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      To the strong women in my life – 
my mother Donna, my sister Shannon, 
and my daughters Zalie and Brenna.

      With thanks for all your stories.

   

      INDIA AND AFGHANISTAN, 1845
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      Some Kiss We Want

      
         There is some kiss we want

         
         with our whole lives, the touch of

         
         spirit on the body . . .



      
         
         At night, I open the window and

         
         ask the moon to come

         
         and press its face

         
         against mine. 
         

         
         Breathe into me.

         
      

      Jelaluddin Rumi, thirteenth century

   
      
      PROLOGUE

      Atlantic Ocean, 1856

      I HAVE ALWAYS BEEN told I was wicked.
      

      This is my story, then: full of my wickedness and my attempts at goodness, of power found, lost, and found again. Of beliefs
         destroyed and rebuilt, of faith in oneself and in others. The strength carried in poetry and fables, in dreams and desires.
         It is a story of love and of hatred, all the contrasts you know, and have already experienced; all the pieces that make up
         the whole, make up a life – intricate as the veins in a leaf, the patterns of the stars, the seeds in a pomegranate.
      

      The pomegranate is difficult to find here, in this land I sail from, this damp land with its layers of greys and greens, the
         land not my birthplace. I have been brought one of the crimson, hard fruits today, as a special gift, for a special reason.
         In time you will learn of it.
      

      I’ve cut open the pomegranate, and the seeds are in a white bowl in my lap; I reach into the cool, smooth porcelain and bring
         one seed to my mouth. It is plump and sweet against my lips, then its taste floods over my tongue, filling me with memories
         of my own country. My watan.
      

      Now my thoughts of that place and my life there run through me, but unlike the seed on my tongue, this taste is bittersweet.
         There are so many twisted threads that were woven together, slowly and steadily, to create the crooked tapestry that became
         my life. In my mind I can see the hands that held those threads – those of my grandmother with her past, hidden life in the
         zenana, of my Tajik father and mother, of the dirty Kafir whore, and of my Pushtun husband. And sometimes, although such thoughts
         are blasphemous, I even see the hands of Allah, with silken filaments looping between His most holy of fingers.
      

      It is still difficult to speak these thoughts aloud, for in my watan women are punished for far less than daring to think that Allah would care about the life of one obstinate and ill-mannered
         Tajik girl.
      

      And although I am safe now, my mind opening like the captured moth released from the palm, old habits die hard, and I still
         hold many of my reflections and desires close.
      

      Please read my story and, as you do, ponder this question: Am I truly wicked? And when it is over, you can be the judge.

   
      
      
PART ONE


      In the Shadow of the 
Hindu Kush, 
Afghanistan, 1845

   
      
      CHAPTER ONE

      
      MY GRANDMOTHER WAS called Mahdokht – Daughter of the Moon.
      

      
      There was nobody like my grandmother in our village; she was looked upon as an outsider even though she had been brought to
         Susmâr Khord as a bride by my father’s father. She was not a Tajik; she was not even of this land. She was, she said, a Circassian,
         born in a country of mountains – the Caucasus Mountains, which rose between the Black and Caspian Seas. She had been beautiful,
         with fair skin and thick, lustrous hair of brown streaked with a colour like gleaming honey.
      

      
      My grandmother told me the stories of her life in other places, stories in great detail that seemed clear and true, even though
         she could no longer remember what time of year it was, what she had last eaten, or the names of many of the people in our
         village. When she told me her old stories her face grew calm, and she had a look of being at the same time awake and yet dreaming.
      

      
      She told me that because of her great beauty, she, like many of the other girls from her mountains, with their pale skin and
         large eyes and wild manes of hair, were sold by their parents. They were much sought after by the sultans of the land called
         the Sweet Waters of Asia, where the water bore the name Bosporus. She was taken there when only eight years old, on a long
         and wearying journey. She had been born a non-believer with another name, but when she arrived at the zenana of the sultan she was renamed and trained in the ways of Islam. She could not remember the name she had been given by her
         parents, as no one had spoken it to her in over seventy summers.
      

      
      Because she was so young, much younger than the other mountain girls on that first journey, she was given to the sultan’s
         daughter. The princess treated her as a living plaything; she bathed her and braided her hair and dressed her in fine clothing.
         ‘A child doll, I was,’ my grandmother said, treated with gentleness when the princess was happy, slapped and pinched when
         a foul mood overtook her.
      

      
      After some time, when the child Mahdokht grew more mature, the princess became weary of her pretty plaything. She sent her
         to live cloistered with all the other girls and women, where she became a slave concubine. I didn’t know the word concubine;
         my grandmother simply shook her head when I asked its meaning.
      

      
      She told me that because of the teachings of Islam, she accepted that her personal fate was set before she was born – written
         on her forehead, she said, tapping her lined brow with her fingertips. Trapped within the walls of the zenana, she spent her time in an idle life. In the days she bathed and perfumed her skin and learned to sing and dance and recite
         poetry, and she ate wonderful food prepared by slaves beneath her. She spent her nights smoking a pipe filled with keyf, which gave her magical dreams, and listening to the poetry and stories of the other captive women, stories which told of
         their own lands, or stories born from loneliness and boredom.
      

      
      ‘Tragedy and love, Daryâ,’ she said. ‘Suffering and joy. These are the four corners of a life.’

      
      She taught me these songs and poems in Persian, the language so like the common Dari spoken by all in our Tajik village, but
         even more beautiful with its slight variations.
      

      
      ‘It was very wonderful?’ I asked, trying to imagine a life where one did not work, where there was only eating and sleeping
         and telling stories. How could it not be wonderful?
      

      
      But my grandmother’s face closed. ‘Sometimes. But we were closely guarded by the beardless men – those who have been cut so
         they are men but not men – and there was danger, always danger, within the walls of the zenana.’
      

      
      ‘Danger?’

      
      ‘The zenana was also a treacherous place,’ she said. ‘There was idle gossip, and the lies of rivals, and often girls disappeared – poisoned,
         their bodies flung to the bottom of the Sweet Waters. That is why I escaped; I knew my time would come also, for I had seen
         I was a threat.’
      

      
      ‘But why were you a threat? How did you escape?’ I had asked, but at this point my grandmother would tell me little of her
         life after the zenana.
      

      
      She didn’t speak of these things when my mother or father were nearby; the secrecy was obvious, and I didn’t question this,
         even though I was a girl who questioned many things. I loved these stories; the idea that she – and therefore I – was part
         of another tribe filled me with a wild, sweet longing for something I couldn’t name, but which slid over and through me, slippery
         and enticing. I looked at her and tried to see the beautiful girl from the faraway mountains. But to me she looked like the
         other old women of our village, just another grandmother – a mâdar kalân – with thinning white hair and a whiskery chin and dim eyes sunken in a nest of wrinkles. I saw nothing of myself in her.
         My hair had no streaks of honey; it was such a dark brown as to be almost black. And while my eyes were not grey like hers
         (mine were green), Mâdar Kalân told me that when she looked into my eyes she saw her own in shape and in the framing of thick
         dark eyelashes she had once had.
      

      
      One of the things she wouldn’t speak of was how she came to Afghanistan; I sensed it was not her choosing to live out her
         life in this small farming village of Susmâr Khord. She had seen too much, knew too much, to be content here. She sometimes
         spoke of another man, not my grandfather, who had died before I was born – one she called her true husband, her only beloved.
         She talked of her other children by him, born long before my uncle and my father, who, she always said, had been a gift from
         God: my father, born to her in a time of life when women are no longer fertile, was a son to bring a daughter-in-law to care
         for her in her old age. She sometimes cried, telling me of those other children – those alive and yet lost, and those already
         in paradise, like her first child, born dead in the zenana, and my father’s older brother who had died at the hands of men wearing red coats in the battle in Kabul.
      

      
      ‘These men of the British Empire,’ my grandmother said, ‘they wish to take this country. Their own country, Inglestân – England
         – is not enough for them. They believe there is none finer than their blood, pale, thin, and it should be spread throughout
         all the world.’
      

      
      She sang then, in a cracked and rusty voice, the foreign song I had long ago memorised. She told me what the words to this
         song meant: the people of England ruled everything, even the water of the oceans, and that they would always be rulers, and
         never be slaves. Rule, Britannia, Britannia, rule the waves. I liked the twisting foreign words on my tongue, and often sang the song under my breath.
      

      
      ‘There was a painting, a painting I remember now,’ she said, looking at me after we had once sung the song together. ‘I think
         it is your face in the painting.’
      

      
      I knew then, by her fading voice, by the distant look in her eyes, that she was going away from me, from our village, and
         back to another time and place. I waited, patiently, for I knew this pattern, knew she would return.
      

      
      ‘The painting, Mâdar Kalân?’ I gently reminded her, finally.

      
      She blinked and looked back at me. ‘The painting hung in the home of the man who held my heart in his hand. He came from that
         faraway place, from England, all the way to Ankara, in Turkey, where he found me after I escaped from the zenana. And he desired me, for it was my time of greatest beauty. He bought me from the master who then owned me, but he treated
         me with more kindness than any other man I had known. He gave me a son and a daughter. Beautiful. Beautiful,’ she said. ‘With
         skin like milk. My babies.’ She fell silent, and then tears came from the corners of her eyes. I had heard of these lost children
         many times, but she had never before mentioned a painting. I leaned towards her and softly wiped her face with the edge of
         her headscarf.
      

      
      ‘It’s all right, Mâdar Kalân,’ I said, speaking in Persian, as she did. ‘Don’t cry. What was the painting of?’ I prompted.

      
      ‘There was fighting, as always,’ she said, still in that other time. ‘He ran, one child under each arm. He turned to call
         to me. But it was too late. He disappeared, and I ...’ She wept. ‘My little ones, my little ones. What happened to them?
         What happened to my beloved?’
      

      
      I took her hand between mine and stroked it. ‘The painting, Mâdar Kalân? What of the painting?’

      
      She shook her head, as if trying to clear her thoughts. ‘It was of a woman. She wore a helmet, and carried a shield and a
         weapon with three teeth; she wore the fighting armour of a man.’
      

      
      ‘Who was she?’

      
      ‘She was the British Empire,’ my grandmother said, and again sang the song.

      
      I waited until she was done. ‘What do you mean?’

      
      ‘The British Empire is like a powerful woman.’

      
      ‘A powerful woman? What woman has power?’ I knew, as I asked, that my grandmother must be confused again. Women were not powerful
         in Susmâr Khord.
      

      
      But she didn’t answer; she was dozing with her head drooping forward on her thin, loose-skinned neck. I studied her as she
         slept, wishing I could go inside her head and see all she had seen, know what she knew.
      

      
      In spite of the marvellous stories Mâdar Kalân spun into the air for me, she now had to be watched like a child. She wandered
         about the house in the middle of the night, grew anxious about which sleeping quilts were hers, and sometimes forgot to go
         to the screened corner of the courtyard, soiling herself and then striking her chest in shame.
      

      
      My mother was busy with the cooking and cleaning of the house, and my father, of course, would not be expected to care for
         a woman. I was the only child, and so it fell to me to tend and watch over my grandmother. But it was not a duty; it gave
         me a quiet happiness to help her, such was the fierce, somehow protective love I felt for her. She was the only person who
         brought something large to my own small and cloistered life, who made it seem possible that there were other lives and other worlds beyond the walls of our village, that there was more
         beyond the horizons bounded by the fields and mountains.
      

      
      And no matter how many times she repeated herself, telling me again and again about the places she had seen, the rivers and
         cities, deserts and too many wonders of the world for me to keep count, the same stories and poems and songs, over and over,
         tales of the zenana with its love and betrayal, joy and death – I didn’t mind. Sometimes she would ask me questions about her stories, ask me
         to repeat them to her, and I wondered whether she wanted to listen to me to see if I had remembered what she had said, or
         whether this was because the familiar tales were beginning to fade, like her memory of the day, and she wanted me to make
         them clear to her again.
      

      
      On fine evenings I would help Mâdar Kalân up the rough ladder to the flat roof, pushing her from behind, and then I would
         clamber around her and pull on her twisted hands, pulling and tugging her off the ladder and on to the roof. I supported her
         while she caught her breath from the climb, and she would lean heavily on me as she settled herself on the small faded rugs
         there. Our house was on the outskirts of the village, so from our roof we could see the fields spreading out around us, the
         purple shadows of the mountains in the distance.
      

      
      We would sit together as the sun went down, waiting for the night sky with its moon and stars. She knew the meaning of the
         pathways of the stars, and had stories about the shapes they created. Mâdar Kalân told me that here, in my watan, the sickle moon was a male, and it was believed that women should revere and sit at the foot of the moon in the same way
         that we should sit at the feet of men. But, she also told me, in other, faraway places, the moon is a woman.
      

      
      ‘Is it a different moon, then, in these different places?’ I asked.

      
      She shook her head. ‘It is like the belief in Allah. Not all believe in him, but have their own gods.’

      
      ‘Isn’t Allah all-powerful?’ I asked, aghast at this declaration, the first time she spoke of Allah the Merciful in this way.

      
      ‘Only to those who worship Him,’ she said. ‘There are many people who pray to different gods, just as there are people who
         believe what they will about the moon. Some say the moon is a woman, full and round in times of plenty, thin and pale in times
         of hardship. I don’t know about Allah, child. I just don’t know. But this’ – here she pointed skyward – ‘I know. That there
         is only one moon, one sun, but more stars than there are people on the earth.’
      

      
      Looking at my grandmother as she spoke, her face pouched and uneven in the moon’s glow, I was reminded of that round, pale
         moon with its shadows and markings. I thought I understood why someone in a faraway place, so long ago, had decided on her
         name. And I decided to believe that the moon was, indeed, a woman. Of my grandmother’s strange talk about Allah and other
         gods I wasn’t so sure; perhaps it was only her confusion.
      

      
      But I would never speak to anyone about either.

      
      ‘Do you think I’ll ever see any of the places you have known?’ I asked her.

      
      ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘You will. I know this, for you are like me. People who are content often remain in one place,’ she said.
         In the darkness I saw the whites of her eyes. ‘Those who are not move about, looking for the contentment that eludes them.’
         She looked back at the sky. ‘Your power will not allow you to find contentment easily.’
      

      
      I made a sound of annoyance, but Mâdar Kalân continued to speak as if she had not heard me. ‘This village – this country –
         is not the only world,’ she said. ‘This you will come to see in time. You have the power, Daryâ. You will not be content here.
         You must go.’
      

      
      ‘Where will I go?’ I asked, an unexpected thump of dread filling my stomach.

      
      She continued to look at the sky, slowly shaking her head as if arguing with an unheard voice. ‘It is there that you will
         find what you seek.’
      

      
      ‘What I seek? But I don’t know—’

      
      ‘No, you don’t know yet. But one day you will take out your power, and use it to live the life you desire,’ she said. ‘A life
         such as I once knew, for too brief a time. A life where you are truly alive.’ And then she said no more.
      

      
      Even though I was young, I understood her hopes for me – that I not live out my life as my mother did, and as she herself
         had in her later years. But how was this to happen? I knew only my village of Susmâr Khord, set in a low valley in the shadow
         of the Hindu Kush. Its houses were made of mud mixed with crushed limestone and straw, low mud walls enclosing the compound
         of each house. Within our compound was a storage shed, a small corral for the animals, the summer cooking area of raised,
         tamped earth where we could also wash dishes and clothes, and the secluded area for our private business. The spread of carpets
         in the shade of our lime and mulberry trees was for my mother’s visitors, so they could sit in seclusion and talk with their
         faces uncovered.
      

      
      My father was a farmer. The fields were fertile; water was diverted from the streams that ran from tributaries of the far-off
         rivers on to the carefully levelled plots of thin soil in the winding valleys south of the Hindu Kush. When the cooler days
         of autumn arrived, and the last of the winnowing of the grain was completed, my father, like a number of the other men, also
         had a winter trade. During the cold unproductive months in Susmâr Khord, he would pack his tools and ride to Kabul, where
         he could earn money working as a carpenter, repairing the homes of the wealthy city dwellers.
      

      
      My father worked hard, and was good with his hands. He kept our home well-maintained. We rarely went hungry. But he was often
         angry, disappointed, and this arose from the fact that a man who had only one daughter was to be pitied. He longed for a son
         to help him with the work and bring him self-esteem. I know that my father felt that he was less of a man than his fellow
         villagers because of his lack of family. With his father and brother dead, there was no elder to sit on the roof with him,
         talking at the end of a long hot day in the field. His mother was no longer able to reprimand and support her daughter-in-law
         in the running of the house.
      

      
      There was no noise and bustle; no brood of children to scold or boast about. There was only me.
      

      
      More and more he took this frustration out by striking me – for not bringing his tea quickly enough, for not noticing the
         water jug was almost empty, for not lowering my eyes when he reprimanded me. For nothing more than the fact that I was a girl.
      

      
      And because of this my own anger towards him burned within me.

      
      My feelings for my mother were more complex. I didn’t love her with the clear and bright light I had for my grandmother. And
         I felt none of the venom that burned in my chest towards my father. My mother was quiet and simple. She did what was expected,
         passive and accepting. I saw her as I saw so many of the other women of the village, finding pleasure in the home and in quiet
         companionship with other women, with raising their children. And I saw that she expected me, once I was no longer a child,
         to find happiness in the preparation of our meals, in sweeping the raised wooden floors and arranging the rugs and quilts
         in our simple one-roomed house with its curtained sleeping area for her and my father. She shook her head, her lips tight,
         at my disinterest in cleaning and sewing, at the number of cups and dishes I broke, clumsy in my haste to finish washing and
         drying them.
      

      
      I could not be content with these simple household chores, or with the long, gossipy visits of our neighbours in the warm
         courtyard. I was always restless, always needing to move. I didn’t feel I belonged with the other girls and young women in
         Susmâr Khord; I was unlike them – different, even, to my best friend Gawhar. And maybe this was another bond I shared with
         my grandmother. Although she was accepted and treated with respect in Susmâr Khord – for her husband had carried some power
         in the village – she had always been looked upon as an outsider, even now, when so old. And didn’t I feel this way as well?
         Although born in Susmâr Khord, somehow I thought of myself as an outsider, dissatisfied with the constraints of my simple
         and yet good life, although I couldn’t name the reasons for this discontent. I was regularly in trouble with my mother, and even more so with my father. I could not be obedient.
      

      
      That summer, in the hot August of my eleventh year, I grew more and more tense, more edgy. I wanted more than daily trips
         to the bread oven or well in the town square, more than sitting on the roof at night and looking at the stars. Mâdar Kalân
         slept much of the time now, some days not rising from her quilts even after I had helped her wash and eat.
      

      
      I wanted to know what the mullah instructed the boys in the mosque; I wanted to hear him speak of the Koran, to hear the holy
         words which came from his mouth. His lips, buried within his thin white beard, were thick, and glistened with a purple hue.
      

      
      The mosque was mud-coloured, like the rest of the buildings in my town, although on one inner wall was a glorious design of
         the Tree of Life created from tiles – tiles of blue to frighten the evil jinn. The tiles were indigo and cobalt, azure and turquoise, and I longed to run my hands over their cool, glazed, smooth surface.
         Behind the mosque was a dusty, deserted courtyard with only a few ancient and gnarled mulberry trees. But it was here, in
         this place where nobody seemed to visit, that I crept one afternoon, hearing the drone of voices from inside the mosque. I
         dared not look in the window, knowing the mullah might spot me, but crept along the wall. And then I saw it: a crack in the
         wall, between two high, narrow windows. The crack was low down; I had to bend my knees to peer through it. But it gave me
         a clear picture of the mosque. There were the backs of the boys; they sat on worn cotton prayer rugs. The mullah, standing
         before them with a Koran in his hands, led them in his low, monotone voice as he read from the book. The boys swayed back
         and forth rhythmically as their voices repeated the mullah’s words. I felt as if thin, invisible threads, fine as those of
         the spider, attached their words to the mullah’s, and his words were attached to those on the page. Everything in me yearned
         to know this connection, to feel this learning.
      

      
      We had a Koran on a shelf above our door; my father had told me never to touch it, for it would be wicked for my hands to pollute it.
      

      
      And yet the day I made the discovery of the hole in the wall of the mosque, I went home and waited until there was no one
         there but my grandmother, who watched me without speaking. I took my father’s Koran into my hands and gently caressed its
         creased and torn pages, wondering at the black, twisted forms on paper so thin it was almost transparent. This was blasphemy
         in itself, but my need to know its secrets was greater than my obedience.
      

      
      The next day I hid the holy book under my long dress, tucked into the waist of my loose trousers. And then I sat in the dusty
         courtyard behind the mosque with the book in my hands, following the mullah’s words, mimicking the boys swaying on their mats.
         I whispered almost soundlessly while around me chickens scratched in the dirt and the earth smelled sour and the leaves of
         the twisted mulberry trees rustled in the summer breeze. Day after day I returned to my place behind the mosque while my mother
         assumed I waited for our bread at the oven in the centre of the village. I didn’t think I would be seen.
      

      
      And even if I was caught, what of it? I was often punished for my disobedience.

      
      How was I to foresee that this time would be different?

   
      
      CHAPTER TWO

      
      IT WAS VERY hot the day the world changed. Everything was still, and there was only an occasional whisper of a breeze sluggishly churning
         the sultry air. I was at my spot in the courtyard of the mosque, kneeling, the book resting on my thighs. I didn’t touch it,
         for my palms were wet with sweat. The mullah’s droning voice took on the tone of a large, buzzing insect, matching the sound
         of the flies that lit on my damp forehead. I brushed them away with quick, annoyed slaps, shaking my head and trying to focus
         my thoughts. The sun had moved so that the leaves of the mulberry no longer protected me. I thought I might leave, but at
         that moment a shadow fell over me. I looked up, my legs tensed to run, but it was only Basaam. He was a few years older than
         I, a dull-witted, mainly harmless boy who spent much of his time following the younger boys – for the boys his age shunned
         him – and doing what they asked of him: usually silly acts of humiliation that made them laugh. He would beam as he made a
         fool of himself, pleased for the attention and what he must have thought was friendship. But on occasions I had also seen
         an unexpectedly sharp expression in his usually vacant eyes, as if for brief moments he was aware that he had not been blessed,
         that he did not have the same respect as the other boys. At these times his shuffling, grinning and amiable character would
         change, inexplicably, as if a sharp finger had poked him once, hard, on the back of the head, and awoken a cruel side. I had
         seen him push down a little girl and step on her fingers. Another time, when he couldn’t keep up with the boys running ahead,
         he had grabbed a small dog who innocently trotted by, twisting its neck as the animal snarled and snapped in pain and confusion. He had dropped it only when its teeth sank into his thumb.
      

      
      But on this day Basaam smiled at me in his usual wet, open-mouthed grin, and I put my finger to my lips. He did the same,
         nodding vigorously and smiling even more broadly so that I saw his discoloured back teeth, strung with saliva. Then he wandered
         away, kicking at pebbles. The mullah did not allow him into the mosque to study with the other boys, I knew, because he couldn’t
         concentrate and made loud noises which distracted the others.
      

      
      I turned my attention back to the mullah. But a short time later a shadow fell over me again, and this time I looked up in
         annoyance, opening my mouth to tell Basaam to go away. But it was my mother, appearing at my side with no warning sound of
         footsteps. She grabbed my arm as I glimpsed Basaam’s shirt-tail disappearing round the corner of the mosque.
      

      
      My mother glared at me, her fingers gripping my upper arm so tightly that it ached. ‘Daryâ, you evil girl,’ she whispered,
         her words clipped and hard even though spoken so quietly. She took the Koran from me, glancing at the crack in the wall. Then
         she crouched beside me, moving her head so that she could see what I saw. ‘Here near the boys, watching such things. It is
         not allowed. Lower your eyes, now.’
      

      
      But I wouldn’t lower my eyes. All I ever heard was that I wasn’t allowed to touch, to hear or to watch because I was a girl.
         I shook my arm to free it of my mother’s grip. ‘Stop it. You’re hurting. And why am I so evil because I want to know of our
         holy book?’ I demanded, knowing, as I did so, that there was no answer she could give. Some things just are.
      

      
      She made a hissing noise and I fell silent, but I still scowled at her. She tightened her grip, dragging me up. I pried her
         fingers from my arm and walked in front of her, staring straight ahead. I would not have anyone see her treat me so. We passed
         other women; some shook their heads as they saw me striding ahead of my mother, my chin up, my steps long and ungraceful.
         I had known for some time that they pitied my mother for having such a bold, wayward daughter, and I thought, as they passed
         me, that more than one sent a grateful prayer to Allah for their own modest, obedient daughters.
      

      
      Once inside our house my mother grabbed my arm again, throwing me on to the rug nearest the wall before reverently returning
         the Koran to its shelf. She didn’t allow me food or water for the rest of the day. My grandmother, from her dark corner, cast
         glances at me, and I longed to run to her and bury my head in her lap, as I had often done when my mother scolded me or my
         father slapped me. At one point, when my mother’s back was turned, I made a motion to rise and go to my grandmother, saying,
         pleadingly, ‘Mâdar Kalân’, but she shook her head, patting the air with her knobby, twisted fingers, and I knew this time
         was different. This was not like spilling the clay urn of water because I tried to run with it, or burning the rice because
         instead of watching it I watched the clouds. It was not like hiding in the fields when I should have been doing chores, or
         taking another woman’s loaf of bread from the oven when I tired of waiting for ours to bake. It was not like making a face
         at the cranky old man who always sat on the steps of the châykhâna with a cup of chây – tea – in his hand.
      

      
      Perhaps, I began to realise, what I had done was not one of my silly, childish acts of defiance. Turning from my grandmother’s
         worried face, I lay down with my back to the room, wrapping my arms around my empty belly.
      

      
      My head throbbed with the heat, and my dry throat ached. After some time my father’s heavy footsteps approached our house,
         but before he entered my mother went outside. I sat up and faced the door, heard the rapid, distressed murmur of her voice,
         and then my father’s louder one. When he stormed into the house his face was dark, his lips a straight line.
      

      
      He came towards me and I jumped up. ‘You will be punished for your inappropriate conduct,’ he shouted, staring at the wall
         over my head as if I were too disgusting to look at. ‘No daughter will embarrass me in this way.’
      

      
      I knew it was wrong to listen to the mullah, but I couldn’t understand the depth of his anger. I also knew better than to
         question him, but continued to study his face, trying to make sense of his rage.
      

      
      ‘Lower your eyes,’ he roared, as his gaze came back to me. ‘And cover your insolent face.’ He reached out and yanked my headscarf
         so that it fell over my face. I did not yet need to wear the veil; my woman’s time had not come. ‘I stopped for a glass of
         tea at the chây-khâna, but left in shame when others laughed about your behaviour. Women can’t stop their wagging tongues. Already everyone knows
         of your rude and disrespectful actions.’
      

      
      He loomed angrier than I had ever witnessed: a large, watery shadow through the thin fabric of my headscarf. ‘Have you learned
         nothing yet? Do you dare to show me no respect, to stare into my eyes as if you are my equal?’ he shouted, and I dropped my
         chin. But he was enraged, and now I understood. It was not only because of what I had done, but because of how he had felt
         in front of his friends. He raised his hand and struck me, on both sides of my face, and my headscarf fell to my shoulders.
         He had slapped me before, often, but never with such force. The strength of his second blow knocked me down, and I fell on
         to my hip and elbow. And then his hard, work-roughened hands rained blows on to my shoulders and back. I heard my grandmother
         cry out, and I curled into a tight circle, trying to protect myself. But now he pulled me up. ‘I shall show you how a disrespectful
         daughter is treated,’ he said, and dragged me through the room, my feet tripping on the rugs. I was shocked, unable to breathe
         properly. I stumbled behind him into the fading sunlight. At first I thought he would take me to our courtyard to beat me
         further, but he led me away from our house and towards the village square.
      

      
      The streets of our village fanned out from the square like spokes in a wheel, and there were no connecting lanes. I was glad
         that most people would be in their courtyards behind their homes at this time of day, walled within their own privacy, and
         hoped that few would witness me being pulled through the streets.
      

      
      We came into the centre of the square, a large area of hard earth, shaded from the sun by the leafy canopy of walnut and pomegranate trees around the border. I saw the mosque directly across the square from the chây-khâna and beside the teahouse the well and bread ovens.
      

      
      I thought then that my father would take me to the well, would dash water on me in an attempt to cleanse me of my evil ways.

      
      ‘This girl has disrespected the ways of Allah,’ he shouted, his voice so loud and unexpected that I flinched. The two women
         at the ovens looked at us, their hands still, and men appeared at the door of the mosque and the chây-khâna. ‘She has behaved in a manner shameful to the village. She must be taught a lesson.’ That he would shout out about my disobedience,
         draw attention to me, so that all might look, was unbelievable.
      

      
      As he pulled me through the square and past the well with such purpose it occurred to me, with a sickening thud of disbelief,
         what he was about to do. To one side of the mosque was an old chenar with a rope secured around one high, thick limb. It was
         used for disciplining boys, but in my life I had only seen two incidents of a boy hanging there by their hands, and they had
         been tied there by the mullah, not by their own fathers. Their planned crimes had been violent and malicious, unacceptable
         by all accounts, and all the men of the village – including their fathers – had agreed that they must be punished. What I
         had done was nothing in comparison with them.
      

      
      But now my father slapped my palms together and wound the thick, fraying rope around my wrists. ‘You want to act like a boy?’
         he muttered. ‘Well, then you will be treated like a disobedient boy. Perhaps this will teach you a valuable lesson – that
         girls do not behave as you have, and more importantly, that they do not have wicked, impure thoughts.’
      

      
      He made the rope tight, so tight that my fingers immediately tingled. He yanked on the other end of the rope that was looped
         over the limb, and my arms were pulled up over my head. Then he tugged even harder, and my toes rose from the ground. He secured
         the rope to a sturdy peg which had been implanted into the bark for this purpose. He tossed my headscarf at my feet. ‘Let
         everyone see your shame,’ he said, and then walked away, his feet throwing up small clouds of thick dust.
      

      
      But I would not be shamed. I stared out at the empty square, hoping someone would come so that I could show them my pride.
         Let them look at me. It was my father who should feel shame. This was not how girls were disciplined; they were disciplined
         at home, out of sight. But I knew then that the people of our village would be embarrassed by what my father had done, and
         would not venture out from their closed doors. It would be appalling to see a girl hanging in the rope meant for wild and
         unruly boys, only the tips of her toes touching the dust. But then again I was not like the other girls; would any of them
         take pity on me? I doubted it.
      

      
      After some time I grew disoriented from lack of food and water, from the stinging welts on my cheeks and back, from the pain
         in my hands and wrists and the burning in my shoulder blades. I let my head hang forward; my hair had loosened from its long
         braid and hung at the sides of my face. Staring at my bare feet, I saw the dust beneath them swirl and eddy into odd patterns.
         The evening wind, still hot from the day, was rising; I began to sway in its strength. The edges of the headscarf at my feet
         teased and curled, and then gracefully floated along the ground. As I swung, gently, from side to side, the limb over my head
         creaked in rhythm. The rope bit into my wrists. My arms were numb but my shoulders felt as if they were tearing from my body.
         I closed my eyes. After what felt like a long while I drifted into a strange, dreamy state where I could not feel any part
         of my body. I thought of Allah, then. Was this his wish – that I be treated so for only wanting to know His word?
      

      
      ‘Daryâ.’ I thought, for one confusing instant, that Allah had called me, and would speak to me. But then it came again and
         I realised it was my grandmother’s voice, low and soft. ‘Daryâ,’ she murmured, and I opened my eyes and lifted my head. ‘Daryâ
         jan.’
      

      
      The wind had stopped, and the dry air was still now. The sun had not yet set, but the sky had taken on a bruised, shadowy
         look. A cicada screamed, once, its high tone vibrating in the silent square. It was as if the village had died while I swung
         in creaking circles. Mâdar Kalân held out a crimson slice of melon. She reached up, her arm and hand shaking with the effort
         of placing the melon to my lips. One stout stick lay on the ground at her feet. Her other gnarled hand gripped another. I
         understood what effort it had taken for her to come here; she had not left the house in months, her feet and ankles swollen
         and discoloured with her great age.
      

      
      ‘Mâdar Kalân,’ I whispered, stretching my neck towards the melon, opening my lips.

      
      And then she dropped as if her legs had been cut from beneath her, and I saw blood run from her temple on to the ground. She
         lay on her side under my feet, the melon beside her like a second curve of blood on the dust.
      

      
      ‘Mâdar Kalân!’ I cried, shocked out of my stupor. ‘Mâdar Kalân!’ I looked about the empty square for help, strange sounds
         coming from my throat. I saw only Basaam. He stood with his back against the wall of a house, and in his hand he held a slingshot.
      

      
      ‘The old woman,’ he said, his voice loud and carrying to where I now twisted, like an insect on a hook. ‘She didn’t know her
         place. Like you. She is disobedient.’ And then he smiled, the same smile I had seen when he discovered me hiding behind the
         mosque earlier in the day, and I realised then that it was not an empty, mindless smile, but one of hidden cunning.
      

      
      I looked down and saw that my grandmother’s eyes stared at her own hand, curled loosely beside her. She blinked, slowly. And
         then a dog barked, a man shouted. A woman’s voice cried out in alarm.
      

      
      Within minutes my father came and cut me down. He first attempted to untie his own tight knots, but his hands shook, and he
         pulled out his knife and sawed through the rope. I fell to the ground, my arms dead and useless as stones. Unable to get to
         my feet, I made my way to my grandmother on my knees. Other women had already crowded around her; I recognised my mother’s
         thin wail. I pushed through them with my hips and shoulders. My hands, still tied at the wrists, would not do my bidding,
         would not lift to touch her, so I lowered my face to hers and rested it against her cooling skin, her leathery cheek sticky with her own blood. She smelled of the almonds she
         loved to chew. ‘Mâdar Kalân,’ I whispered. ‘I’m sorry.’
      

      
      Her eyes closed then, and my father stooped and picked her up as if she were no more than a child. As he strode through the
         gathering crowd it parted. My mother followed, wailing loudly now, and finally I was able to get to my feet. I pulled the
         rope from my wrists with my teeth and trailed after my mother, my hands and arms burning with pain as they awakened. They
         were dead slugs at the ends of my arms, and I shook and shook them as I followed, crying silently.
      

      
      In our house I lay on the quilts beside my grandmother, my hand holding hers while my mother washed away the blood and pressed
         a damp cloth to the swollen temple. I stayed there while Yalda, the midwife, came and studied my grandmother’s eyes and face
         and hands, and gave instructions to my mother as she handed her a small gourd. I stayed while my mother mixed the potion into
         cooled tea and held it to my grandmother’s lips, and, as the house grew dark, still I stayed, stroking her face. I thought
         she had fallen asleep, but suddenly I heard her speaking, little more than a mumbling of foreign words.
      

      
      ‘What did you say, Mâdar Kalân? I can’t understand,’ I said, leaning on one elbow.

      
      Her head turned and she looked at me. ‘You have come at last, little sister,’ she whispered in Persian. ‘I waited so long.’
         Then she spoke in the foreign tongue again.
      

      
      ‘No, I am not your sister. Look. Look, it is me. It is Daryâ.’

      
      ‘Do not weep for me, sister,’ she murmured, again in Persian. ‘I am happy to go to paradise.’

      
      ‘No,’ I said. ‘No, you will not go yet. Please, Mâdar Kalân. Please stay.’

      
      Her eyes grew clearer; this I saw even in the shadows. ‘My Daryâ jan,’ she said, and her lips formed a faint smile. ‘When I appear before my beloved in paradise I will, like the crescent moon,
         become young and beautiful again. My beloved with his pale skin, the man who loved me more than any other, will already be
         there, waiting for me. And he will forever be thirty and one years. He is my beloved, and I his. I go to him as he waits at the gates of paradise. Be happy for me.’
      

      
      I tried to nod, and I couldn’t stop my sobs.

      
      ‘Will you remember what I told you, Daryâ jan? Will you choose to sit at the foot of the moon, or will you leave here and go to where you can be free?’
      

      
      ‘How will I know what to do, where to go, without you to guide me, Mâdar Kalân?’ I whispered, weeping. ‘What do you mean,
         be free?’
      

      
      ‘You will know. It will be clear to you.’ Her voice faded, and she spoke Dari once more. ‘Now it is my time. I will go to
         paradise. And you will go where you must. Remember your power, Daryâ jan, remember your power, always.’
      

      
      I said, ‘Yes, yes, Mâdar Kalân. I will remember,’ and she closed her eyes and a sigh, as light as the whisper of one leaf
         twirling on its stem, escaped from her mouth.
      

      
      I slept, but woke with a start, sitting up in the grey light of early morning. I saw that Mâdar Kalân’s eyes stared at the
         smoke-darkened ceiling, and her body had grown still and cold, and I wept anew, even though she had asked me not to, had asked
         me to be happy for her. My mother came and looked upon us, then fetched my father. And still I lay beside my grandmother,
         my head on her flat breast, until my father pulled me away so that the women of the village could prepare her for burial.
         My mother whispered that Basaam had taken my place in the rope. She looked at me anxiously, apologetically, as if she hoped
         this unimportant information would lessen my pain.
      

      
      I watched as Mâdar Kalân was washed and wrapped in a white shroud. Carried by my father and his friends, her body was taken
         to the village’s burial place that evening. She was placed into a freshly dug, stone-lined rectangular opening, her body returned
         directly to the earth. When we came back to the silent house my mother had me help her with the preparations for the special
         bread made of farina, cinnamon and nuts which, she told me, would represent my grandmother’s body.
      

      
      For the next forty days the villagers came by to visit and mourn, to drink tea and eat the sweet concoction.
      

      
      After the fortieth day, verses from the Koran were chanted and my mother and all the women of the village covered their faces
         and prayed. I prayed with them. We finally sent the spirit of my grandmother to rest.
      

      
      I knew then, with certainty, that she had indeed left the earth and had taken her place in paradise. And I knew that there
         was no one who would ever again love me as she had, or who would speak to me about power.
      

      
      But I would not forget what she had told me, what she had said I must do. I knew she watched me from paradise, and I would
         not disappoint her.
      

   
      
      CHAPTER THREE

      
      MÂDAR KALÂN WAS always in my thoughts. Following her burial the days and weeks and months in the village moved forward with the steady, practised
         pace of a faithful donkey. While alone, beating rugs in the courtyard, walking to the well or oven, gathering droppings for
         fuel in the pasture, or sitting on the roof, I still recited Mâdar Kalân’s Persian poetry and sang the songs she had taught
         me. I thought about the faroff places she had described, but when I tried to imagine them – or even the cities of my country
         my father spoke of – Kabul, Jalalabad, Herat, or Kandahar – they did not appear real. It was as if images were held in front
         of my face, and I gazed on them, but without my grandmother’s presence they were lifeless and flat, threatening to grow too
         faint to be seen. I learned that in the dark they were clearer, brighter, than when washed thin and pale by daylight, and
         so I held them tightly in my head, only letting them out when I lay in the darkness, waiting for sleep.
      

      
      It was summer again; I had passed my twelfth birthday. My mother told me that surely my woman’s time would soon come, and
         even though my body was changing as I grew taller and my dresses and trousers fit in a different way, it did not happen. The
         hot wind moaned and whined with unusual persistence, and flies swarmed with even more abundance than usual. Because of the
         wind and flies, we kept the wooden shutters closed, making the house airless in the oppressive heat. My mother cried endlessly,
         rocking back and forth on the floor. I begged her to stop, to rise and wash herself, to eat. I held her hands, so cool and
         papery in spite of the humid room. Her belly was swollen again. The last three times – the times I was old enough to remember – the baby had been born dead. Each had been a boy. She said she had had a vision;
         it would occur again, the baby would be a dead boy, and also, this time, she would die.
      

      
      She would not be comforted.

      
      Over and over my mother wept that if only I had been born a boy, if only she had not had the great misfortune to have her
         only living child a useless girl, life would not have taken this path for her. Had I been a boy, her husband could hold his
         head high, and she would know she would be supported into her old age by her strong son, and revered and treated with respect
         by her daughter-in-law.
      

      
      Every time she said this a stab of something that I thought was sadness made an ache in my head, behind my left eye. After
         some time I realised it was not sadness, but anger, and, in the same moment, recognised that I hated my mother for speaking
         these words. The final time she uttered them I shouted at her, raising my hand and knocking her cup of tea from her hand.
         ‘Yes, I am a girl!’ I yelled. ‘A girl. What would you have me do?’ I hit my chest with my palm. ‘Cut off my breasts?’
      

      
      My mother drew back as if I had struck her. ‘Daryâ,’ she breathed, looking at the overturned cup, the tea pooled on the carpet
         where we sat facing each other. ‘That you would speak so? That you would treat your own mother with such disrespect?’ she
         said. ‘How dare you act this way with me? I shall tell your father when he arrives.’
      

      
      ‘Tell him,’ I said, my voice low and hard. I stood and stamped on the cup. It shattered, and I ground the fragments into the
         carpet with the ball of my bare foot. I felt the shards of thin clay cut into my flesh, but didn’t flinch, for the pain brought
         a strange pleasure. ‘And he will simply beat me again.’ I lowered my voice and bent towards her, staring into her face. ‘He
         always says that my behaviour is your fault, that you haven’t taught me properly. And each time you tell him of my disobedience
         you only show him that he is right. So tell him. Weep, and look for pity, and tell him how Allah has cursed you with such
         a wicked daughter.’
      

      
      Her face had grown pale; now it looked as if it were carved from wood. She turned from me, picking up the broken clay and
         mopping the rug. She didn’t cry for the rest of that day, glancing at me when she thought I wouldn’t notice. Although I told
         myself I truly had been wicked to shout at my mother, to knock the cup from her hand and stamp on it, like a small, nasty
         boy, I felt, in that moment, a strange awareness of something new. It was disturbing, and yet, at the same time, I liked it.
         It was large and warm, sitting just under the skin of my chest. When I breathed deeply it grew in size, like the cavity that
         held my ribs.
      

      
      I knew then that grandmother had been right. What I felt growing within me – as my body grew on the outside – was simply the
         power she had always spoken of. When I saw the fear in my mother’s eyes – fear, and also a grudging respect – I knew then
         that I was stronger than she, as strong as the son she wished me to be.
      

      
      I was not yet thirteen, and I knew that day that I possessed power. And once I allowed it to flow through me, it was as impossible
         to rein in as the swollen river which overruns its banks.
      

      
      I was betrothed to my mother’s cousin’s son Ishrat. I would marry him a year after my first unclean time. I had never seen
         him; he lived in the village my mother had come from – Kamê Bara, two days’ hard ride to the west. We had been betrothed when
         I was born and Ishrat was ten years old. I tried not to think too much about this, and usually I didn’t, for it failed to
         seem like a real thing in my head. But then Gawhar’s marriage approached.
      

      
      Gawhar and I had been best friends for our whole lives. She was sweet, with a slow smile. She talked too much about unimportant
         things, and never argued about anything, even when I purposely tried to make her disagree with me. I easily grew impatient
         with her confused look when I raged about something: my mother making me collect an extra basket of droppings from the field
         behind our house, my father forbidding me to ride our mare as a punishment for my outspokenness, a comment I had overheard at the well. I fumed and seethed about many small things then – before I had anything larger to occupy
         my thoughts. Sometimes Gawhar cried quietly when I was full of anger.
      

      
      ‘Why do you cry, Gawhar?’ I asked, shaking her shoulders, annoyed with her easy tears. ‘This is my life.’
      

      
      Gawhar didn’t have an answer that made sense. She’d look at me, shaking her head. ‘You mustn’t be so ... so unsettled, Daryâ.
         It does you no good.’
      

      
      Unsettled. She used the word regularly. I would bite my bottom lip with impatience at this gentle word. Unsettled. Surely
         I was more than that. But Gawhar, I came to realise, was very settled. She accepted what she was told, and did not question
         the choices made for her. As her wedding day approached, we whispered about what would happen. We both knew of the act that
         happened in the darkness when parents thought their children slept. Neither of us had seen our parents in this act which we
         knew created children, but for the last few years had realised what it was the dogs, the stallions and mares, the rams and
         ewes, the roosters and hens were doing. I had taken a new interest in watching the mating of the animals – stealthily, for
         I instinctively knew I would be punished if seen watching. But this past spring, as I had seen a ram clambering on to a surprised-looking
         ewe, and watched his haunches jerk, something low in my belly thumped, once.
      

      
      But for humans, we had no name for this act, and just called it ‘It’. Gawhar worried greatly about It, sometimes covering
         her face with her hands and saying, as I wondered aloud at the strangeness surrounding what must be done to produce a baby,
         ‘Don’t talk about it any further, Daryâ. It’s wrong to speak of such things. Our husbands will know what must be done, and
         we will learn about It from them, as it should be.’
      

      
      And now, when I looked at my mother’s swollen belly, and thought of what my father had done to make this swelling, I shuddered
         with revulsion. But when I thought about the unknown man who waited for me in Kamê Bara, It wasn’t as revolting. Perhaps because
         I made him tall and very handsome, with fine, unlined skin and clean clothing that smelled of the valley’s breeze and sweet wormwood. And he would never make
         me cry as my father did my mother, and he would smile tenderly at me when I uncovered my face after our wedding and he rested
         his eyes on me for the first time.
      

      
      Thoughts of my imaginary husband, with his smile and his long, slender hands on my body, filled my head more and more.

      
      Eventually the heat lessened, and the fields were cleared. My father spent many days and evenings in silence on the roof,
         gazing at the far-off mountains. He made no move to prepare his tools, and made no mention of when or if he would journey
         to Kabul. And then one day after breakfast, without a word to my mother, he got on his horse and rode off.
      

      
      When he didn’t return at the end of the day I looked at my mother. ‘Where has he gone? To Kabul?’

      
      She shook her head. ‘He took nothing. Perhaps just for a long ride.’

      
      He did not return for two days. When he did come back, he boldly swept into the house, smiled at my mother for the first time
         in weeks, and even touched my head as he passed.
      

      
      Later she whispered, ‘A little solitude in the hills is good medicine for a man.’ And she smiled at me.

      
      I was sure things would be better now: both my parents smiling on the same day.

      
      But within a few days my father was once again surly and pensive. Off he went, and returned a few days later, grinning and
         presenting my mother with a huge solid round of goat cheese.
      

      
      I smiled, too, watching for my mother’s pleased reaction at this gift. But instead I saw something that looked like a prickling
         of fear. She carefully set the cheese on to a plate and continued with her sewing, glancing at it every now and then as if
         she were waiting for it to come alive and leap at her.
      

      
      ‘Mâdar?’ I whispered, when my father had gone behind the curtain, lowering himself to the pallet with a quiet groan of pleasure,
         ‘What is it? Why does Pâdar’s gift not make you happy?’
      

      
      My mother looked at the curtain. She held up her fingers in a signal that meant I should wait. I noticed her fingers were no longer thin, but puffy and waxen. I waited, stitching quietly,
         until we both heard low, steady snores.
      

      
      ‘The cheese is made by the Kafirs,’ my mother said then.

      
      ‘In Kafiristan?’ I had heard of this evil place, knew its border lay to the east, perhaps five hours’ ride, high into the
         distant jagged mountains.
      

      
      ‘Land of the Infidels,’ my mother said, the words strangely harsh. ‘Non-believers. They pray to wooden idols. It is said that
         the women wear no veil even in the presence of strange men. They have no morals, these women.’ She looked at the cheese again,
         and her lips pulled into a hard, tight knot, then she threw down her sewing, pulled herself to a standing position, her hand
         on the small of her back, and went out into the autumn air.
      

      
      I thought about what she had said that evening as I ate a wedge of the creamy, delicious cheese. Non-believers or not, the
         Kafirs knew about cheese.
      

      
      Two days after he had brought my mother the cheese, my father washed and dressed with care, winding a fresh white turban round
         his head. It was early; he had just finished his prayers as the sun rose. My mother and I sat on cushions at the low table,
         drinking our morning tea.
      

      
      ‘Where do you go?’ my mother asked, watching him comb his beard. She held her cup halfway between the table and her mouth.

      
      ‘I have business,’ he replied, his voice clipped.

      
      Mâdar put down the cup and fidgeted with the edge of her dress. ‘Is your business with the Kafirs?’

      
      Pâdar turned to her. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘What of it?’

      
      Now Mâdar stood and came to him. Looking at the floor, she said, ‘But Kosha, those people ... the stories ...’ Suddenly
         she lifted her head, although her gaze did not go beyond my father’s chest. ‘Take Daryâ with you,’ she said, and my mouth
         fell open.
      

      
      Pâdar glanced at me. ‘Why would I take the girl?’

      
      ‘I cannot deal with her. She argues, she is lazy, she upsets me. I would like to be free of her, if only for a short while.
         And I’m not well. Things do not feel right with this new child.’ She put her hand on her belly.
      

      
      I was not lazy, and opened my mouth to say so, but then I thought of riding away from the village and so I closed my mouth.
         If I started an argument I would only make my father angry. And yet I already knew he would never agree to take me with him.
      

      
      ‘Impossible,’ he said, as if reading my thoughts. ‘There is no reason for her to accompany me.’ He turned and went out, and
         I heard the low murmur of his voice as he spoke to his horse.
      

      
      Mâdar gripped my arm. ‘Go with him, Daryâ. You must.’

      
      ‘Why? He said no, that I couldn’t—’

      
      My mother’s lips trembled. ‘Daryâ, I fear he ... this business he speaks of ...’

      
      ‘What?’ I said, shaking off her hand. ‘Say it quickly.’ Her expression was unlike any I had seen before. ‘Tell me why I must go.’
      

      
      Now my mother’s eyes filled. She closed them, and her jaw clenched. ‘I think he sees a woman.’

      
      ‘A woman?’ I felt my face twist. ‘A woman?’ I repeated. ‘Pâdar?’ The thought was inconceivable. ‘No. He wouldn’t.’
      

      
      ‘If you go with him, he will be shamed. He will not ...’ Her eyes flew open, and we looked at each other. ‘Come. Quickly,’
         she said, and again took my arm. In spite of my disbelief at what she had just told me, I was surprised at her insistence,
         at the firmness in her fingers. We went into the courtyard, where my father readied the tall gelding.
      

      
      Mâdar stared into his face, again surprising me. She rarely looked directly at my father. ‘Do I ask you for anything, Kosha?’
         she asked, her voice uncharacteristically bold and, when she was met by silence, added, ‘Do you hide something from me?’
      

      
      Now it was my father who surprised me: he dropped his own eyes. There was something large and dark in the courtyard with us;
         its presence was clear. We both waited for my father’s reply.
      

      
      ‘If you hide nothing, then take Daryâ,’ my mother said then, in that same loud and confident voice.

      
      My father put one foot into the stirrup, making a clicking sound with his tongue. ‘All right. She can come,’ he said, and my heart leapt to my throat. As I went towards the corral,
         he added, loudly, as if I had already disobeyed, ‘But when I conduct my business you say nothing, and do only as I say.’
      

      
      I ignored him, leading out the mare. As I looked at my mother she nodded, and then raised her chin. Her face shone with a
         new and determined strength, and suddenly I saw what she might have looked like when she was my age, young and hopeful.
      

      
      I was flooded with a strange admiration for her.

   
      
      CHAPTER FOUR

      
      WE HAD THE two horses, a spirited grey gelding and a sturdy brown mare. I loved the mare, Mehry, who was, as her name indicated, kindly
         and gentle, and I thought of her as mine, because neither my father nor mother ever rode her. It was I who fed and watered
         her every day, and slowly rode her in the field behind the village to give her exercise. I often brushed her gleaming chestnut
         coat, and fed her pieces of spoiled fruit, and she thanked me by nuzzling my neck with a nose soft as the finest silk. Now
         I rode behind my father, away from Susmâr Khord. I frequently turned back to look at my village in the soft glow of early
         morning, feeling the wonder of seeing it from a distance for the first time. I was surprised at how small it looked as we
         started a slow, uphill climb. I had thought its streets long and twisting, its mosque and teahouse grand. Now it appeared
         small and insignificant, fading into the brightening valley, the mud-coloured houses with wisps of smoke rising from their
         chimneys becoming part of the earth. Beyond the houses stretched the freshly ploughed fields, and over them hung a low mist.
         The wide, rushing stream that ran down from the foothills to irrigate the fields was now nothing more than a narrow, glittering
         thread. I thought of my grandmother’s premonition, that I would see so much more of the world than our village, and knew that
         this was at least the beginning.
      

      
      After a number of hours’ riding we entered a high, narrow gorge, and then we were into a heavily wooded area, always climbing.
         The rough path led through tall, dark pines. At times the path was so steep and rugged that we had to dismount and lead the
         horses by their embroidered bridles. I wiped my sweat-covered face with my sleeve, swatting at the teeming gnats and flies that gathered in clouds about my eyes in the warm autumn air.
         On the horses again, then off. On and off; it was a tiring ascent. I knew we had ridden at least four hours, and I was thirsty
         and my stomach grumbled, but my father appeared full of energy and paid me no attention. As we mounted the horses where the
         forest was thinner and the path more well-defined, he grew even more intent, urging the horse on. I wondered at his anxiety
         to arrive.
      

      
      Finally my father reined in so suddenly that Mehry banged into the rear flank of the gelding. I looked beyond my father and
         saw a confusing jumble of buildings on the mountainside. It was an intricate and complicated fashion of homes, strung together
         layer after layer, some seemingly on top of each other. They were made of wood from the trees around us. Pâdar prompted his
         horse forward again, and I followed; at the first house, we dismounted. Even though it was not necessary, I pulled my headscarf
         across the bottom of my face, securing it behind my shoulder so that only my eyes were visible.
      

      
      A group of young women passed us; they wore nothing on their heads, and were carrying huge triangular woven baskets on their
         backs. Stacked high with firewood, the baskets were held in place by torn strips of cloth tied across their chests. As the
         ragged group toiled by, one of the women stumbled and fell to her knees under the weight of her burden. I stepped forward
         to extend my hand to help her up, but my father gripped my arm fiercely, holding me beside him until the girl had regained
         her footing. Bent over almost in half, she adjusted her load with scarred fingers, her arms trembling with the effort, then
         continued on her way.
      

      
      ‘Bari,’ Pâdar muttered, his first word to me since we had left the village. ‘Here the people are either bari – slaves – or noblemen. You mustn’t come in contact with the bari.’
      

      
      I nodded, then followed him to a doorway over which hung a spectacular pair of horns. ‘What are they?’ I asked as we tethered
         the horses and he took a black horsehair bag embroidered with golden threads from his saddlebag.
      

      
      ‘Ibex. They are a sign of the owner’s prestige among his people,’ he told me. ‘He is an important man here – in this village
         of Wamed. We have arrived. Say nothing.’
      

      
      We had to stoop to pass through the low doorway, and once inside, I blinked rapidly in the smoky dimness. It was difficult
         to make out anything; the air was thick and, as I rubbed my burning eyes, I saw that the walls of the room were blackened.
         I realised there must not be a hole in the roof to let out the smoke from the cooking fire.
      

      
      A man rose from a pile of cushions in one corner. He was short and older than my father, his face fanned with wrinkles. As
         he smiled, I saw that his front teeth were stained green from naswar, a mixture of finely ground tobacco and spices. When his smile broadened, there was only a discoloured band where his lower
         teeth should have been. I knew that he must have kept the naswar under his tongue constantly, and it was this that had caused his gums to rot. There was one old man in our village with the
         same mouth; my father said that those who could not control their desire for naswar were of weak character.
      

      
      ‘Greetings, my friend,’ the man said in halting Dari, hugging my father and kissing his cheeks just a little too hard. ‘You
         are well?’
      

      
      ‘Yes. You are well?’

      
      ‘Yes,’ the man said. ‘We are happy you have returned to us.’ He ignored me.

      
      ‘I am honoured to be a guest in your home once again, Namoor,’ Pâdar replied. ‘I have brought a few small trinkets to show
         my appreciation of your kindness.’
      

      
      As he opened the embroidered bag, women and children appeared out of the smoky shadows. Like the bari I had seen, none of the women wore any head or face covering. Pushing each other for a better look, the small crowd clustered
         around my father, and I was forced to step back. From the bag he pulled tiny amulets, simple jewellery, and a small woven
         rug. I gasped at the unexpected sight of the gifts; he must have spent money from the crop to buy presents for these people.
      

      
      It had been a long time since my mother – apart from the unwelcome cheese – had received a gift of any sort.
      

      
      With a pompous air of ceremony my father put the gifts into the grasping, outstretched hands. The women and children faded
         back into the shadows. Once this was done, Namoor, grinning broadly, motioned my father to sit, then loudly clapped his hands.
         I stayed where I was, uncertainly, by the door.
      

      
      A girl appeared from behind a strip of cloth hung over a doorway within the house. She carried a tray loaded with plates of
         bread and honey covered with clarified butter, bowls of black walnuts, and steaming glasses of tea. Saliva rushed to my mouth,
         and, without meaning to, a tiny sound came from between my lips.
      

      
      Namoor looked in my direction and raised his chin. I kept my scarf over my nose and mouth, but stared at him.

      
      My father simply said, ‘My daughter.’

      
      Namoor nodded as if unconcerned, and then motioned for the girl to set the tray between him and my father.

      
      I moved slightly so that my back was supported by the sooty wall, and watched, hoping my father would allow me something to
         eat or drink. But he ignored me.
      

      
      The girl who had brought the tray did not leave. She was a few years older than me, and pretty, although there was something
         cunning in her face. Her body was large and soft, and, when she passed my father a cup of tea, her long, dark eyes flashed
         boldly at him. And then I saw that her hand lingered on the cup, and I also saw that my father’s fingers brushed hers. I looked
         away, angry at both of them. I remembered my mother’s words about the Kafirs and their shameless behaviour, and her worry
         over my father’s interest in another woman. But surely he wouldn’t be attracted to a girl such as this one, bold and sly?
      

      
      ‘My daughter Sulima has missed you these last days,’ Namoor said, and my father laughed loudly, as if the man had told a very
         funny story, and looked at the girl.
      

      
      A sick emptiness that had nothing to do with hunger ground in my belly. I had never seen him look at my mother – or anyone – like this. He looked like a child who has had his favourite food placed before him.
      

      
      ‘Namoor,’ my father said, ‘your daughters are all beautiful, and your sons strong. Your three wives are fertile. You are a
         lucky man. I could only wish for a tiny piece of such good fortune.’
      

      
      Now my face grew hot, anger buzzing in me at my father’s shameful behaviour.

      
      ‘She’, here my father tossed his head in my direction, ‘is all I have to show. One sickly wife is not enough to produce a
         large family.’
      

      
      I stood straighter, so hot I thought that if I opened my mouth flames would emerge. And how I longed to speak or rather to
         shout at my father for embarrassing me in this way, to speak of me – and my mother – to this stranger in such a disrespectful
         way. And at the same time I had to watch him and the girl steal glances at each other. I saw that Namoor also watched the
         disgusting display, his eyes narrowed slightly as if thinking deeply, or calculating.
      

      
      The girl brought me a cup of tea, but even though I longed to take it, I refused with an angry shake of my head. She shrugged
         lazily and returned to sit on a cushion between her father and my father. After many cups of tea my father rose, and I, too,
         stepped forward with a jerky, indignant step, assuming we would now leave. But he shook his head at me, and with his elbow
         pushed me back as he passed, and I realised he was simply going outside to relieve himself.
      

      
      With him gone, Namoor and Sulima spoke in hurried, whispered tones. Even if I could have heard them I would not have understood,
         for they spoke their own language. It was as if I were not there. Sulima’s voice grew louder, petulant, and she flung her
         long hair about as she openly argued with her father. She waved her plump arms, the many bracelets on her wrists clanking
         and rattling. Her father slapped her face; she spat back into his. There were no sounds from the others, the women and children,
         who still lined the walls of the room. A small boy rushed forward when his father’s back was turned, grabbed a handful of
         walnuts and then scurried away.
      

      
      I could not look away from this shocking exhibition between the father and his daughter. As the door opened their voices stopped
         as abruptly as they had started, and Sulima smiled sweetly at my father, while Namoor lovingly patted his daughter’s hand.
      

      
      ‘Are you ready to discuss business?’ Namoor asked my father, and in turn my father glanced at me.

      
      ‘Let us go to the chây-khâna,’ Namoor said then, taking out a small container. He opened it and held it to my father, who shook his head. Namoor dipped
         his tongue into the naswar and deftly rolled it under his tongue. And then they left me, alone, in this dark, smoky hut full of women and children who
         neither spoke my language nor believed in Allah.
      

      
      I didn’t have time to worry about my fate. The minute the door closed behind my father and Namoor the children lunged at the
         food that was left on the plates, shoving it into their mouths with dirty hands, pushing each other with their elbows and
         shoulders and arguing in high voices. Many had sores around their mouths, and their hair was matted. Within the next instant
         they came at me, babbling as they pulled at my clothing, yanking my headscarf so that my face was uncovered. I swatted at
         their hands. ‘Go away,’ I said, fighting them off while trying not to hurt a small one who tottered around my knees. Sulima
         stood in front of me then, plump hands on rounded hips. She barked out a sentence, and the children stepped back. At another
         sentence they returned to the shadows in disappointed silence.
      

      
      ‘I learn Dari from my father,’ she told me. I simply stared at her, my eyes narrowed. She looked me up and down. ‘You skinny,
         like ...’ she put her two fingers up at the sides of her head, and made a little up-and-down movement with her shoulders,
         and I knew she meant rabbit. And you’re fat as an old ewe, I thought, but refused to speak to her. Then she pulled my headscarf off my shoulders. ‘I keep,’ she said, starting to wind
         it around her neck. ‘Mine,’ she added, smiling that slow crafty smile I had seen her give my father
      

      
      ‘No,’ I said, ‘it’s mine. Give it back.’ I grabbed it but she slapped my hand, holding tight to the scarf. We each held an
         end, pulling, and then one of the women – perhaps her mother – came and pounded on Sulima’s back with closed fists, and as
         both our grips lessened she grabbed the thin scarf and wrapped it around her own shoulders, tying it in a firm knot over her
         chest. Sulima wailed loudly, hitting the woman’s shoulder, but the woman ignored her, picking up the smallest child and walking
         through the curtain into the other room.
      

      
      The food was gone and, seeing I had nothing more to offer, the women, including Sulima, disappeared – some behind the curtain
         and some outside. Only a boy of perhaps six remained, and before leaving, he urinated loudly into the fire, causing the flames
         to retreat and hiss, sending up a new wave of smoke. And then he, too, left. Alone, I took my father’s cup and drained the
         last few drops of cold, sweet tea. Acting like one of the dirty children, I took up the plate that had held the bread, and
         licked it clean, savouring the smears of honey left there.
      

      
      And then I sat near the door in that smoky, wretched room for what felt like for ever, hearing the noise of the women behind
         the curtain, the wailing of an infant, the peevish voices of arguing children, the clatter of pots and dishes. I felt naked
         without my scarf to cover my face. I waited for my father to return and take me from this place where I felt little but misery.
      

      
      What had drawn my father to this place? What prophet could have called his name, pulled him on an invisible cord to a place
         of infidels? It couldn’t have been a prophet, I argued with myself. It would have been a jinn – an evil spirit such as the one which lived within the girl Sulima. I saw that she had bewitched my father, and knew her
         to be evil. The jinn take many shapes, and, surely, they had taken hers.
      

      
      I was exhausted when we finally arrived home, just as the sun was setting. It had been such a confusing journey. As well as
         having all the silent hours on the ride home to think, over and over, about my father’s shameful behaviour towards Sulima,
         he had done something else puzzling and disturbing. We had been walking beside the horses and, without warning, when the setting
         sun reflected off the line of poplar trees at the edge of the village, he threw back his head and gave a loud, happy snort that turned into a full arc of laughter. And then he shouted,
         ‘Allah be praised!’ His words echoed in the still countryside, golden in the fading rays of evening light. I couldn’t remember
         when I’d last heard him so openly joyful.
      

      
      ‘What brings you pleasure, Pâdar?’ I asked, speaking to him for the first time since we’d left the Kafir village. There was
         obvious sarcasm in my voice, but my father ignored it, simply shaking his head, still smiling broadly. He strode on, his steps
         so long and elastic that I had to almost run to keep up, tugging Mehry’s bridle as I hurried. She was as tired as I after
         the five hours each way. As we drew close to our home, Pâdar’s footsteps slowed, his mood changing. He grew visibly anxious,
         pulling at his beard and muttering to himself as if arguing with an unseen person. I knew what caused this; soon he would
         face my mother.
      

      
      She met us in the courtyard, carrying a large basket of chopped hay for the horses. She set it down and straightened slowly,
         smiling at us. ‘Was your journey pleasant? Food is prepared; I made your favourite mulberry bread, Kosha.’
      

      
      I was disappointed to see her back to her usual meek self. I wanted that angry light in her face again.

      
      Pâdar ignored her, striding into the house without a word. I led the horses to buckets of water and let them drink. Mâdar
         stayed where she was, holding a handful of hay. She brushed her palm with the prickly ends, over and over. I waited for her
         to ask me what had happened, and knew she was as nervous as I. My back to her, I brushed Mehry’s side with a soft rag.
      

      
      Still my mother neither spoke nor moved. When I moved to Mehry’s other side, I glanced at her over the animal’s back. She
         studied the hay in her hand as if it held the answers she looked for. Finally she said, so softly that at first I wondered
         if it was only the wind in the mulberry tree, ‘Daryâ?’
      

      
      I brushed harder.

      
      ‘Where is your head covering?’

      
      I shrugged. ‘Bad-mannered children took it,’ I said, not wanting to tell her the truth.

      
      ‘What did you do? Whom did you see? What of the Kafirs? Whom did your father do business with?’
      

      
      I stopped the rag then. ‘Just an unpleasant old man named Namoor. Pâdar ate and drank tea with him, and then they went to
         the chây-khâna. He left me there, in Namoor’s house, alone with the women and children. They were all dirty and rude, and showed me no hospitality.
         I didn’t like them,’ I finished, my voice petulant, and weak with weariness and the anxiety of avoiding the truth.
      

      
      I bent my head and brushed again, this time harder. The mare’s skin rippled with pleasure at the pressure. Mâdar came to me
         then, and touched my arm.
      

      
      ‘Did you see anything ... strange? Is it as I feared, or have I been foolish, and sent you on this unpleasant journey out
         of a tired wife’s mere suspicions?’
      

      
      Staring at her hand on my sleeve, I saw, in my head, my father’s fingers brush Sulima’s. And in that moment I knew I wouldn’t
         – couldn’t – fool my mother, couldn’t tell her what she wanted to hear: that there was nothing to worry about. I wouldn’t
         speak of what I had seen, but as I raised my head and looked into her face, I knew my expression told of my dismay. We simply
         looked at each other, and in that long moment I felt a kinship with her such as I had never known. All my feelings of annoyance
         with her fled, replaced by something that felt like pity, but was not. It was a shared anger.
      

      
      And I knew then that I must no longer play the role of the sullen daughter. Even though I still waited for my unclean time,
         when I would truly be a woman, I knew that this day – as had happened on the day I caused my grandmother’s death – I had grown
         ever older in my soul.
      

   
      
      CHAPTER FIVE

      
      THE NEXT FEW days passed in strained silence. My father spent most of his time on the roof, watching the sun rise and then sink below
         the distant mountains that were home to the Kafirs. My mother and I worked side by side; now I was careful not to upset her.
         She moved slowly with her great bulk, her face lined and grey.
      

      
      Three nights after our journey to the Kafirs I was awakened by my parents’ voices, by unexpected light in the darkness, and
         the sound of their movements. I rose to find my father awkwardly standing in the middle of the room as my mother lit some
         wild rue. The strong bitter scent reminded me of my mother’s other deliveries. But those times the herb had not protected
         the baby from the evil eye.
      

      
      ‘Fetch Yalda,’ Mâdar said, supporting her belly and leaning heavily against the wall. But before I left, she and I prayed
         together that this baby would be alive, and be a boy.
      

      
      I ran through the dark streets to the midwife’s, my way lit only by the light of the full moon. I knocked on Yalda’s door,
         panting out that she was needed. She nodded sleepily, rubbing her eyes and taking her large cloth bag from a hook near the
         door.
      

      
      I ran home again, unable to wait for her. She was old, swaying awkwardly as she walked, and I knew it would take her some
         time to reach our house.
      

      
      My father brushed past me as I hurried through the door. ‘Fetch me from the roof when it is over,’ he said brusquely, and
         I knew that he, too, was anxious about the outcome of this birth.
      

      
      Yalda finally arrived, breathing heavily, and went behind the curtain that separated my parents’ sleeping area from the rest
         of the room. I waited outside the curtain.
      

      
      ‘I want Daryâ here,’ I heard Mâdar whisper, and I grew warm at her words. Unmarried girls were not allowed to be present at
         birth. The other times my grandmother had been here to help. But my mother had no other female relative in our town.
      

      
      Yalda pulled aside the curtain, looking closely into my face. She was kind, and had been a friend of my grandmother’s. One
         side of her face and one of her hands were badly scarred from having been burned in an accident when she was young. The fingers
         of the burned hand were curved inward, but for all their stiffness it appeared they were still able to move as she wished.
         I stared back into her face, seeing the mottled, puckered flesh, the eye in its pulled socket, the lip exposing part of the
         gums. I grew uncomfortable under her scrutiny, and then she suddenly nodded. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘This girl should help.’
      

      
      I don’t know what she saw in my face, but I felt a rush of gratitude.

      
      ‘Fetch some water so that we may wash our hands, and bring another bowl of warmed water as well.’

      
      I did as I was told and, after washing my hands, tucked my hair behind my ears. It had come unbraided when I had run to get
         Yalda, and now swung about my waist. Almost choking on the acrid odour of the rue that burned in the corners of the house,
         I squinted in the dim light of the lamps, lit with a twist of cotton dipped in oil. Beside her on the floor, Yalda arranged
         a pile of clean rags, the bowl of water I had brought her, a dish of salt, another of ashes, a small axe, a sharp cooking
         knife, and a length of braided thread.
      

      
      Now my mother groaned, pushing herself from the pallet and squatting over a square cloth Yalda had spread on the floor. Her
         feet were planted on two large flat stones covered with the cloth. Around her ankles were strung the amulets blessed by the
         mullah that I remembered her wearing at the end of her last pregnancy.
      

      
      ‘Bring the clarified butter, Daryâ,’ my mother said through clenched teeth. ‘It is prepared near the fire.’
      

      
      Again, I did as I was told, and gave it to Yalda, who held out her hand for it and motioned for me to support my mother from
         behind. Pressing myself against my mother’s back, I put my arms around her and let her weight slump against me. Even with
         the baby inside her, she still felt light in my arms.
      

      
      Yalda tied up my mother’s sleeping dress, then dipped her undamaged fingers into the clarified butter and massaged Mâdar’s
         belly, pushing in circles. Mâdar stiffened suddenly, then called out quietly. The sound eventually rose to a thin, quivering
         cry. When it died to a whimper, I heard my mother’s teeth chattering, and saw that her thighs were trembling violently. Yalda
         massaged harder, this time pushing in a downward direction, and at my mother’s next gasping cry, Yalda went to her knees,
         slowly and painfully, and peered between my mother’s thighs.
      

      
      ‘It is time, Anahita,’ she said, and my mother growled, deep in her chest, and it seemed as though she stopped breathing.
         I felt her body tighten as she crouched lower. But she made no other sound. I watched over her shoulder.
      

      
      Yalda reached between my mother’s legs, and called the names of the prophets. I watched as she guided a tiny head down, and
         in a rush, a body followed the head and shoulders in a gush of fluid. ‘Hold her, Daryâ, hold your mother,’ Yalda said quietly
         as my mother began to slide to the floor.
      

      
      I did my best to keep her from collapsing on to the stones and now dirtied cloth beneath her. Yalda, still on her knees, blew
         into the baby’s mouth, ears and nose. Still it lay unmoving in her hands. She held it upside down by the ankles and massaged
         its back firmly, finally giving it a quick, hard tap. I couldn’t see whether the baby was a boy or a girl. A suddenly angry
         cry filled the room, and Yalda smiled at my mother, and at me, and then lay the squalling baby on the pile of clean rags beside
         her. She pushed on my mother’s abdomen, pulling on a thick cord that I saw still attached the baby to the inside of my mother.
      

      
      ‘The protector of the child is no longer of use,’ Yalda said, and then muttered, ‘Love of life, in the name of Allah.’ When
         the odd, bloody thing she waited for slid from my mother’s body, she reached towards her tools. She took up the kitchen knife,
         and at that my mother wailed in disappointment. ‘Not the axe, Yalda?’ she cried, and then I knew that the choice of the kitchen
         knife must mean the baby was a girl. Yalda quickly cut the cord with the knife and tied it close to the baby with the braided
         thread.
      

      
      I helped my mother on to the pallet, not looking at her. The baby was alive. At least one of our prayers had been answered.

      
      Yalda ignored my mother, who was weeping quietly. She sprinkled ashes from a bowl on the floor on to the baby’s stomach, then
         folded the bit of protruding cord over and bound it in place with a clean cloth. Next she took a small packet from the folds
         of her dress and poured the contents into the basin of water. I saw the water grow red-brown.
      

      
      ‘Henna?’ I said to Yalda. ‘You will decorate my mother?’

      
      Yalda shook her head, taking the wailing baby into her arms. Holding it over the basin with one arm, she scooped handful after
         handful of the warm bathwater over the tiny body. ‘To protect the baby from the evils of the first forty days.’
      

      
      The baby’s cries lessened, and then stopped. It squinted into Yalda’s face as she continued to calm it with the water. When
         the little thing was clean, Yalda rubbed it dry with a soft rag. ‘Hand me the salt,’ she instructed, and as I did so, Yalda
         sprinkled it over the baby’s body. ‘To toughen the skin,’ she murmured, and I was grateful she did not appear to mind telling
         me why she did these things. I had expected her to ignore me, but I saw now that she was instructing me in the ways of birth.
      

      
      Dipping into a small pouch tied around her waist, she neatly lined the baby’s eyelids with a blue powder, then tightly bound
         her in a large piece of white cloth embroidered with powerful eye-beads – also blue, for everyone knows the jinn are afraid of blue – made from brilliant porcelain. I had seen my mother take this cloth from the storage chest the week
         before.
      

      
      Finally, Yalda handed the sleepy baby to my mother, who wordlessly took her. I knelt beside my mother and my new sister while
         Yalda gathered her belongings. Before she left, she touched my shoulder.
      

      
      ‘You performed well this first time,’ she said, and I lowered my eyes, suddenly shy from the unfamiliar praise. Then she took
         my hand in her own undamaged one, turning it over and studying it. I saw her good eye momentarily flash – whether with gladness
         or shock I do not know – and she let go of my hand abruptly. I waited for her to speak of what she saw, to tell me of her
         thoughts, and stood in front of her, expectantly.
      

      
      She opened her mouth, and I leaned forward. ‘Go and tell your father he has another daughter,’ was all she said, and disappointment
         sat heavily within me.
      

      
      Three days after the birth, the mullah was called in for the naming ceremony. Mâdar suggested the baby be called Nasreen,
         the name of a close childhood friend of hers. Pâdar shrugged indifferently; it was apparent another daughter’s name was of
         little importance to him.
      

      
      The old mullah, in his white clothing and turban, held Nasreen and whispered into her ear, ‘God is Great! God is Great! I
         am a witness that there is no God but one God, and that Mohammed is his prophet! God is great! God is great!’
      

      
      Mâdar smiled slowly, her face wan. Pâdar smiled as well, but his manner was distracted. He held his new daughter and looked
         down at her as if puzzled, or unsure about his feelings. It was obvious he was disappointed, but he patted Mâdar’s head and
         gave her a thin bracelet of pounded silver. I saw it was similar to the bracelets he had given to Namoor’s women, and I had
         to turn away, a bitter taste in my throat as my mother beamed proudly and slipped the bracelet on her wrist.
      

      
      On the seventh day a small celebration was held, and friends brought gifts. The women stayed inside with Mâdar and me, talking
         and singing. The men sat outside with Pâdar. It was a good day. Nasreen was passed from woman to woman, and they all sighed,
         saying ‘poor thing’, because even though she was perfect, it was of course a bad omen to say good things about a child’s health for fear of calling in the evil eye.
      

      
      Everyone laughed as Nasreen squalled suddenly, as if annoyed with all the handling.

      
      ‘Will this one be headstrong, like her older sister?’ Masa, Gawhar’s mother, asked, grinning at me. ‘Always looking for a
         fight?’
      

      
      ‘Don’t suggest such a thing,’ Mâdar laughed, and the women joined in. I smiled, too, but my face was tight.

      
      Masa understood my false smile, and put her arm around me. ‘Come, Daryâ, we only joke. What would your mother do without you,
         alone in this house with no other woman?’
      

      
      ‘This is true,’ my mother said, smiling fondly at me. ‘She has helped so much since Nasreen came.’

      
      At this my smile was genuine; with the safe birth, I wanted to believe that now our lives would be happier, that Pâdar would
         forget about the Kafirs. And Sulima. And perhaps, if Nasreen had been a boy ... but we would never know.
      

      
      Finally, ten days after Nasreen’s birth, Yalda came to the house and helped my mother with her ritual purification bath. I
         watched all that Yalda did, memorising her words, the herbs she used, the way her large, rough hands touched Mâdar and Nasreen
         with gentleness. I admired her.
      

      
      That evening I went to my pallet in the corner of the room, leaving Pâdar sharpening a scythe and Mâdar sitting with Nasreen
         who was dozing fitfully against her shoulder. Mâdar looked calm, stroking the baby’s back and breathing comforting sounds
         each time little Nasreen snorted or squirmed. I knew my mother was relieved to have her time over, and pleased – she had given
         birth to a girl, true – because at least the child was healthy. Although there were still thirty days left when the jinn could swoop in and take Nasreen’s life, Mâdar did not appear to worry. In the lamplight, I saw her kiss the baby’s head.
      

      
      I dreamed of horses and a howling wind. And then I was sitting straight up in bed, realising it was not the wind but my mother’s scream which penetrated my dream. I had no idea how long I’d been sleeping; it was dark in the house except for the
         one lamp, still lit, on the low table in the centre of the room, and it was beside the table that Mâdar stood, screaming.
      

      
      I jumped up and stumbled towards her. Mâdar was screaming as if attacked. Now Nasreen’s high, thin wail joined Mâdar’s. At least she isn’t dead, I remember thinking. Nasreen isn’t dead. What else could cause Mâdar to scream in this horrible manner? She stood, arms
         at her sides, mouth open in a black hole full of dreadful sound. Nasreen lay on the cushions at her feet, still swaddled,
         as if my mother had simply dropped her there. I was sure our neighbours would soon come running to see what had happened.
         My father stood to one side, staring at the rug where a large bulging sack lay.
      

      
      ‘What’s happened? What is it?’ I shouted, grabbing my mother’s arm and shaking it. I picked up Nasreen and held her against
         me, cradling her head, and her wails softened. ‘Pâdar? What’s happened?’ Neither of my parents answered. I took my hand from
         Nasreen’s head and shook Mâdar again, and she looked at me, and then covered her mouth with her hands, stifling her own screams.
         The silence was a relief. Tears streamed down her face. She took one hand from her mouth and pointed, with a shaky finger,
         at my father.
      

      
      ‘What? What is it?’ I asked him.

      
      But he grabbed the bag and left, through the curtain and then the door, out into the black night. I heard the whinny of the
         gelding, and then the sound of galloping hooves. I looked back to Mâdar. She wrenched Nasreen from my arms, causing the baby
         to cry out again.
      

      
      ‘Go. Go after him. You know where he goes,’ Mâdar said, her face drained of colour.

      
      ‘I – what do you mean? Where is he—’

      
      But she cut me off. ‘Go. There is no time.’ She walked in small circles, patting Nasreen’s back briskly. ‘He told me of his
         plans. He said I could no longer manage on my own, that you were not enough help. I told him’ – she stopped, squeezing her
         eyes together, her mouth turning down – ‘I told him in a few months my body will heal, I can still bear another child, and the next one could be a living boy. But he –’ she broke down again,
         dropping to her knees and rocking Nasreen back and forth. ‘Stop him, Daryâ. Take Mehry and go after him. Please. Make him
         see I cannot live with –’ she swallowed, then drew a deep breath. ‘But another Tajik woman – a second wife – I could live
         with this, if it was done properly. With planning, arrangements. With consideration. But not, no, I cannot ...’ She was
         unable to speak the words.
      

      
      I stood as if stuck to the floor.

      
      ‘A dirty Kafir, Daryâ,’ she finally said. ‘He chooses a dirty Kafir, a non-believer, lazy, surely unable to even boil rice
         or make nan.’ She shook her head. ‘I will kill myself, Daryâ. I won’t live with the disgrace of him bringing a woman like
         that to our village. Into our home. Stop him.’ She sobbed again. ‘Go after him, Daryâ. Maybe you can ... you can ...’
      

      
      ‘Mâdar,’ I whispered. ‘I have no influence over him. You know this.’

      
      ‘But I cannot let this happen without doing something, Daryâ. If I were not in this state – if I didn’t have the baby – I
         would go myself. But I can’t, Daryâ. Please. Please,’ she begged, weeping, and I could not say no to her. Even without Nasreen,
         even if her body was healed and healthy, she would never have ridden after my father. She knew this as well. But she also
         knew I could, and would. I leaned down and put my arm around her shoulder, briefly pressing my cheek to hers.
      

      
      ‘I will go, Mâdar,’ I said.

      
      She gripped my hand, her own hand trembling, and when she let it go I ran outside.

      
      But the mare was gone as well, and this filled me with an even deeper horror. I looked back at the house, but couldn’t bear
         to face Mâdar again, to tell her that Pâdar had taken both horses. Of course he had taken Mehry to bring Sulima back to our
         home. I hurried into our neighbour’s courtyard. At my footsteps, the old grandfather called down from where he slept on the
         roof, ‘Who is there?’
      

      
      ‘It is I, Daryâ. I must borrow one of your horses, bâbâ.’
      

      
      ‘But there won’t be light for another hour, child. Where do you ride?’
      

      
      I didn’t answer, throwing a blanket over the back of one of the smaller mares and climbing on. I rode out of the courtyard,
         heading in the direction of Kafiristan.
      

   
      
      CHAPTER SIX

      
      AT FIRST I was guided by the light from a bone-coloured moon hanging low in the sky. I could not see my father, although surely he
         could not be too far ahead of me. I frequently stopped the little horse and listened, and occasionally, far in the distance,
         could hear the sound of hooves on rocky ground. The night air was cool; I shivered in its thin bite and wished I had grabbed
         a thicker shawl as I ran from the house. As the sun rose I lowered my head and said my prayers, knowing Allah would forgive
         me for not taking the time to dismount.
      

      
      I did not catch up with my father for the whole distance. Instead of the air warming as the moon went down, the further I
         went into the mountains the colder it became. Overhead the dark pines whispered as their branches brushed against each other,
         but otherwise it was eerily silent. I was afraid, imagining I saw the faces of jinn leering from between the crowded trees. I prayed aloud as I rode, but my voice was weak to my ears. When an unseen crow suddenly
         cried loudly and unexpectedly I jumped, my heels digging into the horse’s sides, and she started and lurched into an uneven
         trot on the wet, root-filled path. The trees swayed now as the wind grew in intensity, and flurries of snow swirled around
         me. The sky grew darker, even though it was only mid-morning as I finally rode into Wamed.
      

      
      In a sheltered area at the side of the house with the ibex horns I put the borrowed mare beside Mehry and the gelding. An
         old, sway-backed donkey was also tethered there. The donkey brayed crankily at me, showing square yellow teeth and trying
         to nip me as I passed him on my way to Namoor’s house.
      

      
      I didn’t care about courtesy now; without knocking I opened the door and almost drew back at the blast of hot, fetid air. The fire in the middle of the room roared, and brought out the
         underlying smell of stale food and urine and unwashed bodies. Through the smoky haze I made out my father and Namoor. They
         sat on the pile of dirty cushions; Namoor reclined, but my father sat straight in the place of honour – furthest from the
         door. The horsehair bag lay open between them, and I saw all manner of gifts, obviously brought by my father. This time there
         was no one else in the room.
      

      
      My teeth were chattering, my fingers numb. I closed the door and rubbed my hands together.

      
      My father stared, his mouth open, then rose and strode toward me. ‘What are you doing here?’ he demanded. ‘You followed me?
         Leave at once,’ he said loudly. And then quietly, so that only I could hear, he said, ‘You have shamed me.’ His voice grew
         bold again. ‘You will be punished. Severely punished. Leave!’
      

      
      ‘Mâdar sent me,’ I answered, staring into his face. There was no point in reticence; my father had already told me I would
         be punished. ‘Pâdar, don’t—’
      

      
      ‘Silence!’ he roared, and lifted his hand. I flung up my arm to protect my face, and Namoor chuckled and slapped his knees
         with his palms. ‘Your first wife sends a messenger, does she?’ he said, now laughing aloud. ‘But it doesn’t appear to be well
         wishes.’ His laughter rose, and then he stood. ‘It warms my heart that you are, like me, a man who does not stand for insolence.’
      

      
      At this, my father lowered his hand and glanced back at Namoor, then looked at me. In that one moment, I saw something in
         Pâdar’s face, something that made me think my presence here, in this vile, dirty hut, might change fate, that perhaps –
      

      
      ‘Daughter!’ Namoor called then, loudly, as if sensing the importance of timing. Sulima appeared from behind the curtain immediately,
         obviously waiting. ‘Good news, daughter! The honourable Tajik, Kosha, has come for you in marriage. Is this not a joyful day?’
      

      
      Pâdar turned from me to her as if he were a kite, bounced on an updraft of wind. With a small smile, Sulima flickered her
         eyes once at my father, then lowered them demurely. I saw the side of my father’s face flush, and with that I knew he was lost.
         My mother’s hopes were futile against the spell this girl had wrapped around my father. And I? I was as little use as one
         of the flies that swarmed about the crusted dish near my foot.
      

      
      ‘Well, then, my friend,’ Namoor said to my father, ‘as soon as the marriage is completed will you leave for your home immediately?’
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