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​Chapter 1: Joy Turns to Sorrow
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George V Restaurant, Thames House

Ruby Parker and the man who styled himself ‘Toby Copthorne’ sat opposite each other at a table by the river-view window with an A4 document wallet in between them. They hadn’t ordered lunch, nor were they intending to. The staff here were supposed to understand such things, and knew to keep their distance. She was the head of Subterranean One, a black woman in a grey skirt-suit. He might or might not have been the Blue Maiden. He looked to be in his late fifties, and his camel overcoat, immaculately ironed white shirt, navy blue tie and trimmed moustache all gave him an air of gravitas, possibly bluff or triple bluff. It was midday and six swans serenely battled the current.

She removed the inserts - a mixture of memos, reports on 80g/sqm paper and aerial reconnaissance photos - and perused them in silence. He ordered a bottle of pinot noir, largely, she calculated, as a means of maintaining his insouciance - she suddenly realised he wasn’t the Blue Maiden after all – and leaned back: yes, another affectation.

“You’re saying she’s dead?” Ruby Parker said eventually.

“I’m very sorry,” he replied.

“Talk me through it,” she said coldly.

“It’s all in there.”

“I’m very busy and, for what it’s worth, I know you’re not who you’d like me to think you are. Tell your boss you’ve still a lot to learn.”

He sat up a notch. 

“Dead or missing?” she said.

“Missing presumed killed.”

“And you’re returning her to me because you want me to tell her parents, I take it.”

He looked at the tablecloth and tried to affect an air of humility. “You’re supposed to be very good at that sort of thing, yes.”

“I don’t expect you to be subtle. I know that’s not your department’s speciality, but I do need something to go with. Apart from the necessary case-transfer documents, which I’d like on my desk by this evening, please.”

“Yes – yes, of course.” He cleared his throat. “She was posing as the third wife of a village chief in Dhur al-Khanabi, Pakistan, about fifty kilometres south-east of the Durand Line. Her job was to identify high-profile insurgents and co-ordinate them for drones, or if necessary liquidate them herself. Sorry to say, well ... she proved fruitless. She made no identifications at all, not one. We – I admit this was remiss of us: I’m not sure how it happened – we temporarily lost sight of her – there are lots of things happening out there, you understand. The CIA unloosed an MQ-9 and she and her controller plus his two real wives were killed. In our defence, there were at least six high-level militants among the casualties. We’ve confirmed that through a variety of sources – militants Marciella Hartley-Brown herself probably could have identified, but failed to. But it seems that she ... herself ... didn’t survive ... the effects of what was otherwise a remarkably successful sortie.”

“When you say you ‘lost sight’ of her, I take it what you actually mean is you lost interest. That it wasn’t as if she ... wandered off.”

He swallowed. The pinot noir had arrived and the waiter uncorked it. Copthorne waved him away before he could pour anything. “No one’s underestimating the seriousness of the blunder. It’s one of the reasons we’re asking you to take charge of the family side of things. The Blue Maiden’s almost certainly for the chop.”

It was her turn to sit up. “I’d heard. I didn’t realise this was the pretext.”

“Celia Demure’s influence, partly. She’s furious. And of course, the victim was Sir Anthony Hartley-Brown’s daughter. The Secretary of State for Defence may not have heard yet – it was three weeks ago, we’ve only just joined the dots - but it’ll certainly help him come to terms with matters if he knows heads have already rolled.”

“Three weeks ago?”

“As I said, no one’s underestimating the extent of our - ”

“You say she proved ‘fruitless’. Are you sure you were even paying attention?”

“I believe there’s to be an internal inquiry. The next level down’s taking charge. If it’s any consolation, there will probably be a significant cull in Blue.”

“Actually, it isn’t.”

“It may interest you to know Celia Demure doesn’t believe she’s dead.”

She sighed. Typical Celia. “Based on what?”

“As far as we can tell, wishful thinking. I don’t know how much you know about Pashtun culture, but women tend to stay indoors. The chances of her having survived the blast when her controller and his other wives died instantly are negligible. And three weeks later she hasn’t contacted us. The Tehrik-i-Taliban certainly haven’t captured her, or we’d know about that too. Admittedly, we haven’t been able to send a forensics team to examine the debris, but it’s probably too late now. No, I’ve long experience of this sort of thing. It’s one of those times when you’re entitled to assume the worst, and anything else just prolongs the misery.”

“Couldn’t she be lying wounded somewhere?”

“First thing we considered. But no. We put a spy in two days ago to do some discreet asking around. As far as anyone’s aware, there were no wounded, only fatalities.”

“So I’m to tell her parents we know she’s dead.”

He half-shrugged, half-nodded. “That would probably be kindest. But it’s not really for me to say.” 

She flicked through the documents without focussing on them. He was right. If she hadn’t been killed, she’d have found her way to Kandahar by now. The border wasn’t exactly watertight. And if there were no wounded, then that was the end of the alternatives. 

But she wouldn’t tell her parents she was dead. She’d supply the details exactly as she herself had been supplied with them and let them draw their own conclusions. 

Not that there was a range to choose from.

St. Mary’s Church Hall, Hertfordshire

Joy mounted four steps to the stage, took up position behind the table and read falteringly from her notes. She’d never mastered the art of public speaking. It didn’t help that it was what her husband did for a living, since she could never conceal the comparison from herself, nor, she guessed, everyone else. Above her, a ‘Fund4Darfur’ banner hung half the width of the building illumined by a row of spotlights from above, not quite masking the audience where it was dark. She was dressed in her tweed skirt and jacket, with a cashmere sweater and a cameo pendant. 

In the front row, her husband was flanked by their two adopted Darfurian daughters, Anya, nine, and four year-old Hawa, asleep with her thumb in her mouth. Next to them, as well as behind, sat Sir Anthony’s six bodyguards. They alone wore suits and ties. The rest of the audience – six rows out of a possible fourteen – was made up of men and women of all ages and styles of dress, united chiefly by their earnest faces and a passion for justice. 

She’d read out four out of her six pages, and judged she had another three minutes to speak, when she chanced to look to the back of the hall and caught sight of a black woman she vaguely recognised making her way to one of the rearmost seats. 

Ruby Parker. Her throat dried up. She made two attempts to restart, but began to tremble. There were a few concerned noises from the audience, her eyes met the newcomer’s, in which – her first instinct had been deadly accurate – there was anguish, and she left the stage by the wings. 

She descended six concrete steps to a fire door and emerged woozily into an empty corridor. Somewhere she heard the polite commotion she’d created, but she’d lost all sense of direction now and had no idea whether it was in front, behind, or even above or below. She saw herself in a desert village with explosions and women hurling imprecations in a foreign language. She had to run. She had to get away from Ruby Parker’s news. But she also had to hear it, she had to stay. She swayed back and forward. Why had she let Marcie go? She couldn’t have stopped her. But she’d never thought – yes, of course she had -

“Joy!”

She turned to her husband and his bodyguards, two of whom were carrying the children. 

“What’s the matter?” he demanded, walking over. “Are you ill?”

Behind his right shoulder, Ruby Parker suddenly reappeared like the Danse Macabre, impossible to shake off. He registered Joy’s sight-line and turned.

“You!” he gasped. And then it seemed to sink in. “Oh, no, no,” he said weakly. “Please don’t tell me – no – is this what this is ...?”

“We need somewhere to speak in private,” Ruby Parker replied softly.

Seven days later, after consulting with as many people as the wide-reach of his job permitted, Sir Anthony asked the coroner to file a report to the Justice Secretary requesting an inquest without a body. Nicholas Fleming, Marcie’s fiancé, was informed and paid a brief, emotional visit to communicate his condolences. Anya and Hawa were told. Joy spent that week travelling between her bed, where she lay in silence with her daughters either side of her, and the estate chapel, where she lurched from one prayer to another without remission. She felt God to be unspeakably powerful and malevolent, and she was terrified. She didn’t dare imagine what He had in store for the two children, let alone for her. She begged His forgiveness for whatever she’d done as if she was demented.

On the eighth day, however, she unexpectedly took herself in hand. She awoke early, showered methodically and put on her make-up. She left Geraldine in charge of Hawa, then sat Anya on the piano stool in the living room and told her the family secret. She spoke much more fluently than she had at St Mary’s Church Hall, and she was conscious of God’s mouth beginning to turn up just a little at the corners, even as the portraits of her ancestors glowered in the afternoon gloom. As she explained that it would only mean a difference of one remove in their relations, and that in a deeper sense they were even more closely linked than before, Anya showed neither pleasure nor displeasure. It was as if she’d known for a long time. Joy wondered if Marcie had divulged it in a moment of weakness but, no, she didn’t think so.

They had lunch together in the dining room – the first full meal Joy had eaten in over a week – then put on their best dresses, shoes and coats. Joy asked Geoffrey to bring the car round to the front and inform Benjamin and Jolyon, the security guards, that the house would be empty for the afternoon and to switch on the alarms. Then they drove into Hertford. 

Three-quarters of an hour later, they stopped in front of an Edwardian semi in a silent suburb with London Plane trees on the verges and bird baths on the lawns. Joy asked Geoffrey to park nearby and wait, since she didn’t anticipate being long.

She took Anya’s hand and accompanied her up the garden path to the freshly painted front door of number thirty-one. They looked solemnly at each other, squeezed fingers, and knocked. 

After a few seconds, the door swung open and a bald black man in his late forties stood in an old stripy shirt, jeans and bare feet. He looked blank for a moment, then his face filled with recognition – a mixture of indignation and displeasure. 

“What the hell do you want?” he said.

“Marciella’s dead,” Joy replied.

He looked as if she’d punched him. “Wh - What?”

“She joined the army, she was posted to Afghanistan and she was killed in action. Once upon a time, I’d have said it was what you wanted, but I can’t bring myself to believe that any more. I’m here to insist we bury the hatchet. I’m fed up of waiting for you to see sense and I’m prepared to go to a lawyer and ask for a contribution to Anya’s upkeep if you remain obdurate.”

He half-turned to the interior. “Penny! Penny! Come to the front door now!”

A stout black woman appeared behind him in a print skirt and black tights, wiping her hands on a tea-towel. The same sequence of blankness then recognition was repeated on her face, only this time the expression was of contrition. She put her fingertips to her mouth and came forward, slightly bent.

“Oh, thank God, thank God!” she said. “We knew you’d come back. John, didn’t we?”

He grunted unhappily.

“We’ve been through this,” she told him, straightening. “If you really want me to leave you, then just put one more foot wrong.” She turned to Joy. “I’m sorry, truly, for everything we said - and did. I know you probably think it’s far too late, but believe me -  ”

“It’s okay,” Joy said. She felt her cheeks flush and she found herself looking through a film of lacrimal fluid.

The black woman knelt in front of Anya and started to cry. She looked imploringly at Joy. “Can I ...”

“Of course you can hold her,” Joy said, getting a grip on herself. “She is part of your family, after all. Anya, meet your other grandmother.” 

​
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Chapter 2: A Murder in the Village
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Zaituna forgot exactly how they became lovers – what gestures, touches, conversational inflections preceded that icy morning in Ordibehesht when she kissed Reshtina’s fingernails over a glass of chai. They sensed they’d been dumped in the vortex of a dust storm with no exit. They touched chests and hips and Reshtina stood with her toes on Zaituna’s as if to say You Are Mine. The canvas billowed, the voices of the men haggling over a leg of mutton intensified, and the breath of the two young women grew hot.

Afterwards, it wasn’t easy for them to find openings. In the early, reckless stages of their lust, luck was all that stopped them being discovered. Male homosexuality was brusque and desultory here because the Qur’an forbade it, but women didn’t count for anything, and oddly, this made them relatively immune. After a while, they even thought the men – Gharsanay, Reshtina’s brother-in-law, a fleshy fifty year-old with hooded eyes and a wild beard - and Khushdil, Zaituna’s uncommunicative husband - might know. Maybe they saw it as an infantile pastime – because children were all women were, in the end. Providing you were obedient, nothing much else mattered. At other times, the two women fell asleep and dreamed they’d been discovered in flagrante and buried alive because stoning was too honourable for them. 

All their encounters took place indoors when Khushdil came to visit Gharsanay or vice versa. There were fifty-three mud houses in the village, each an interlocking network of rooms housing between six and thirty-six people. To be alone, you had to get away from the men, but that was easy. It was the grandmothers, aunts, sisters and daughters that posed the problems.

Reshtina was somewhere in her mid-twenties, no one knew exactly how old: after what had happened to her in Dhur al-Khanabi, not even her. She had pale skin with cracked lips, a tiny nose like a toy and eyes that defied the neutralising effect of the niqab. She walked with authority, almost as a man would. At twenty-three, Zaituna was already plump and splay-footed. You could hear her laughing two tents away – or crying. As a matter of policy, Khushdil beat her when he left for Helmand, and caressed her when he returned. A hard-faced, taciturn man with a snub nose and gaps between his teeth, he claimed both things put him in the right frame of mind for the succeeding day. 

No sooner was their relationship established than Zaituna began to worry about it ending. Reshtina’s first husband had been killed, along with her two co-wives, in a drone attack, and she’d travelled the hundred and six kilometres to Gharsanay’s family with two village elders and a caravan of Baloch tribespeople, to claim nanawatai, the Pashtun right to refuge. She was expected to re-marry soon.

There were rumours that al-Queda fighters were seeking war widows as a way of gaining influence, so that was one way she might be spirited away, but Zaituna wasn’t overly anxious on that front, because there were better opportunities closer by. Faridun, for example, was twenty-five, handsome as a mala’ikah and the unofficial leader of a tribe within a tribe of militants with shaven armpits, six-inch beards, AK47s and mopeds. He’d studied in Peshawar and now he wanted to found a dynasty. He had the men, all he needed was four wives and forty children. And Reshtina was young, devout, illiterate and hard working. A perfect woman. According to Khushdil, his aunt and older sister had already called on Gharsanay’s mother to express an interest. 

But if Gharsanay had given a reply, it was no. For it was obvious he had his eye on her himself. The problem was, Durkhani had been his only wife for so long it was unlikely she’d quietly accept what was effectively a demotion. Nevertheless, thanks to nanawatai, nor could she take pre-emptive action. So for the time being Reshtina lived in a kind of status-less limbo. She seemed happy that way and in Zaituna’s eyes it made her even more alluring. 

Then one day in the month of Shahrivar, there were three of them. Ghatola Rahman was thirty-two, taller than most men, with black and white hair and digits like buzzards’ claws. She was the sole wife of the most important Khan in the district, Zaituna’s cousin, Balay. Balay was forty-eight years her senior and his three other wives had died of old age. He wore a grey karakul hat, a dark blue chapan that was too big for him, and still walked with a pugilistic gait. Nowadays, though he didn’t know it, his wife controlled every aspect of his existence and, by extension, of her village and its relations. Almost the first thing she’d done after marrying was have herself elected qaryadar, local head of women’s affairs.

On one of her rare visits to Gharsanay’s house, she insisted on preparing a Kadu Bourrani for Reshtina and Zaituna – an honour for them, given her wealth and standing - then lit herself a cigarette and told them calmly she knew what dirty thing they did every week on the mud in front of the cooking pot. But when they fell down weeping, she only laughed and demanded entry. Reshtina stood on her left foot and Zaituna on her right, and they had a peculiarly methodical type of sex that served to affirm their mutual entitlements.

It turned out Ghatola was an acolyte of Shaytan, and a sorceress. She quickly initiated two more women into the group, Ambrin and Badrai. 

Ambrin was nineteen and childless. Her husband was away so frequently on American-killing missions they hardly had time for sex, she said, but he refused to take the blame and was considering taking a second wife. Ambrin’s fingers always looked dirty, the result of an untreated medical condition that also made her face faintly blotchy; otherwise, she was the prettiest of the five.

Badrai’s main feature was her taciturnity. She sometimes became hysterical during sex and afterwards wept inconsolably. Her eyes were rheumy and her mouth sagged – no one could remember seeing her smile, not even her parents. She’d been taught to read the opening surah of the Qur’an in Arabic by the village Mirab when she was seven, a feat she still performed at public ceremonies, moving her finger under the calligraphy in perfect synchronisation with her recitation. Two years afterwards, he married her. At twelve, she miscarried and came within a brush-stroke of dying. Rumour had it she was on opium nowadays, which her husband – who finally wanted rid of her, but respectably – gave her in the form of pellets from Kandahar, wrapped in sweet-paper.

Then one day, Ghatola declared herself the leader of the group. She expected all four women to obey her without question, she said, for if she denounced them to her husband they’d die the same day. Any counter-accusations would go as unheard as an insect’s wings, because he considered her beyond reproach. In short, they were her slaves. 

But they probably would have been anyway, because she had the jinns under her heel. She could make people remember things they’d never seen or done, and forget things they had. More importantly, she could make people behave in ways completely contrary to their natural inclinations. She proved it one Panjshambe morning by making Ambrin bleat like a lamb at the end of every sentence her husband spoke, until he almost broke a pot over her head. The rest of the family laughed to the point where they gasped. Afterwards, she had no memory of doing anything remiss.

One morning just after sunrise, as Reshtina led the children’s first daily prayer, someone banged hard on the door. It was still dark outside. No one had noticed till then but, when they all stopped what they were doing: somewhere nearby, shouting, wailing, gunfire. Gharsanay grabbed his fleece and ran into the street. His uncle followed. 

Durkhani pulled her burkha on and went too, flapping her arms like a bird. “Take your rifle! Take your gun!” 

The children and their grandmother barged in from the adjoining room. “Bolt the door!” the grandmother yelled, implementing the emergency procedure they’d once half-discussed, but almost gulping mid-sentence with fright. “It’s the Americans! The Americans are here!”

They’d been expecting something like this for ever, how on earth could it still find them so unprepared? Reshtina’s brain hovered over a mental map of her surrounds, clutching for somewhere, anywhere safe to take everyone. 

No hiding places in this house, though. Think, think. Women and children, they – would they shoot them? Where else to go? Outside? That was worse. 

Then the useless scrap of an idea. “Hide in the kitchen. If they come in here, I’ll fend them off, and if you hear me scream, run into the alley.”

The children huddled round their grandmother. Durkhani’s sister arrived, pale as a cloud. Reshtina could see what they were all thinking now, written in their faces: no need for grandma to take the helm: Reshtina isn’t a blood-relative; she’s expendable. 

Hide in the kitchen, Reshtina had said. They nodded and swallowed at the same time. Angeza, the youngest daughter, cried.

“But what if they come from the alley?” the aunt hazarded.

“Gharsanay wouldn’t have run out the front if they were round the back,” Reshtina replied. “I’ll use his rifle if need be. Hurry!”

Suddenly, they almost fell over each other to get away. The grandmother tripped onto one knee as she turned, then scurried upright, dragged by the aunt. The children clasped each other and juddered out of the room as a unit, mewling. They closed the door behind them. 

Silence. Outside, a dog barked. In the emptiness, the two kerosene lamps on the shelf hissed as if they’d just come into being.

Then a figure slipped in from the street and closed the door. A hard cold descended like death, two massive shadows, one from each lamp, and Reshtina’s whole body fizzed with terror. 

Then she saw it was a woman. 

Zaituna, thank God. 

But something was wrong. Zaituna shook. Her eyes bulged and she staggered backwards. She removed her veil, cast a knife on the ground. Her eyes met Reshtina’s.

“Take it and get rid of it!” she whispered. 

Reshtina picked it up. It was sticky. Blood? “What - ” She stopped herself. What is it was stupid. “Where did it come from?”

“Gh – Ghatola. Hide it!”

Everything was becoming normal in the way events in nightmares become normal once you’re amongst them long enough. Your lover’s in trouble, the Americans outside, blood-covered dagger. Overcoming the desire to freeze, she laid the knife in her vest, picked up Gharsanay’s rifle, donned her chadri and went out. A group of villagers five or six deep gathered about a focal point, kicking, spitting and flinging abuse, while others furiously appealed for calm. An enemy soldier, presumably. Nothing to worry about then, we’re winning. But where did the knife come from? What did it mean? 

She dashed to the back of the houses and carried on fast-walking to where the settlement met the scrub. A tyre, sheep’s bones, a ragged sheet of polythene caught on thorns, all just visible in the first glimmers of sunshine. 

What about if the rest of her family had come out here too? Then, trouble. Don’t think, just do. Focusing all her pent-up horror, she hurled the knife into the dark. 

Maybe the thud of it landing. Too dusky to see. Please, Allah. But no way to check. She didn’t want to ... Or she did ...

She blinked slowly and turned to go and crashed into Zaituna. For a second, she could gladly have murdered her. Then they whimpered and separated for home. Reshtina swilled her hands in one of the water pots by the drain, let herself back into the house and sat up with the rifle pointed at the door. 

Half an hour later, Durkhani came in.

“It’s over, it’s okay,” she said calmly, as if she was personally responsible for averting whatever crisis. “I don’t know what happened. Or rather, I can’t say. But it’s not the Americans. We’re all safe. Everyone’s safe.”

Reshtina put the gun away, hugged her and gave the all-clear. The rest of the family came out crying and laughing manically. 

Five minutes later, Gharsanay arrived with a face like thunder. “I don’t want any questions. I want something to eat, and the house needs cleaning. Get doing something. No arguments, no questions, or I’ll lose my temper. And definitely no gossip. Spy not neither backbite one another. I want to eat, then lie down.”

Only later that day, as the men put on their best clothes for a shura council meeting, did it gradually became clear what had happened. 

Or what nearly everyone thought had happened. 

No one disputed that, at sunrise, Badrai lay dead in the open courtyard of her house, outlined by a pool of blood. Nor that the stab wounds in her chest meant she was murdered, nor that, because there were three separate wounds of different sizes, there might be more than one perpetrator. The only possible dispute was about who.

Luckily, the uncertainty didn’t last long because, shortly after the attack, Ghatola had seen Faridun, the village’s eligible young militant, haring down the main road with two of his friends. They were carrying knives, she told her husband. They were laughing. 

Shortly afterwards, the murder weapon itself – or at least one of them – was found in the house Faridun shared with his parents, tossed into the courtyard that ran by the alleyway. 

And hadn’t he always ridiculed Badrai’s reading? Everyone knew women’s education was his bugbear. He was proud of his two-man-per-moped excursions to Kandahar and Kabul to throw acid in girls’ faces as they carried their exercise books to or from school. 

The nearest Afghan Local Police station was the district one, ten miles away, but Balay wanted everything dealt with speedily, before old resentments had time to take sides and too much “deep thinking” got started. The shura reorganised itself into a Shari’a court, with Balay – the Khan’s prerogative, everyone agreed - as judge. 

Given the weight of the evidence, Faridun’s chances of an innocent verdict were slim, but they dwindled to nothing when it transpired that four of the most important villagers were already against him. Badrai’s husband had long hated Faridun for insisting he should never have educated his wife. Ghatola was convinced by the evidence of her own eyes. Balay had no opinion about Faridun’s ideology, but, even at eighty, felt threatened by his dynastic ambitions, and, in addition, saw the integrity of his wife’s testimony at stake. And Gharsanay saw Faridun as his rival for Reshtina. After a perfunctory court session three hours after sunrise, he was found guilty of murder, a Qisas, or retaliation, offence. 

Badrai’s husband wasn’t in the mood for mercy. Faridun was bound and gagged and dragged weeping to a pit outside the village. He was buried upright to chest-level. His father and uncle cast the first rocks in a bid to restore the family honour. 

Six out of eight of his friends left for Kandahar the same morning. Three were never heard of again. 

Four months later, the others returned to inflict a vengeance from which the village never recovered.

Reshtina discovered the truth in scraps from Zaituna and Ambrin over several weeks. Ghatola supplied the entirety when the two women sat alone on the kitchen floor one afternoon. The children were in the street, the aunt and grandmother were at the market, Durkhani was outside cutting Gharsanay’s hair.

“Badrai had a room of her own,” Ghatola said, lighting a cigarette. “Why? Because the rest of the family knew she was an addict and liked her out of the way. She said she felt ill that night and as usual she asked for Zaituna and I to sit with her. The men took us over there – weren’t pleased about it, but never are about anything - and as soon after we sat down by her mattress, she stopped breathing. Pulse, heart, nothing.

“‘Zaituna.” I said, ‘sneak out and fetch Ambrin’. Luckily, the men were elsewhere by now, I don’t know doing what, who cares. Anyway, we each put a knife in Badrai’s chest. I insisted, me, it was all my idea. Afterwards, I hid them, the knives, in my burkha and Zaituna and I came out and asked to go home, leaving Ambrin still in there. She pretended to be Badrai when her husband said goodnight, then climbed out the window - probably having puppies, you know what she’s like.

“I re-entered the room the same way, through the window. When I was sure the family was asleep, I did Badrai’s morning chores and dragged her corpse into the courtyard. I replaced the bloody blankets, took the soiled ones home and burned them, and planted the knife on Faridun. Finally, I returned home and got into bed with my husband. I’d put something in his tea ages before to make sure he slept. End of dull story.”

Reshtina sat for several moments, looking at her fingers.

“Don’t you want to know why I did it?” Ghatola said. 

“I suppose Faridun must have done something to you. Something you didn’t want your husband to know about.”

“Good guess.”

“Did he ... make advances to you?”

Ghatola laughed. “He’d have died a lot sooner if he had.” 

Reshtina shrugged. “Then I don’t know. You must have had something against him.”

“He was desperate to marry you, did you know that?”

She felt herself blush. “I heard he’d asked Gharsanay. Is that why you killed him?”

“Partly,” Ghatola replied. “Of all my lovers, you’re my favourite. You’re worth more than Zaituna, Ambrin and poor, pathetic Badrai put together. Zaituna tells me you threw the knife away.”

“It’s what she told me to do.”

“Have you thought of going to retrieve it? It’ll have your fingerprints on, which may not be a problem now, but if the Kandahar police decide to get involved, they’ll easily be able to make a match. There can’t be any more than fifteen hundred people in this village.”

Reshtina took a deep breath. As usual, Ghatola saw well ahead.

“Part of the reason I did it,” Ghatola went on, “was to implicate you four. It’s a Russian idea, I believe: unity through corruption. We’re even closer now we share this guilty secret. We may not have murdered Badrai, but we certainly killed Faridun.” She gathered Reshtina’s hands and kissed them. “Who cares, anyway? I love you more than I’ve ever loved anyone or anything. If I could, I’d cut a gash in my side and sew you in so tightly you’d never be able to escape. And all day long you’d have to listen to my thumping heart.”

Reshtina was excited and horrified at the same time. She forgot about Faridun. “But – but I’ll have to marry soon. I can’t stay single for ever!”

“Your stinking brother-in-law then. You must relish the idea. I know Durkhani’s looking forward to it,” she added sarcastically.

“But I’m just a widow, a nobody. I haven’t any choice - ”

“I’ve taken care of it.”

It took a second to sink in. “What?”

“Tomorrow, Balay’s coming to make Gharsanay an offer - ”

“Balay?”

“Don’t look so appalled, Reshtina. This is my husband we’re talking about. Anyway, it’s not Balay you’re going to marry. Apart from anything else, the demands of another wedding night would probably kill him. No, he’s received an offer from my cousin. Anoushirvan’s your age and he’s homosexual, so there’s no need to have relations with him, you don’t even have to splash goat’s blood on the sheets, because you’re a widow. He knows how you stand - ”

Reshtina laughed nervously. “But I don’t want to be married to a homosexual. I want children.”

“And we’ll get you children, my beauty. There are plenty of men available to do that. But they’ll be our children, don’t you see?”

“I – I’m not sure - ”

Ghatola wiped away Reshtina’s tear. “It’s already been decided, sweetness. You don’t have a choice.”

“Oh. Oh, yes, I see.” It happened every day, of course it did.

“Balay always gets his own way, and Gharsanay won’t dare stand up to him. Now, marriage is always a big step, but there are a lot of pluses. You’ll have to live in a big city, because Anoushirvan’s lifestyle is difficult enough as it is: in a village it’d be impossible. But we’ll see each other every weekend. Look, Balay’s eighty. He hasn’t long left, and I might be a big shot now, but I’m childless. When he dies, his sons are going to clean his house out and throw me into the gutter. Then we’ll run away together, okay? Somewhere far, far away. Somewhere European maybe, where they’ll accept us for what we are.”

“If that’s true, why can’t we go now?” Reshtina put her head in her hands. She didn’t want to say everything that was on her mind. She wasn’t even sure she was a lesbian. She liked the affection, and she loved Ghatola and Zaituna and Ambrin, but could she live a completely homosexual life? She didn’t know. 

Ghatola was having difficulty restraining her own tears. “Because there are still men like Faridun around.”

“I don’t understand.”

“I’m going to tell you everything now. I used to be a teacher in a girls’ school in Balochistan. In 2008, it was blown up by the Haqqani network. No casualties, just the building and the books, not that they’d care either way. I don’t have any relatives nearby. The people Balay thinks are my relatives are all members of the Afghan Women’s Reparation Brigade or its sympathisers.”

“The what?” 

“It’s a civil war, Reshtina. Gender against gender. Faridun isn’t the first man I’ve killed and, Allah willing, he won’t be the last. My only regret is that I didn’t use the other two knives to nail his slimy little friends. But it’s too late now.”

Reshtina wasn’t feeling at all what she should be. She felt elated.

“And now I want you to fight alongside me,” Ghatola said, as if she’d thrown away her last chance of sympathy but these were the words she’d practised. They emerged in a croak.

Reshtina picked up her hands and looked deep into her friend’s eyes. Outside, the children argued, an old woman scolded them. Argue, scold, argue, scold, tears. A cool breeze drifted beneath the doorway. 

“God is great,” she said calmly. “I will.”

​
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Chapter 3: A Marriage of Convenience
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Reshtina dressed in green and white. She sat still while her female relatives put kohl on her eyelids, henna on her hands, slipped borrowed bracelets onto her wrists and rings on her fingers. She travelled to Kandahar by bus accompanied by Balay and Ghatola, a sullen-looking Gharsanay, Durkhani, Zaituna’s and Ambrin’s families, and six of Balay’s labourers, his bodyguards for the occasion. The Majestic Hotel, their destination, was a four-storey turbaza, built during the Soviet occupation on the northernmost outskirts of the town. The bus crawled and the harsh scenery was mostly hidden by billows of dust.

Anoushirvan, the groom, was thin and pock-marked. His sticking-out hair, regular taper cut and pointy beard made his head seem triangular. His fingers left the sleeves of his jacket like wires. Such was his aura of unwholesome frailty, Reshtina wondered if he might be ill. Not that it mattered, since they were never going to have sex. He smiled when he first met her. He asked disinterestedly how her journey had been, then, exactly six minutes later, they entered a room with his father and mother and an even more dejected Gharsanay and Durkhani, and signed the nikah, the marriage contract. The mullah held the Qur’an over their heads and recited an Ayah from Surah 30: “Among His proofs is that He created for you spouses from among yourselves, in order to have peace and contentment with each other, and He placed in your hearts love and care towards your spouses. In this, there are sufficient proofs for people who think.”

Anoushirvan’s family was so wealthy the whole of Kandahar seemed to be at the Walimah party. The couple sat side by side on a yellow chaise longue mounted on a dais at the front of the hall while the guests brought them presents for a full thirty minutes. They performed the tradition of looking at each other in a mirror. Reshtina noticed he looked bored and a little contemptuous. 

Afterwards, the men sat on one side and the women on the other. A group of musicians at the front played the Ashesta Boro and Agar Sabza Boodam and at eight-twenty, five of the younger women got up to dance and show off their dresses while a nineteen year-old seamstress from Aybak painted Reshtina’s toenails. The chandeliers glistened, the air filled with cologne and Chanel. Ninety minutes later, the buffet admitted the guests to all imaginable pilaus with every combination of chicken, lamb and eggplant, and at eleven-thirty, the married couple retired to bed.

The bridal suite overlooked the tennis court illumined by a harvest moon and gilded silhouettes of the far mountains. There was a double bed with a canopy, an ensuite bathroom, a dresser and TV, all in pastel blue and cream, the same colours as the carpet. 

The gun was under the mattress like Ghatola had said. Reshtina changed into gloves and shalwar kameez, descended two floors via the internal fire escape onto a spot-lit corridor, and slipped into the first door on the left. She strode across a worn Persian rug, aimed the barrel at a grey-haired, bearded man as he fumbled with his shoelaces, and pulled the trigger. A string of blood shot out of the front of his head and sprayed the bedclothes. Breathing heavily, she tossed the gun on his corpse and retraced her steps until she was back in her room. In the ensuite, she doused her face in cold water. 

Five minutes later, she tried to climb in bed with her new husband but he shrank and stood up. “You sleep on the floor,” he said.

She found a fleece and coiled up on it. She waited for him to throw her a blanket, but nothing came. She put her clothes back on and got some sheets from the wardrobe.

“How did it go?” he asked her sleepily after about twenty minutes.

“Satisfactorily,” she replied. She hoped it was the right man. But she had a feeling it was. Somewhere, she’d seen him before. As she went to sleep, she reflected that the Americans or the British would probably get the blame – he was almost certainly on one or both of their Most Wanted lists - and there might even be reprisals. But she didn’t care about that. She hated the Americans and the British.

The next night, Anoushirvan left her alone and went out to an assignation. And the night after. She realised that this was how it was going to be until Balay died now – if she was lucky - but also that it was what she’d signed up for. 

Anoushirvan’s home was a sixth-floor flat in Aina Mena overlooking a strip of wasteland and a chicken coop, with a bed for himself and a cot for her. He went out every night to meet his lover, confiding his woes to Reshtina when things went wrong. Otherwise, he was silent. He expected his meals cooked and brought to the table, his bath run, his bed made, his washing done, his cigarettes lit. But he didn’t beat her nor did she ever wake up wondering how, given what had happened to her eyes, bones and skin, she was still alive. She was merely a slave, and in this sense, happier than some wives she knew of.  

Ghatola came to Kandahar every weekend. Anoushirvan diverted Balay while the two women lay in bed or went shooting. Their walking out alone wasn’t as scandalous here as in the country, and they soon discovered that, if they chose a man at random, shadowed him three blocks, then switched to another, they could obviate even this peccadillo. 

Their targets were always men who murdered women as a warning to other women. Their routine hardly varied. (1) A chadri for the gunshot, then run into the doorway of a public building; (2) remove chadri to reveal second-level disguise - a man with beard; (3) enter said building, wash, change, apply make-up, let hair down, leave via the entrance, a glamorous Western-style woman. For indoor killings they took turns, one the lookout, the other the assassin. The pistols always came through Ghatola, different makes and models according to the task in hand: front loading, fixed cylinder, top break, single action, double action, automatic, semi automatic, with or without silencers. Reshtina never met Ghatola’s contacts, nor did Ghatola ever encourage her interest. Six months after the wedding, they’d killed twelve men between them. They celebrated with a ginger cake.

Everyone commented on how marriage had changed Reshtina, no one ever said for better or worse. Ghatola considered it simple but unsettling: she’d assumed the queen’s mantle. As Ghatola had eclipsed Zaituna, so Reshtina had eclipsed Ghatola. Some weekends she even felt afraid of her. Her plan that they elope after Balay’s death started to fade. It was too difficult to imagine Reshtina living without violence. At some deep level no one had discerned till now, hatred clung to her like rain to dry soil. 

Yet nor could Ghatola imagine living without her.

Twice, she hypnotised her to discover where the malignity’s source lay, but she couldn’t reach behind the drone attack. Of that time, all Reshtina said was gibberish. According to Balay, who had it from Garsanay, who had it from the village elders who’d dumped her on his doorstep, it had taken her two days to regain consciousness after the blast. She had to be told what her name was, who the dead were, what a drone was, the meaning of the Shahadah, how to go to the toilet, wash, boil water. Her wounds became infected, so she perched on the border-wire of death for a further fortnight. All things considered, it was a miracle she was still alive, let alone fit to re-marry. 

The second time she put her under hypnosis, Ghatola was tempted by Shaytan. She’d been his handmaid so long she’d forgotten how to resist, so she asked Reshtina if she was in love. When she replied with her usual string of baby-talk, Ghatola brought her round and sat looking out of the window, blank-eyed, smoking a Marlboro. Reshtina asked her what was wrong, Ghatola told her and they argued. That night, the two couples – Balay and Ghatola, Anoushirvan and Reshtina – went to a Sufi gathering in a second floor apartment in Zoar Shar, the two women still at odds. The sheikh re-told the story of Ibrahim’s temptation by Iblis, and during the Allah Hu, Ghatola wept so hard they had to bring her away.

The next day, one of her regular contacts from the Afghan Women’s Reparation Brigade called her mobile. The Taliban had found her guilty of the murder of Faridun and they were planning to ambush Balay’s chauffeur-driven Corolla just before he reached home. What they would then do to her was both complicated, insofar as it would involve lots of stages, and simple, in that it could only have one ending. Balay had already been informed through other, equally concerned, channels.

Ghatola knew her husband. He was bullish enough to relish the challenge. He’d imagine he could buy in lots of mercenaries, go on the counter-attack and give them a taste of their own medicine. 

Her suspicions were confirmed when she came home to find him sitting on his bed in the wallpapered room Anoushirvan had supplied for their stay-over, holding court with two men she’d never seen before, both young, vicious-looking and solemn. They looked at her as if she was intruding.

“Have you something to tell me?” she asked her husband.

“What do you mean?” he asked.

“I heard in the market the Taliban are planning to attack us.”

Balay looked as if he’d been stung by an insect. “Wait outside,” he told the two men. 

When they’d closed the door behind them, he gestured for his wife to sit on the floor. She obeyed.

“Who told you?” he asked.

“Someone I’ve never seen before. A woman. It’s true, isn’t it?”

“There’s nothing to worry about,” he replied. “It’s taken care of. As far as they know, we don’t suspect a thing. I’m going to unleash the forces of hell on them.”

Ghatola put her head in her hands.

“What’s the alternative?” he said. “We can’t run away. Where could we go?”

She sighed. “Are we fighting because we think we’re going to win, or because we’ve no alternative?”

“Both.”

“You realise it’s me they’re after? They think I’m responsible for Faridun’s murder.”

“And are you?”

“No!”

“You were the only eyewitness. The other boys you said you saw carrying those knives are still around. If they feel aggrieved, maybe that’s because - ”

“I did see them!” 

He shrugged and smiled. “I must admit, I had my suspicions at the time. Never mind, it suited my purposes to get rid of the slimy bastard too. Anyway, it’s irrelevant because it’s gone way beyond that now. It’s a family uprising.”

“I’m not sure I follow.”

“The Taliban want you dead because of Faridun. My sons want both of us dead because they’re tired of waiting for the house and all that goes with it. And they’re all working together.”

Her heart fell over. “Then – then we’re finished! We can’t possibly stand up against all of them!”

“Not through force alone, I admit. Cunning has to play its part.”

“Sorry, I’m not following.”

“What do you really think of Anoushirvan’s wife?”

There were so many twists in this conversation, her head felt airy. “Reshtina? What’s she - ”

“Because I think she’s a bad influence on you. And Anoushirvan says she’s disrespectful to him too. Anyway, you can wave goodbye to her.”

“What do you mean?”

“No one in the Taliban knows what you look like. She’s going to stand in for you, and hopefully they’ll stone her so hard she’ll be unrecognisable. Anoushirvan’s agreed, because I’m the only one who can save his life. Turns out he’s queer. Garsanay’s been watching him, believe it or not. Now don’t get me wrong, Ghatola, that sort of thing’s all right when you’re a young man, unmarried maybe, but he’s a newlywed, for God’s sake. Anyway, I’ve put it out all over the city, so the mujahideen are on their way to get him as we speak.”

“Oh, my God.”

He chuckled. “Don’t worry, it won’t come to that. I happen to know there’s a vacancy for a warlord’s batcha in Daykundi. It won’t be quite the lifestyle the greasy bastard’s been used to, and it’s the opposite of what he deserves, but Ustad Abdul Baru will give him what he’s been used to and more. Anyway, Reshtina should pacify the Taliban. Which just leaves my sons.” He laughed. “They’ll shit themselves when they realise their backup’s all gone.”

She got to her feet, still reeling. “When you say she’s ‘going to stand in for me’ ... ”

“I don’t mean she knows. No, I’ve got some friends coming round tonight to bind and gag her. They’ll cut her tongue out first, because we don’t want her denying she’s you, and that’ll mean putting her to sleep so she doesn’t bite any fingers off. Anoushirvan’s department, that. His brother’s a doctor. Until then, keep out of her way. After this has all blown over, we’ll pretend you’re someone else and we’ll ‘remarry’. It’ll be as if it never happened.”

She sat down on the rug again, feeling she’d faint if she didn’t put more of her viscera closer to the floor.

Balay got up. “You just stay here. Try to get some sleep. The next twenty-four hours are going to be very busy. And don’t fret. I’ve looked it over from every angle. Nothing can go wrong. And don’t brood on Reshtina. She should probably have died in that bomb attack on her village. She survived for this, if you ask me. It’s God’s will.”

If she never heard another man talking about ‘God’s will’ again, it would be too soon. She waited till he’d left the room, counted to twenty and tried the door. Then again. 

Locked.

Of course, why wouldn’t it be?

She had to have a cigarette. Waves of nausea swept over her like blasts of acrid air and she wasn’t even sure a chestful of nicotine would help. She opened the window in case she needed to vomit. Bloody hell, the cigarettes weren’t in the wardrobe. Never mind, she needed a plan, a plan.

The room contained the wardrobe, a bed and side-table - where the Marlboro were, thank God - a rug and a large tilt window with white curtains. Whatever her scheme, it would have to involve some combination of these. And there was a sensor in the corner, too small for a camera, and what would a camera be doing in here anyway?

Then her pulse raced. Obviously not a camera, stupid. A smoke alarm.

She gathered all the chadris from the cupboard, piled them up next to the door and thrust the lighter beneath them. They caught fire as if they’d been made for it, and she took the bedclothes and heaped them on, then pushed the wardrobe over. 

In a minute the alarm would sound and if they didn’t think to rescue her, the door would burn down and she’d be free. She lit a cigarette and moved over to the window so she wouldn’t choke. It was a long way down and jumping wasn’t an option. 

But suddenly, it wasn’t just a bonfire any more. The wardrobe had caught now – everything was happening at three or four times the speed she’d anticipated - and flames crept along the floor as if they were chewing the rug up and spitting it out red hot. She screamed – part of her plan from the start, but much easier now she was actually frightened. The alarm began to sound and the door caved outwards, taking the fire with missionary zeal into Anoushirvan’s hallway. She could hear men shouting and suddenly a bucketful of water came into the room like a joke. It fizzled and the flames ate it as if it was a delicacy. She screamed again.

What had she done? Suddenly, its whole horror sank in. She’d set an entire building alight and the only way she wasn’t going to get cooked was if she threw herself out of the window, which was suicide. She’d have to climb through the inferno if she was to survive. Then what?

The ceiling was on fire now. She coughed and retched and tried to huddle into herself. A fireball leapt across the room and set the curtains alight. She yowled in terror and suddenly she could only stop screaming to resume coughing. At the same time, she was getting woozy and all she could think of was Reshtina. 

That was what all this was for: Reshtina. She had to attempt an exit, then find her.

She threw herself at the doorway and clambered over the scorching embers into what she thought would be safety. But the fire was out here as well and she’d already been in it too long. She felt her clothes on fire and her flesh blistering like a mad itch. The whole hallway was ablaze, but at its end she could see Reshtina shrieking at her. 
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