abi had witnessed elsewhere in poverty-stricken areas of the world, the girl had nothing more to lose, including her dignity. She lived as if in a trance, an almost permanent state of shock. Both aid workers knew it was the girl’s way of coping with the horror of her life, its present, its past, its future. Don’t think. Don’t feel. Don’t hope. Alive, but not living.

Abi pleaded with her to see the doctor in the morning. She didn’t respond. Mother had eyes only for her baby: fixed, dilated in the semi-dark, despondent. But the husband flipped his head signalling that his wife would attend the clinic.

‘Dr Rahman will be there from eight o’clock,’ Abi said in Urdu. Her ability to speak the language had come on a lot since Ben last heard her three months earlier. ‘We might also have powdered baby-milk delivered in the morning.’

The husband, presumably the baby’s father, perhaps only in his forties, but looked sixty with his white hair and untidy bushy beard, again side-nodded acknowledging Abi’s words.

‘I bet they won’t turn up,’ Abi scoffed as they trudged through the mud to the lower end of the camp. ‘Too frigging proud. Won’t want to show everyone his wife can’t feed their baby properly. And the next infection the baby gets will kill him, if the poor mite doesn’t starve to death first.’ 

‘We can only do what we can only do,’ Ben sighed. ‘What the…’ 

Ben stopped stone still – shocked.

‘Sorry, Benji,’ Abi giggled. ‘Meant to warn you. Rats often swim across here at this time. Think the rising water level forces them out of their runs. Expect to see the odd snake too.’

Minutes later Abi and Ben found themselves knee-deep splashing through a soup of sewage.

‘Abi, this stinks.’

‘Thanks for stating the bleedin’ obvious, Benji. Raw crap and piss and puss and… well, you know. Hopefully it will have subsided by morning, assuming we don’t get any more rain overnight. Seen enough?’

‘For one night, Abi, haan.’

‘Ah, so your Urdu’s improving.’

‘Only a few words and phrases, I’m afraid. Not as good as yours.’

‘With so few English speakers around, I had no choice but to learn pretty-damn fast. Camp workers help. I ask them to just speak Urdu, at least at first. It’s a great way to learn the language – when you’re frigging-well forced to.’

Approaching the bungalow, their legs caked in debris, Ben said gloomily, ‘I need another shower. I’ve crap between my toes.’

‘Me too,’ groaned Abi. She looked at her feet and grimaced. ‘Sandals need a wash too. But may I take this opportunity of reminding you, Mr Benjamin Altringham, that it was you who insisted on looking around the camp tonight. I’d have been happy to spend the evening eating and drinking without the trip to sewage city.’

‘Oh so sorry, Miss Abigail Benvin,’ Ben said, echoing her jokey mood. ‘I didn’t realise you’d prepared a five-course meal accompanied by a selection of fine wines. Or is there a Michelin-starred restaurant near here?’

‘Stop fantasising, Benji. We will be eating the standard Mohpur meal. But don’t complain. You have a choice of rice and dal or…’ Abi waited for Ben’s response.

‘Or?’

‘Dal and rice.’ Abi laughed. ‘There’s a further choice.’

‘Yes?’ Ben feigned enthusiasm. ‘Can’t wait to hear what it is.’

‘You may have one ladle or two. Three would be pushing it.’

‘Of dal and rice?’

‘No, don’t be ridiculous, Benji, just rice. We have to ration things. We’re never sure when the next food delivery will turn up. But don’t despair. I do have a delicious accompaniment – my secret supply of Bell’s. Black Label okay?’

‘Beer?’

‘Sure, I’ve a few bottles, but who wants warm beer? The fridge broke last month. Beyond repair. Anyway, look, as predicted the frigging electricity’s off.’

Dak Cottage stood bathed in blue moonlight, half demolished, skeletal-like with twisted rods of iron stripped of concrete pointing in all directions.

‘Abi, can I ask you a question?’

‘Sure, but only if I know the answer.’

‘Ever since I’ve known you – what’s that, seven, eight years? – you’ve always liberally used “fucking”. Now you’re saying “frigging”. Explain.’

‘Easy. I don’t want to offend anyone here. Whether they speak Bengali, Urdu, Hindi or some other language, they all know the fuck word.’

‘But “frig” means the same – and more. If anything, it’s ruder.’

‘Sure, but it sounds more polite.’ 

Abi and Ben mounted the four concrete steps to Dak Cottage’s veranda and front door. The moon cast enough light to show details of the property’s scars of war. Bullets had peppered the walls, chipping off chunks of plaster, brick and breezeblock. A tank shell had destroyed both bedrooms and the kitchen. Most of the rubble had been salvaged by camp residents: when you have nothing, even broken bricks and beams become valuable, for building or burning. 

After sunset voices became muted, even those of the children, as if darkness dragged a thick blanket over the area. At night most camp residents – Biharis, an Urdu-speaking ethnic minority group that many Bangladeshis considered collaborators with the former Pakistani regime – remained inside their canvas tents. They felt safer, although they realised they were far from safe. New arrivals, who hadn’t yet been provided with a tent, made small shelters from scraps of plastic, usually discarded fertiliser bags, propped up with bamboo sticks. A few had built thin walls of mud with their bare hands, but these usually needed daily repairs following heavy rain. Branches and broad banana leaves formed a slanting roof. During darkness and downpours, many cooked on kerosene stoves, when fuel was available or affordable. The poorest of the poor burnt twigs, dried leaves and dung in scrapes in the ground, anything to heat rice or keep tea warm. 

AFTER CURRIED LENTILS and boiled rice, cooked on a one-ring camping stove, Abi and Ben slumped into two of the office armchairs. So damaged, back in Britain they would have been scrapped, unworthy of sale in a junk shop. Abi refilled their tumblers with Bell’s, the bottle already half empty. The night was hot, humid, oppressive, sapping the energy to talk. 

Lacking electricity, the ceiling nor desk fan had the power to push air around the room. An occasional draught would have provided some respite, but the air did not stir. The oil lamp supplied low light, although its yellow flame added more unwelcome heat. Batteries were too expensive to use for long periods, and in short supply. Abi was convinced the ones she’d bought loose from the local stall-holder in nearby Tungipur town had been used before, despite his assurances. 

A mosquito ring burned to repel the malaria-carrying bugs. But a few evaded the rising column of smoke, flying in low to extract dinner from Ben’s ankles. Swollen with blood, the mossies would make tasty meals for the wall geckoes. It seemed every property in Bangladesh housed more lizards than people. Outside, in this flat damp land of many meandering rivers, ponds and ditches, thousands – nay, billions – of frogs, toads and cicadas formed a cacophonic orchestra. The volume rose and fell conducted, Ben believed, by the movement of clouds interrupting the bright blue moon. But he was still sober enough to realise it was probably the whisky doing the thinking.

‘I don’t believe we’re doing any good here,’ Abi said suddenly, slowly, breaking a period of drink-induced mellowness. 

Her statement shocked Ben. Since freshers’ week at King’s, seven years earlier, Abi had been a vociferous campaigner against poverty in developing countries. At the first meeting he attended with her, Abi had insisted on using the phrase ‘de-developed countries’, arguing many had been exploited and set-back as nations by colonialists. What those countries had, she reasoned, had been taken away. It’s an insult to call them undeveloped or under-developed. Abi also rejected the term Third World, declaring there is only one world.

‘Benji, we’re getting even less food and medicines now in the camp than ever. We’re told there’s more coming in the country. But corrupt bastards are skimming off truckloads of supplies. Two miles up the road in Tungipur, all over the country, especially Dacca, they’re selling aid food openly in the market. Traders don’t even bother to put the stuff in their own frigging bags, even the corn soya milk powder.’

Since his arrival in Bangladesh three months earlier from Action Delta’s aid work in Nigeria, Ben had seen sacks of CSM powder on sale everywhere – at street markets, shops, off the back of trucks, bullock carts and rickshaws. The stars and stripes logo of America’s humanitarian aid agency, USAID, clearly emblazoned across the sacks. Doubtless the US government hopes to win hearts, minds and influence in exchange for its altruism. Whatever President Nixon’s motive, CSM from the US was keeping hundreds of thousands alive. And making illegal traders rich.

Abi continued sounding defeated, contrary to her usual high-octane enthusiasm and optimism. Ben listened, still surprised – and concerned – by her change in attitude, her despondency. Perhaps it was the depressing impact of too much alcohol in too much suffocating heat.

‘When I’ve challenged the frigging traders,’ Abi slurred, ‘they claim they’ve filled up empty USAID sacks. But no CSM comes into Bangladesh commercially. It’s exclusively aid. None of it should be sold.’

Abi took another slug of Bell’s, swilling it around like mouthwash before gulping it down. She could normally drink most people under the table. But tonight it got to her. Or perhaps alcohol had opened the door to release her true feelings.

‘The police shrug their shoulders,’ she said, sounding even gloomier. ‘They look at me as if I’m mad, Benji. You can see them thinking “You crazy English – Ingreji. Of course goods gets stolen, you stupid cow. That’s the system here. Everyone takes a cut”. And the cops are as corrupt as everyone else. Worse.’

‘Surely not as bad as Nigerian cops.’

As if Ben hadn’t spoken, Abi continued. ‘We’ve about seven thousand Biharis here in Mohpur. Many of the local Bangladeshis hate their guts – and resent us for trying to help them. They’re too scared to leave the camp. Every day groups of twenty, thirty, sometimes more, roll up. They need shelter, food, everything. But we can’t feed or shelter all of the poor buggers already here. You know there’s ten people to one tent in most of the camp out there. Just enough floor space for them to lie in – that’s if the floor isn’t flooded. And when it is, they just stand or squat. All bloody night, Benji. All bloody night. Standing. Squatting. Frozen in fear and apathy.’

After minutes of silence, as if those harsh facts needed time to be absorbed, Abi asked, ‘Benji, am I going mad? I am, aren’t I?’

‘No, of course not. Just tired. Exhausted. You’ve been here coping with all this mess alone for months. All the stress and strain and conditions, it’s bound to have affected you.’

‘Yup, knackered, for sure. And as pissed as a newt.’

‘Let’s see what tomorrow brings.’

‘The thing… the thing about tomorrow, Benji, is that… is that it’s just another day with more opportunities to fuck things up. And do you want to know something else?’

‘You’re gonna tell me.’

‘Damn right, Benji, I am.’ Abi struggled out of the broken sofa and stood unsteadily, throwing the remaining whisky down her throat. ‘Most of the world’s frigging problems politicians pretend to solve are problems caused by frigging politicians in the first frigging place.’ 

‘I wouldn’t say “most”,’ Ben responded limply. ‘But certainly many.’ It was too late in the night and both too inebriated to argue over a word, however significant. 

Abi staggered across the room, accidentally kicking the empty whisky bottle. It spun like helicopter blades across the floor smashing into the wall. Shards of shattered glass splayed everywhere. Approaching her bed Abi fell on her knees, her upper body flopping unconscious onto the thin mattress, her head face down. 

Ben couldn’t leave her slumped like that. But it took all his strength to lift her dead-limp body fully onto the bed. Before unravelling Abi’s mosquito net, Ben, as a precaution, manoeuvred her into the recovery position. Just in case. At college they both knew a student who drowned in her own vomit after a pub crawl in Cambridge. After checking Abi’s net had no gaps for the mossies to sneak through, Ben extinguished the lamp and swayed across the room to his bed. Like Abi, he was too drained to undress – or sweep up the shards of glass strewn across the floor.


	

TWO

Shrapnel caused Dr Abdur Rahman’s limp. He had been treating casualties while a battle raged outside. When the rocket-propelled grenade smashed through the window and exploded he was rendered unconscious. His assistant died instantly. Junior surgeon Dr Abu Hasan was stood in front of Abdur and took the full force of the blast. Such is fate. Nobody tells a grenade where its fragments strike. Red-hot metal piercing your leg lets you to live; to the head, you die.

Their patient, a girl aged about eight, whose rubble-crushed leg they were forced to amputate, died too. There was no-one left conscious in the makeshift operating theatre, in the carcass of a bombed-out school, to stop her bleeding out.

The war had killed at least a million. Perhaps two. The new government claimed three. Nobody knew for sure. Nobody could know for sure. Many girls traditionally were never registered at birth. And when whole villages are obliterated, there is no-one left to count the dead. Or know of the dead. Or even care about the dead. Fire, flood and decay had destroyed records. Men of power in the old regime burnt files too, like Nazis trying to hide their crimes in concentration camps twenty-six years earlier. No inventory means no accountability. No proof, no prosecution. No eyewitnesses, no-one to bear witness.

‘Abi, my dear, good morning,’ said Dr Rahman, with his infectious smile and wave of hand. ‘I see our queue for today’s clinic is longer than ever.’

‘I’m so sorry, Dr Rahman, we took in another batch yesterday. About thirty. Half of them looked in a pretty bad state. Soldiers turned them back at the Indian border, near Darsana they said.’

‘Never mind, my dear. As always we’ll do what we can do. Did the medicines and other bits and pieces arrive?’

‘Thankfully, yes, an hour ago. Masaad is unpacking the boxes now in the office. He’ll bring the medicines and dressings in a few minutes.’

Sixty or so patients had started queuing at sunrise, nearly two hours earlier. They had little else to do, apart from struggle for survival, and nowhere to go. It was dangerous to venture far from the campsite. Five months after Bangladesh’s ‘War of Liberation’ ended, Biharis still faced hostility from some locals. Revenge attacks remained rife.

The women waited standing or squatting in ragged saris, the men in cotton lungis and white shirts or vests. Their children and the orphans played nearby. There was little shade from the dazzling sun, now high in the sky. Even where a tree or building broke the sun’s rays to cast shade, there was no hiding from the energy-sapping humidity. During monsoon season the clammy moisture penetrated every crevice and corner day and night without respite.

Dr Rahman’s routine was to walk along the queue selecting those he felt needed the most urgent treatment. Triage, he called it. He gently steered the most needy to the front of the line. Sometimes those not selected started to protest. Everyone’s condition is, to themselves, the most serious. But Dr Rahman’s quiet and polite manner invariably managed to assuage their frustration. ‘I promise I will see you,’ he said. ‘Please be patient.’

Dr Rahman was born in East Bengal under British rule. But having lived and studied medicine in Karachi, West Pakistan, he spoke Urdu as fluently as Biharis in the camp. He was one of the few Bangladeshis Biharis trusted. There was however growing resentment in Tungipur, mainly from disaffected young men, about the doctor helping ‘traitorous’ Biharis. These ‘collaborators’ should be back in India or go to Pakistan, they said. Or dead.

Mohpur camp’s clinic was the size of a two-car garage, its former function, built to the side of Dak Cottage. It had miraculously survived the war unscathed. Masaad, Dr Rahman’s ‘medical assistant’ – he hated being called a nurse, believing it lowered his status – had already opened the doors and brought forward a chair and trestle table for the doctor. Towards the back of the clinic stood two free-standing screens, on loan from a hospital in Dacca, Bangladesh’s capital, twelve miles to the south. Behind the screens the doctor conducted any necessary intimate examinations. With female patients, Faiyaz, whose pharmacology studies were interrupted at the outbreak of the war in March 1970, would accompany Dr Rahman. For women and girls who did not want a male doctor examining them, Faiyaz would carefully and sensitively inspect the patient and report her observations to Dr Rahman. Diagnosis by proxy was better than no diagnosis at all. Faiyaz would meanwhile be dispensing medicines, if supplies hadn’t become exhausted. She would also explain to patients how to dress wounds, apply ointments and take their medicines correctly.

Many patients would, to the medical team’s frustration, take their tablets in one go instead of every four hours, or twice daily, or as instructed. It was widely rumoured that swallowing all the tablets together would fight the disease better. One man threw five day’s supply of antibiotics into his mouth as he walked away from the surgery. Faiyaz chased after him, but it was too late. Fortunately he didn’t suffer any adverse reaction, apart from severe stomach pain and vomiting. Some patients sold their medicines, often to those who didn’t need them, or for a condition the medicine would not help. Money, to buy cigarettes, paan to chew, or a little extra food from traders walking around the camp’s perimeter selling coconuts or bananas, was placed ahead of their own health. These misplaced activities put an extra burden on Faiyaz and ‘medical assistant’ Masaad: it became necessary to dispense medicines daily at the clinic and see they were taken correctly.

Abi noticed the young mother she asked the previous night to visit the clinic was not in the queue. ‘I’ll leave you to it, Dr Rahman, I need to find someone whose child needs urgent treatment. And by the way, Ben’s arrived at last. I’ll bring him to meet you later.’

‘That’s very good, my dear, another pair of hands to help you will be much appreciated. Cheerio for now.’ Dr Rahman rested his stethoscope on the table and called forward his first patient of the day.

He listened to the recessed chest of a tall, skeletal man, whose ribs could be counted easily. Not that Dr Rahman needed to count ribs to confirm his diagnosis. He’d witnessed thousands of cases of tuberculosis and it was a growing infection amongst the poor generally. But he needed to assess the extent of the damage to the man’s lungs and other organs. Even if they had antibiotics, they were increasingly less effective against TB because of growing resistance. Dr Rahman was angry at the common practice across the country to dole out antibiotics for almost every ailment. ‘So many people think they’re a cure-all,’ he often complained. ‘I’ve even admonished colleagues for prescribing ABs for viral infections. I know of patients who bought them for headaches.’

Antibiotics should be prescribed by a doctor, according to the law. But almost every pharmacy across the subcontinent ignored the rule and sold them openly over the counter. Dr Rahman had also come across vitamin pills which had been repackaged and labelled antibiotics.

Abi arrived at tent D121 seeking the young mother. The girl nor her baby were there. Her husband was resting on his bedroll. Without sitting up, seemingly indifferent to what was going on, he told Abi that his wife was collecting water. Annoyed at his laziness, Abi wanted to ask why he wasn’t collecting water. Or at least caring for his son. But she held back. He’d say it was his wife’s duty, women’s work. Abi was also aware that because hundreds of women in the camp had been raped – by fighters on all sides – some men doubted any recently-born child was truly theirs. A number of men knew the child couldn’t possibly be theirs. But because of the shame they felt, and for appearance’s sake, they carried on.

At the standpipe, with child in one arm and holding a plastic bucket in the other, the girl was near the back of the queue. Abi grabbed the bucket and asked the women in front if she could use the pump next so they get to the clinic quickly. They obliged with kind gestures and looks of concern. It took only a few pushes on the pump handle to draw sufficient water to fill the bucket. After leaving the water inside the girl’s tent, with no word of thanks or acknowledgement from the motionless husband, Abi escorted the girl and baby to the clinic.

Dr Rahman examined the infant immediately. Behind the young mother, with her head down looking at her son, the doctor looked at Abi and shook his head slowly. Knowing the girl could not understand English, Dr Rahman told Abi that even if they could fly the baby to Great Ormond Street Hospital in London, where he’d worked for two years as a registrar, or another specialist children’s hospital in the US or Germany, the child couldn’t be saved. The baby wouldn’t survive the flight. His key organs had deteriorated too far to recover. Only hours left, I’m afraid, not days. Strangely, to Abi at least, the baby didn’t appear distressed. Lifeless, before the loss of life itself.

As Dr Rahman discharged his last patient of the day, Ben approached the clinic. He’d returned from the lower camp surveying where best to dig new drainage trenches. Abi hurried to intercept him out of earshot of the doctor.

‘Will you walk home with Abdur?’ she whispered. ‘He often walks instead of driving. It’s good exercise, he says. But I wish he’d drive all the time.’

‘Why? Does he need help? I see he’s limping.’

‘No, it’s not his leg,’ Abi said. ‘He’s been threatened by local yobs. He pooh-poohs them. But I’m not so sure. I’m told – not by him – his house was daubed with red paint a few days ago. A blatant threat. Intimidation at least.’

‘I know some Bangladeshis have made revenge attacks on Biharis for siding with the former regime. But surely they wouldn’t attack one of their own.’

‘They do here and elsewhere if they’re helping Biharis. That’s why I’ve been walking back with him recently.’

‘What, acting as a guard?’

‘We have pleasant chats. But, yes, he’s sussed out what I’m up to. But I think he’d enjoy your company. And it would stop the stupid gossip.’

Ben wrinkled his brow, intrigued, questioning.

‘Some of the yobs we walk past shout that I pay for his medical services here with sex. Crap, of course. They’re just trying to make trouble. Abdur is a lovely, generous, kind family man who wants to help. But I see it upsets him. And rumours spread like smallpox in this country.’

Abdur Rahman approached extending his hand. ‘Ben, I assume. Delighted to meet you. Abigail has been taking on far too much by herself. I have no doubt you will greatly reduce her burden helping to run the aid programme.’

‘We employ about twelve helpers, Abdur,’ said Abi, adopting his first name now he was off duty, as he’d requested. ‘So I’m hardly single-handed.’

‘Yes, yes, my dear. But it’s so much better to have an old friend with you with whom you can speak frankly and share life’s little problems. Abi tells me, Ben, that you were at university together.’

‘That’s right, doctor. We first met swimming in the River Cam one evening with some mutual friends. That was – what? – seven years ago now.’

Ben omitted to say it was a raucous alcohol-soaked pot-smoking skinny-dipping session behind Clare College. Abi shot a knowing look at Ben, relieved he didn’t elaborate.

‘And you have also worked in the aid business with charities for a while.’

‘Only two years, doctor, since 1970, working in Nigeria after the Biafran uprising.’

‘Ah, another man-made tragedy,’ said Dr Rahman, shaking his head slowly. ‘Such a shame people can’t resolve differences without resorting to violence. Just like here. East Pakistan against West Pakistan. Bihari Urdu speakers against we Bengali-speaking Bangladeshis. As your former prime minister Sir Winston wisely said, jaw-jaw is always better than war-war. But, alas, one key lesson of history is that we rarely learn from it.’

After a short pause for reflection, Abi lightened the mood. ‘Ben would like to walk into Tungipur with you this afternoon – to have a look round the place.’

‘Oh Abigail, my dear, you don’t fool me,’ Dr Rahman gave a little laugh. ‘I really don’t need anyone to ride shotgun to and from my home.’

‘But…’

Dr Rahman raised the palms of both hands to stop Abi saying more. If Ben genuinely would like to see Tungipur, he would be delighted to show him its key features. But he didn’t need a bodyguard.

He explained to Ben that the ‘empty threats’ came from a few disaffected Bangladeshi freedom fighters in the area. They’re called Mukti Bahini. Contrary to their expectations, these former guerrillas haven’t benefitted from the war. For most FFs, as Dr Rahman called them, if they were poor before the war, they’ve remained so afterwards. Those who already had good political connections have moved further up the greasy political pole. And the wealthy have become wealthier. What’s new? Dr Rahman asked, not expecting an answer.

Dr Rahman and Ben set off to town, clearly enjoying each other’s company.

‘Tungipur is only a small town, Ben. There’s a lot of bomb and shell damage, especially to the Victorian railway station, built in 1895. Much track and rolling stock was damaged during the fighting too. At least some engines have been repaired. All steam. I love travelling by steam train, don’t you?’

‘Couldn’t agree more, Dr Rahman. They’re machines, for sure, but more like living breathing beings huffing and puffing and spluttering. But in Britain now electric and diesels have more or less replaced steam.’


	

THREE

In Tungipur’s people-packed litter-strewn streets, more mud, dust and dirt than tarmacadam, merchants stood behind small wooden stalls. Less successful traders, unable to afford a cart, squatted on the ground amidst their wares. Goats wandered around hoping to snatch a scrap of food. Traders had to constantly shoo them away. Hens, some with a string of chirping chicks in tow, pecked at spilt grain. Mange-infested sand-coloured feral dogs, not one without scars or seeping sores from fights, slept in the fusty air. Within an hour or two the gathering clouds will start dropping the daily dose of monsoon rain. Ben regretted not bringing an umbrella.

Most stallholders sold only a handful of items. One man displayed mangoes. Just mangoes. But wonderful varieties such as alfonsos, kesars and neelams. Across the Indian sub-continent, from west to east, Karachi to Chittagong, every grower claimed their mangoes were the world’s tastiest. His neighbour sold lychees and breadfruit. Another, bananas. All kinds. Long, heavy bunches of green fingers freshly cut from the tree to over-ripe, brown, mottled specimens.

‘Kola manush?’ Ben eyed Dr Rahman for confirmation.

‘Very good, Ben. Yes, he’s the banana man. ‘Apni Bangla bolte paren?’

Ben replied hesitantly to the doctor’s question. ‘Ami kichu kichu jani. Ami ekhane nuton.’

‘Well done, Ben,’ said Dr Rahman, ‘You may speak a little Bengali. But that’s not bad, considering you’ve only been in the country three months. Of course working with Biharis you’ll need Urdu, although many of them speak Bengali too, certainly understand it.’

Sporting a colossal girth stretching his white vest to bursting point, one trader sat on a chair behind sacks of rice. To him his inflated belly was a symbol of success, displayed as proudly as his gold necklace and ring-festooned fat fingers. His Victorian-age seesaw scales, balancing two brass pans dangling on chains, had been placed on an upturned wooden box. Weights of various sizes shaped like chess pawns stood ready to measure the grain. A wizen old women dressed in a widow-white sari, bent low with arthritic bones, asked for a portion of wholegrain. Dr Rahman told Ben she was asking for one ounce. One ounce. Just enough to fill the palm of a hand. With her thin voice, she haggled over the price. More than yesterday, she complained. Fat man shrugged his shoulders and threatened to pour the portion back into the sack if she couldn’t pay. But the widow, who appeared to have once known dignity, was compelled to accept the inflation. Or go hungry. Or buy a single banana. Scales of rice delivering an imbalance of justice, Ben thought. Her bony fingers, trembling, searched her small purse to find an extra coin.

As Abi had reported, several sacks were emblazoned with the unmistakable logo of America’s humanitarian aid agency, USAID. Ben turned to Dr Rahman, and the doctor knew precisely what he was thinking. ‘Yes, Ben, despite the efforts of many, I’m ashamed to say it is the way of things here. All the way through the distribution channels, the corrupt take their cut.’

‘Same in Nigeria,’ complained Ben. ‘All over Africa. South America. Soviet Union. Asia. So many fraudulent leaders around the globe who allow this. It’s outrageous.’

‘You have the anger and fervour of youth, Ben,’ Dr Rahman said kindly. ‘I hope you can maintain that zeal throughout life to fight injustice. Alas, there’s always someone who wants more than their fair share – land, gold, gems, silver, slaves. Hitler, Kaiser Wilhelm, the Romans, William of Normandy. So, so many. Likewise the empire builders – French, Spanish, Germans, Italians, Russians, Chinese. And, of course, the British.’

‘The East India Company.’

‘At first, yes, followed by the British state itself.’

As they ambled stall to stall, it seemed almost everyone in Tungipur knew Dr Rahman. Many offered the universal Muslim greeting of ‘as-salamu alaykum’ and he echoed in kind, ‘and peace be with you’. Ben assumed some had been his patients in Tungipur’s Salauddin Hospital or attended his general practice. Whatever Abi had said about some locals disliking the doctor working with Biharis in the camp, the resentment clearly wasn’t widespread.

As expected, the gathering storm-clouds quickly and comprehensively blocked out the mid-afternoon sun. Everyone accepted this signalled the day’s deluge. Even the sleepy street dogs roused themselves to find cover. Shopkeepers and street traders hurriedly gathered their goods under shelter as the first weighty drops struck the dusty ground. When the fresh rain fell, the musty smell of earth rose.

The dal woman speedily pulled a tarpaulin above her jute sacks of dried lentils, split peas and beans. The spice trader closed the flaps of his hut to stop any rain blowing in. His panch foran, the essential five spices of Bengali cooking – black mustard, cumin, fennel, fenugreek and nigella – alongside other herbs and spices were herded together, cosseted like tots at a nursery.

‘Think I need to rush back to the camp, Dr Rahman,’ said Ben, bending forward protecting his eyes from the increasingly heavy raindrops.

The doctor shook his head. ‘I have a better idea. Come.’


	

FOUR

‘Sorry, so sorry, Ben, please forgive me,’ pleaded Dr Rahman. ‘This damn leg of mine slows me down. As a result we are now soaked to the skin because of my tardiness. Come in. Come in.’

The doctor’s spacious three-storey house stood on the southern edge of Tungipur. The house and grounds were encircled by a six-foot whitewashed wall, the top of which undulated like distant sea waves, gradually rising and falling. They entered through a heavy wrought iron gate, unlocked by one of the family’s servants. He had rushed forward opening an umbrella to shelter them both. But it was too late to be of use.

Lime, lemon, mango and tall coconut trees filled the outer rim of the compound. Manicured lawns sported beds of roses, all tidy, sharp edged, weed free. Golden marigolds, cerise geraniums and cobalt blue lobelia burst from lines of clay pots on either side of the pathway leading to the house. A spectacular floral display, even under these dour, dark clouds. Sweet scents of jasmine, gardenia and honeysuckle merged to generate a heady atmosphere, enhanced by the fresh rainfall.

After mounting the few steps to the veranda, Ben and the doctor shook themselves like long-haired dogs after a swim. To little effect. Their soaked clothes remained clung to their skin. ‘Let’s get inside, Ben, and change. I’ll find you something to wear while we dry your garments.’

‘Abdur, my darling, you are absolutely soaked, quick, quick, come.’ The woman’s voice could be heard approaching along the hallway. She opened the mesh door, employed to keep insects at bay, but pulled up suddenly, surprised at seeing someone with her husband.

‘Amma, this is Ben,’ said Dr Rahman quelling her surprise, as they both removed their shoes at the threshold. ‘He’s come to work with Abi for Action Delta.’

Raina Rahman’s smile instantly radiated warmth and friendliness, just like her husband’s. Ben was immediately entranced. She was slim, elegant, breathtakingly beautiful and appeared to glide rather than walk in her multicoloured large-patterned sari. Ben also noted she was taller than most Bangladeshi women, a good five foot eight.

‘Very pleased to meet you, Ben. You too must come inside quickly and dry yourself,’ she stood aside gently waving him into the hallway. ‘My darling husband should have known better than to keep you out when the rains were due. I rather suspect he spent too much time chatting with people in the marketplace. I call it his street surgery. He’s too nice to shoo them off to the hospital or tell them to make an appointment.’

Mrs Rahman turned and called for Natcoo, the bearer. She whispered to him and he nodded his understanding. Within half a minute Natcoo reappeared carrying two large towels. After Dr Rahman and Ben dried their hair and faces, Dr Rahman led Ben upstairs into a bedroom. He opened a huge dark-wood wardrobe, ornately carved with scenes from rural life in Bengal: bullocks pulling two-wheeled carts; a family planting rice in paddy fields; fishermen casting nets from sampans and canoes; a tiger head peering through thick jungle at a river’s edge.

Sliding hangers left and right along the rail, like a clothes shop assistant, Dr Rahman eventually selected a pair of trousers and a shirt for Ben. Spying several lungis folded neatly on a shelf, Ben said he’d be happy to wear one. But it was too late, Dr Rahman had found trousers and a shirt. Like most Bangladeshis, Abdur Rahman was shorter than Ben’s six foot, and with a more expansive waistline. He described it as ‘comfortable’, although far from obese. It didn’t bother Ben that the trousers were loose around the waist; the belt from his own pair secured them adequately. The shirt too was hanging loose. But in monsoon conditions, when clothes glued themselves to skin, tight fits were best avoided.

Leaving Dr Rahman to change, Ben returned downstairs and entered the spacious square living room. He was alone and, for a moment, at a loss of what to do. Each wall displayed tasteful artwork: some old and traditional, others in a modern, highly coloured style, mainly of country scenes, dancers and musical instruments. Tapestries adorned all around. One wall was devoted to what were clearly family photographs. Besides contemporary pictures in colour, one, in monochrome of Dr Rahman, dated 1931, showed him receiving a certificate, presumably his first medical qualification. Older sepia photographs, one of a married couple dated 1898 and taken in Calcutta, the man standing, the woman sitting, was perhaps Dr Rahman’s parents, or those of Mrs Rahman.

Flip-flops patting the beige tiles announcing his approach, Natcoo arrived with a tray. He placed a pot of tea, cups and saucers on a large, square, low table in the centre of the room. He smiled at Ben and invited him to sit. Natcoo vanished but soon returned with an assortment of Bengali treats. Ben had already tasted rasgullas, languishing in sugary syrup, alongside other delights he couldn’t name. Another servant entered, about the same age as Natcoo, Ben guessed both were aged about fifty. Ben was shocked when he later discovered this was Ali, the cook. How could he make all these delicious sweets and remain twig-thin? How could he resist dipping his spoon into a sugary syrup to taste the mix? Such self-control.

Mrs Rahman entered and Ben started to stand as a sign of respect. With the wave of a hand she signalled to Ben to remain seated. She had changed her bright patterned sari for deep purple with an embroidered red border. Relaxed day dress to formal evening attire, Ben wondered.

‘Is this your first visit to our country?’

‘Yes, Mrs Rahman.’

‘Perhaps May is not the best time of year to arrive, with the monsoon and humidity and all,’ Mrs Rahman said.

‘I actually arrived in February – from an aid project in Nigeria. Since then I’ve been helping Action Aid’s work near Chittagong. We drove up from there yesterday.’

‘Yes, my husband tells me Abi does need extra help. More Biharis arrive every day, he says. They’re flocking together from towns and villages because of the terrible harassment they are suffering. We all lived peacefully before, it’s time we did so again.’

‘Same in Nigeria after the civil war, Mrs Rahman. So much resentment and many revenge attacks after the Ibo in Biafra declared independence.’

‘Bangladesh is a baby. We’re only five months old and have not, as yet, learnt to walk. We’re hardly crawling. It will take time for stability to arrive. Now, Ben, let’s turn to a happy topic. Coffee? Tea? With or without milk and sugar?’

As if from nowhere, like rabbits from a magician’s hat, Natcoo appeared to serve tea and Ali conjured up more plates of biscuits and confectionary.

‘Excellent. Marvellous. Just the ticket,’ enthused Dr Rahman returning to the room rubbing his hands. ‘Refreshment. Much needed fluid and food after our tour of Tungipur, eh Ben?’ Continuing in English, he thanked Natcoo and Ali for serving the refreshment. Looking at the cook, who stood wearing a broad smile, exposing a missing tooth, the doctor added, ‘I swear we have in Ali the best cook in Tungipur for traditional sweetmeats. You’ll love them. And unlike me, Ben, you clearly don’t have to watch this.’ He patted his stomach.

Mrs Rahman handed Ben a plate and fork and, with a sweep of her arm over the ever-growing number of dishes Natcoo and Ali presented, invited him to help himself. She and her husband sat directly opposite on one of the four four-seater settees surrounding the table of treats. Ben knew such a polite couple would not eat until he himself started.

‘What would you like?’ asked Mrs Rahman. She saw Ben eyeing one of the dishes. ‘My favourite too,’ she said. ‘Cham-cham.’ She placed two of the log-shaped desserts on his plate.

‘Where are the girls, Amma?’ Dr Rahman asked.

‘They’ll be here soon,’ she replied. ‘It’s not quite five o’clock.’

Ben glanced at his watch to confirm it was five minutes to the hour.

‘Have you told them we have a guest?’

‘Of course not. Their studies should not be interrupted.’

‘Amma, my dear, a few minutes won’t make the difference between success and failure in life.’

‘It might,’ asserted Mrs Rahman, pleasantly. ‘You never know.’ She turned to Ben while setting her palm towards her husband. ‘And he’s the one who drafted their home-study timetable,’ she said affectionately.

It was obvious to Ben that Dr and Mrs Rahman remained very much in love after perhaps thirty years of marriage. More tea was poured and Ben was constantly encouraged to eat. Try this. Taste that. You must have one of these. More tea?

Shortly after five, giggles and a good-humoured argument could be heard in the long hallway leading to the far end of the house. Ben believed the voices belonged to young girls, eleven or twelve year-olds. The animated debate was about the musical merits of the Rolling Stones compared with the Beatles. As they approached, the words became distinct.

‘The Stones are not as melodic as the Beatles.’

‘Nonsense. Just because it’s heavy rock doesn’t mean it’s less tuneful.’

‘Lennon and McCartney’s harmonies are far richer than Jagger and Richard’s.’

‘That’s not the case at all…oh!’

Ayesha and Bushra stopped statue still when they set eyes on Ben. And he swallowed hard to suppress a cough when one of the sweetmeats jammed in his throat. He was surprised when both young women entered the room. He later learnt one was twenty-two, a fourth-year medical student; the other was nineteen, studying philosophy, politics and economics at Dacca University and in her first year. Both wore printed cotton salwar kameez with a scarf draped loose around their shoulders.

‘Come, sit down,’ Dr Rahman instructed his daughters. ‘This is Ben. Remember I mentioned he was coming to work alongside Abi at the camp. We became caught in the rain, which arrived a little earlier today than usual I believe.’

The sisters sat close together on the settee to the side, as if joined at the hip. ‘This is Ayesha,’ said Mrs Rahman, identifying the one nearer to Ben. ‘And this is Bushra.’ They nodded to Ben and, coyly, said hello almost simultaneously. Even though the doctor’s family were clearly liberal-minded and completely aware of ‘western’ etiquette, Ben knew he should not offer a handshake. In any case, he was encumbered, carefully balancing a plate of Ali’s delicacies on his knees.

The phone rang. Natcoo came in to answer. ‘Okay. Thik ache. Okay Miss. For you Mr Ben.’

‘It must be Abi,’ said Dr Rahman. Ben looked surprised.

‘Ji,’ Natcoo confirmed.

Ben placed his plate on the table and took the call.

Dr Rahman and Mrs Rahman, Ayesha and Bushra, heard the urgency in Abi’s voice, though the words were indistinct. They shot worried looks to each other. Their fears were confirmed.

‘I’m sorry to be so rude, but I need to get back to the camp straight away,’ Ben said. His face could not disguise his distress.

‘I’ll come too,’ said Dr Rahman as he, his wife and daughters stood sharing Ben’s concern. ‘We’ll go in the car.’

‘That won’t be necessary, Dr Rahman. Honestly. Thanks. But it’s a personal matter.’

Dr Rahman raised his eyebrows seeking details.

‘It’s Abi’s boyfriend. In Dacca. He’s been admitted to hospital.’

The doctor wanted more.

‘He’s been…’ Ben, looking at Ayesha, then Bushra, hesitated. ‘In an accident. An incident really.’

After thanking the family for their generous hospitality, and again refusing to be driven, Ben rushed upstairs and quickly changed back into his damp, although no longer soaking wet, clothes. Dr Rahman worried that Ben might be unable to find his way back to Dak Cottage and offered to send someone with him. But Ben was certain of the direction. He remembered the post office, the daak ghar, was to his right and the road was straight thereafter.

Natcoo presented Ben with a large black umbrella for protection against the continuing downpour, and a torch. ‘No light after this road,’ he advised. Ben thanked him, apnake dhonnobad, for the brolly, torch, and for serving tea. Natcoo appreciated the curtesy with a shake of his head.

As Ben prepared to step into the heavy rain, Dr Rahman blocked the doorway before directing Ben along the veranda to avoid his family overhearing. ‘Now, please tell the full story. And can I help? I know many very good physicians in Dacca.’

‘Jonny’s been stabbed,’ Ben said. He had to repeat the news, raising his voice to counter the thunderous rain crashing down on the veranda roof. ‘Attacked by some former freedom fighters for helping Biharis at the camp in Dacca.’

‘Oh, poor Jonny. I met him a few times when he visited Abi. Nice fellow. Is he badly hurt?’

Ben hesitated. ‘He’s dead.’


	

FIVE

Abi’s head was in her hands, slumped on the edge of her bed when Ben arrived. He was panting heavily, having ran most of the two miles from Dr Rahman’s, constantly slipping on the muddy tracks and fighting against the driving rain. Stood at the living room door watching Abi, Ben hesitated, unsure of what to say, of what to do.

Abi, slowly, looked up, her face wet with tears, eyes raw with sadness. Ben rushed forward and knelt in front of her taking her hands in his. For a few minutes, nothing was said, nothing was done. Motionless in grief, time meaningless.

‘I’m going into Dacca tonight,’ Abi eventually said, breathing deeply, taking control of her emotions. ‘Syed’s bringing the Land Rover. He’ll be here soon. He’s topping up with petrol. He said the roads will be treacherous, flooded in parts, but he’ll try and get through. I know it’s only twelve miles, but in this weather, on these lousy roads, it could take hours.’

‘I’ll come with you.’

‘No, thanks Benji,’ Abi said firmly. ‘I’ll be okay. Richard and Bernice are at the office. They’ll come with me to the hospital… or to wherever Jonny’s body is.’

‘If you’re sure.’

‘You’re needed here. There’s a delivery of two standpipes expected in the morning. The truck drivers won’t accept a signature from our staff or volunteers. There’s also a food delivery coming sometime. Then there’s the drainage ditches in zone D to extend and don’t forget about…’

‘Hey, hey, come on Abi, don’t worry about that stuff now. I’ll muddle through until… well, until you’re back.’

Immediately the thought struck him – and Abi – that she may not return for some time, if ever, recalling her despondency about aid work the previous night. She’d probably want to fly back to Britain with Jonny’s body. If so, she would attend the funeral in Brighton, his home town. With a murder investigation under way, how long would the police retain the body for forensic examinations? Presumably the British High Commission would help arrange for Jonny’s remains to be repatriated.

But since Action Delta first arrived in Bangladesh at the end of the war in December 1970, the newly-formed charity had found staff at the Foreign and Commonwealth Office pretty useless. AD’s founder, Richard, described them as snobs more interested in garden parties than doing anything useful.

Syed sounded the Land Rover’s horn. Abi rushed to pack a few things into her rucksack. At the door she suddenly stopped and turned to face Ben.

‘I’m sorry, Ben,’ she said slowly, quietly. When she addressed him as Ben not Benji, he knew she was being serious.

‘What are you talking about? You’ve nothing to apologise for, Abi. I can manage here for a few days. Longer if need be. Forget about Mohpur. Hey, even forget about me!’ he added, forcing a smile. ‘Just sort out stuff for Jonny and his family back in Britain.’

‘No, it’s not that,’ she said. ‘I meant to tell you, as soon as you’d settled in. But you need to know before I go.’

The car horn sounded again, driver Syed expressing more urgency. Rain continued to hammer down. He knew many of the roads would be impassable, maybe all of them. At best he’d be driving at walking speed. They wouldn’t reach central Dacca until dawn, Syed was certain of that.

‘Whatever it is, Abi, I’m sure it can wait.’

‘No, Ben, it can’t. You have a right to know, and know now, especially after what’s happened to Jonny.’

Ben looked puzzled.

Abi pointed towards the desk. ‘Look in the buff folder in the bottom draw, the one to the right. You’ll see what I mean.’

‘Okay. Will do. You be off. Take care of yourself. See you when I see you.’

They hugged and kissed goodbye and Abi, head down against the storm, climbed in the Land Rover alongside Syed. Ben waved, but doubted Abi could see through the curtain of rain. He also shouted, suggesting Abi get some sleep during the journey. But the rain pounding the car roof made it impossible to hear. Syed had the wipers on full speed, although no match against the deluge. It would be a four-wheel low-gear crawl most of the way to Action Delta’s office in central Dacca.

YOU GO OR YOU DIE. Written in red, it was the first toxic note Ben read. Blots of ink had been deliberately squeezed from the fountain pen to crudely represent drops of blood. ‘You bad as Bihari pigs you help,’ a different hand scrawled. The next poisonous letter Ben found in the folder was worse, far worse. It described in blood-curdling detail the appalling rape and sexual torture they would inflict on Abi ‘…then cut off head to throw in shit’.

Ben’s stomach spun over and over mixing outrage with fear. He held back being sick, but bile stuck in his throat. The stifling hot room suddenly seemed bitterly cold. He shivered, and his senses heightened, aware of every noise and smell and movement.

He started reading another malicious missive when the lights went out. The ceiling fan shuddered to a stop. Ben felt a bolt of terror. But it was emotion overtaking logic. This was simply another routine power cut. An outage, to use the jargon. During the civil war Bangladesh’s infrastructure was all but destroyed. Many generating stations and sub-stations suffered damage. At night torches were always kept to hand and matches at the ready to light lamps and candles. By a timely coincidence, the storm stopped pounding the ground outside, rattling the windows and bending the tall palms. It was as though the wind and clouds in the sky were powered by generators on earth and suffered the power cut too. All went still and silent. It wasn’t long before the orchestra of cicadas and amphibians started to play.

With only the moon and stars casting their shadows and ghostly glow, Ben considered lighting a paraffin lamp and reading the remaining sickening notes. Abi had received about a dozen of them. But it was approaching midnight. He’d been up since strong sunlight sliced through gaps in the broken venetian blinds. It was time to sleep. Or try to.

Dr Rahman had dismissed the threats he’d received as ‘empty’. Jonny’s murder proved otherwise. Ben couldn’t clear his head of the menacing messages addressed to Abi. How amazingly brave of her to have stayed in the camp following these terror threats. The constant stress and fear she must have endured in recent months must have been immense – especially at night, here, alone in this room. Yet Abi put the care of Biharis before her personal safety, and while keeping the intimidation secret. Perhaps, Ben reasoned, it explains the unexpected despondency she expressed last night when the whisky oiled her tongue.

Before opening his bedroll and lowering the mosquito net, Ben checked he’d locked the door. Unlike last night, when Abi was with him and they relaxed after emptying the Bell’s, he slid both black iron bolts across the door, top and bottom.

It was a restless night. Dreamless, but full of nightmarish thoughts.


	

SIX

It was Mrs Rahman’s idea to invite Ben for dinner the following Saturday. He will need company in Abi’s absence, she told her husband. Furthermore, he is almost as thin as many of our poor. Needs feeding up. He could not be eating properly, she scoffed. His mother would be distraught if she were to see him in this state. He cannot look after others if he cannot look after himself.

‘Mrs Rahman,’ Ben declared while stretching upright in his chair, ‘thank you so much. I can honestly say that is the best meal I’ve had in months, if not years.’
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