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This is a work of fiction. All the characters, events and incidents in this book are fictitious. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.





Prologue



September 2019


It wasn’t ideal, navigating the Zagros Mountains on a freezing September night, wearing a trouser suit and ballet flats. The cracked corpse of a river marked the way through the Iraqi–Turkish border.


My handbag slipped off my shoulder as I struggled over uneven ground. I gripped it close with one hand, my other arm outstretched, grasping balance out of the hazy mist.


It had been a thrill, six months ago, buying a designer bag for the UN job. I’d studied the handbags like museum pieces on their back-lit pedestals before selecting a buttery mauve tote, holding my breath when I tapped my credit card.


I’ve since revised my definition of thrilling.


As I stepped onto a rock, it disintegrated into a spray of gravel and I fell, cutting my palms on stones. I turned over, my back against the dirt, the black heavens enormous overhead, covered in millions of tiny stars. The spectre of an omniscient God strengthens in moments like this. If you exist, I silently prayed, do me a favour and take it down a notch?


‘You is fine, Nadia?’ shouted Darban. Twenty metres further up, his black silhouette was cut out of the sky. The outline of a stiff kaftan, baggy pants and turban: the traditional dress of Kurdish freedom fighters turned profiteers.


‘I’m OK,’ I said.


I looked down the valley at my burden. She rose through the gloom like an apparition, cloaked in a black abaya and headscarf, that bundle tied to her back.


‘How you getting on, Sara?’ I called out. The frigid breeze spun my words into echoes that reverberated from the stony surrounds. She paused mid-clamber.


‘Bruv,’ she said into the dark route between us, ‘you should’ve got an ISIS smuggler. Man’s got us on fucking Everest!’


‘Are you dense?’ I levered myself back to standing. ‘An ISIS smuggler would have shot me in the face and recruited you again.’


‘They’re sick smugglers though, you gotta admit.’ She hoisted the bundle higher up her back.


‘I swear to God, Sara, if you stay a fucking fundy after all this, I’ll sell you into sex slavery myself.’


Her laughter filled the night air. That’s the kind of thing she finds funny. It’s one of the reasons I love her.


It does not justify what I have done.





Chapter One



Five Months Earlier


It’s not like I was expecting Stalingrad, but Baghdad took the piss. Arriving for the first time, tucked into a UN car, I watched as the city lights refracted through the bulletproof glass. Floodlights hovered over a pickup football game, square lamps uplit the National Museum, fairy lights dripped down palm trees beside the Tigris River. Why was it so … nice? What happened to the rolling blackouts? The electrical transmission network supposedly ravaged by war? Hadn’t I donated to help the Iraqi women giving birth in cowsheds lit by the flame of a single candle?


Car after car parked along the river’s banks; sparkling Audis and BMWs among older Toyotas and Hyundais. I’d thought I was a high-roller, leaving London halfway through a monthly travelcard. Young men unloaded fold-up chairs, shisha pipes and portable barbeques, setting up by the water’s edge. I could almost smell the marinated baby chickens, the flattened carp smouldering over charcoal, but the driver stopped me from rolling the window down.


‘Security,’ he said, tilting his head towards rooftops empty of snipers.


I spotted a huddle of teenagers watching TikTok, trying to imitate a dance, before pushing each other over, their laughter engulfed by the honking traffic. Rosy and I used to dance like that.


A convoy of cars started beeping frantically, and my back tensed up, anticipating a critical incident ahead. Then I saw white ribbon stretched over the hood of a Mercedes, a bride stepping out, her lace dress draped over marble steps as she entered a five-star hotel. Was this fucking Midnight in Paris? I’d signed up for cluster munitions, not glitter bombs. I spluttered with the indignity of it.


‘Everything OK, ma’am?’ The African driver looked over his shoulder. What had brought him here? A carefully weighed decision, no doubt. Not juvenile heartbreak, like me.


‘I’m fine, thanks. You can call me Nadia.’ I deserved to be called a lot of things, but ma’am wasn’t one of them.


‘Ah, it’s like Nadia Buari, big actress in Ghana.’ He nodded at me with approval. ‘And why you came to Baghdad, Nadia?’


‘Oh, I’m here for a job. I’m creating a deradicalisation programme for ISIS brides. Yeah … don’t ask.’


The driver raised his eyebrows but stayed silent. I checked my phone, hoping for a message from Rosy conveying immense pain at having me ripped from her life. But my SIM card, flabbergasted at having been brought to Iraq, had malfunctioned.


Returning to the window, I strained my eyes, searching for burned-out cars and bullet holes, something to undermine this tableau of festivity, anything to force Rosy into irrelevance. But in the falling darkness, the jollity glowed only brighter.


We entered the Green Zone, a fortified district where international organisations and government agencies hid from the population they claimed to serve. My new home.


My driver deposited me in the car park of the UN compound. He stepped out of the car and lit a cigarette, staring hard at my chest while I heaved my suitcase out of the boot. Shouldn’t misogyny have an equal and opposite chivalric force?


‘Over there.’ He pointed towards a security cabin, his burning red tobacco dancing against the darkness.


I dragged my suitcase over the ground, the evening breeze a warm relief after the intense air conditioning in the car. A generator rumbled on the far side of the car park, the smell of diesel repelling insects through the air, the stars obscured by a thin grey smog that hung between the city lights and the night sky.


I entered the security cabin, caught my foot on the lip of the doorway, and fell inside. It usually took more than ten seconds to humiliate myself at a new job, but here I was, already achieving personal bests.


A lean Iraqi man in a blue uniform stepped away from his prayer mat and crouched beside me. ‘You OK, Doctor?’


I was comforted by his use of my title; status gives you scope to absorb minor failures. I hoisted myself up.


‘I’m Farris,’ he said, his Iraqi accent strongly Americanised. He picked up my suitcase and put it on a trestle table that bisected the room. ‘You must be Dr Nadia. You’re very welcome here.’


I watched in horror as he snapped on latex gloves and unzipped my suitcase.


‘Real sorry I have to do this,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘It’s just protocol.’


He used his hand condoms to remove every item in turn. A copy of Cosmopolitan, the headline screaming: ‘Everything you NEED to know about rimming!’ Scores of enormous black underpants interspersed with a few sexy transparent ones. A lilac bullet vibrator, which he unscrewed until a AAA battery shot out. A backup pack of AAA batteries. I pulled out my malfunctioning phone and pretended to text, my ears throbbing with shame.


My ears were familiar with the feeling. When I was a teenager, my mum found a Just Seventeen magazine hidden in a Quranic exegesis textbook in my bedroom. She lay in wait as I returned from school.


‘This is disgusting, Nadia.’ She waved the naked torso of Pacey from Dawson’s Creek in my face. ‘How can you read such filth?’


I don’t read it; I look at it while holding an electric toothbrush to my clit.


‘It’s the other girls at school,’ I said, inching back towards the door. ‘I’m only trying to fit in. I don’t enjoy it.’ Evoking the mysterious dangers of peer pressure normally worked on Mum.


‘If they jumped off a cliff, would you follow?’ she said. It was her favourite retort, but also the most idiotic. I obviously did a risk analysis before deciding which of my friends’ behaviours to imitate. Mum was trying to tear up the magazine, but kept getting the glossy pages tangled in the staples.


‘Muslim friends only from now on,’ she said.


Mum had been a born-again Muslim ever since my father died when I was a toddler. After the magazine incident, she invested heavily in my indoctrination, until I became deeply religious. A total dork, I loved nothing more than planning my revision timetables and being religious was like having a revision timetable for life, the day of judgement being the final exam. I lived as a paragon of Islamic virtue until I went to university, where relentless intellectual challenges and social seductions thawed my devotion to naught.


‘Good to go, Doctor,’ said Farris, zipping my suitcase back up. ‘Look forward to hanging sometime.’


His prayer mat lay in the corner, an image of the Ka‘ba woven into the fabric, but when I looked at his face, it was warm and free of judgement.


He handed me over to a staffer whose white headscarf and blouse produced the combined effect of a shroud – albeit a shroud destined for paradise. It felt strange being around Muslims again, after my godless life in London, and I wondered if they could smell the apostasy on me.


Shroud led me through a grassy outdoor quad, the air fresh against my matted hair, and into a two-storey building where she tapped a key card against a bedroom door. I stepped inside. The room was tiny, which made the furniture look huge. A single bed pushed against the wall, an incongruously ornate wardrobe, a desk covered in blue biro marks, and a flimsy fold-out chair.


Shroud held the door open, one foot in, one foot out, and handed me a bundle of items, including a lanyard, a map and a schedule for tomorrow.


‘You have question?’ she said.


Dozens of questions collided in my brain, cancelling each other out.


‘No.’ She was gone before my mouth completed the ‘oh’.


I stood in the middle of the room, suitcase next to me, its metal handle standing high, ready to be reversed out of this world. What cunty-bollocking madness had possessed me to come here?


I remembered the taste of Peroni on Rosy’s tongue, the sweaty jasmine smell she’d leave on my sheets.


I’d thought I could evade my pain, dump it at Heathrow like lost baggage and fly away. Yet here I was, the exact same person who’d left London twelve hours before, my breathing shallow, the oxygen laced with loss.


I persuaded myself to unpack, told myself it’d make the place feel more homely, but ten minutes later, my suitcase was empty and the room remained indifferent to my presence. For the third time in my adult life, I was trying to create a home on hostile terrain. Your mother doesn’t want you, the love of your life doesn’t want you, well … how about a random failed state? Is it possible you belong here?


In the ensuite, I sat on the toilet tracing the cracks in the tiled floor with my toes, my body too tense to wee. It took a concentrated visualisation of Niagara Falls to summon a trickle. I undressed and got into bed. Feeling the rough polyester sheet against my back, I realised it had been a decade since I’d slept in anything other than Egyptian cotton.


‘Princess Nadia,’ Rosy would have said, ‘can you feel a pea beneath your hundred soft mattresses?’


Easy for her to say, bubble-wrapped by her doting parents, taped in the protective seal of a country to which she unequivocally belonged. For years, I’d only had her.


Now I was three thousand miles away, lying in a single bed in Baghdad, clinging to the bedspread despite the heat. My fingers held so lightly to life, I could have shut my eyes and let go, my body evaporating, the world unmoved by such a tiny shift.





Chapter Two



I stepped outside into the bright morning sun, freshly showered, inhaling the scent of my strawberry-infused shampoo. Standing in the middle of the quad, clutching my map, I could see the grass being watered by thin black tubes, the ground beyond parched and dusty. I squinted up at the buildings, turning the map around and pointing it in different directions. If that’s there, then I must be—


‘Are you lost?’ said a deep Geordie voice behind me.


Only physically, emotionally and spiritually. I turned around and was confronted by massive pectoral muscles pressing through a khaki green T-shirt. I looked up. He must have been six foot four, his blond hair lit with streaks of gold, his jaw large and angular, his shoulders enormous. Holy mother. Imagine coming back to London with this specimen on my arm. His leg was bigger than an average man’s torso.


‘It’s science that women haven’t got space awareness,’ he said.


So, I’ll have to gaffer tape his mouth shut. He’ll still be impressive.


‘You mean spatial … anyway, hey.’ I fluttered my eyelashes. ‘I’m Nadia, it’s my first day. Can you help me?’ (And then fuck me blind?)


‘Tom.’ He stepped towards me, his gorilla-like stature blocking out the sun. He plucked the map from my weak feminine fingers. ‘Where you trying to get to?’


‘The cafeteria.’ I sucked in my tummy so I looked like the type of girl who rarely ate. In fairness, I’d eaten nothing since a piece of Gouda and some oat crackers on the plane. Maybe I’d return to London svelte as well as worldly.


‘If the camels die, we die,’ he said.


I looked at him, perplexed.


‘Sherif Ali, in Lawrence of Arabia,’ he said. ‘It’s my favourite film.’


‘Do you identify with Lawrence, as a fellow blond saviour in the Middle East?’ I winked.


‘Yes,’ he said, without a trace of humour.


We walked together between two buildings that cast large, overlapping rectangles of shade. Every step we took summoned little dust explosions, coating the bottom of my trousers in rust-coloured dirt. ‘Can’t you even stay clean until breakfast?’ Rosy would have said.


We reached a squat sandstone building with wonky flagged steps and small windows armed with metal bars. After the UN’s first base was bombed in 2003, the new compound crouched in a defensive posture. The UN mission, meant to be temporary, was now sixteen years old and larger than ever. Instead of becoming a beacon of democracy, Iraq had lunged from one civil war to another, and the UN had twisted around the carcass like knotweed. And I thought I could make a difference? A heartbroken, foreign academic, showing up after nearly two decades of international failure. The hubris of it.


The cafeteria was smaller than I’d imagined, like a basic greasy spoon. Wipe-clean tables with wooden tidies in the middle, stacked with cutlery, condiments and napkins. Swirls of moisture glistened from the recent swipes of a wet dishcloth, and the smell of incinerated toast was so strong I half expected to see a cloud of charcoal hanging in the air. I picked up a sticky brown plastic tray and joined a queue of people perusing platters of eggs, fruit and cheese. One of those conveyor belt toasters was at the end, next to a basket of bread. I picked up a boiled egg, but Tom took it out of my hand and shook it gently by his ear. He placed it onto his own tray, picked up another egg, shook it, and handed it to me.


‘Childish!’ he said to two men giggling at a table that faced the buffet.


‘Fun spoiler,’ said one man in a French accent.


‘It’s spoilsport,’ said an African man sitting next to him.


‘Spoilsport,’ repeated the Frenchman.


‘Charles and Pierre,’ Tom tilted his head towards them, ‘think it’s hilarious to hide raw eggs in with the boiled ones. It’s no bother to me, I chug raw eggs before training.’


A grey-haired man sitting on the far side of the room tapped an egg on the table edge, and a membranous slime exploded over his suit. He screamed and stood up, a yolky puddle sliding to the floor as gulps of laughter escaped from the vertical brown trays that Charles and Pierre had hidden behind.


I stifled a smile. ‘Gosh, thanks for saving me from that, Tom, I’d have been so embarrassed.’


‘You’re welcome, doll,’ said Tom, the lilt of his Geordie accent a perfect complement to his physique.


We sat opposite one other, and I buttered a piece of toast that was burnt on one side and completely uncooked on the other. Tom cracked three raw eggs into a tumbler and downed them while I repressed a gag.


‘You’d never guess it,’ he said, ‘but Pierre’s proper fancy like. His dad’s French ambassador to America, and his granddad was before. Pierre just pisses about though, spends all his time hosting parties for journalists. He chats a lot of shit but, if you ever need info, sometimes he gets decent gossip about what the Iraqis are up to.’


Charles had returned to the buffet for seconds, and I watched Pierre throw an open sachet of mayonnaise at his back before ducking under a table. Charles spun round, leapt over a chair and dived towards him, crushing a hash brown into his face as they wrestled on the floor.


‘Quai d’Orsay royalty?’ I said. ‘How unlikely.’


‘Quesadilla what?’


‘It’s the French foreign ministry … never mind. So, what’s the deal with Charles?’


‘He’s South African, bit of a dark horse … can I say that, or will I get cancelled?’ He sniggered, while I gave the side-eye to my bowl of fruit.


‘Nah, he’s a good lad, Charles.’ Tom poured milk into his glass, raw egg residue clinging to the sides, and sipped slowly, savouring it like a rare whisky. ‘We train together every day, he spots my bench presses. Got a hell of a front squat on him. He’s real clever like, something about space rocks and why they don’t hit Earth that much. Got a big prize for it.’


I squinted at Charles from across the room. He was stocky, well built, his bald head a smooth velvety black. ‘Asteroids? He’s a physicist? What’s he doing here?’


‘Ah, some family shit back home, just wanted out. His dad’s a top politics guy, used to work for Mandela or something.’


Why were they all from such eminent families? I thought of my mum teaching the kids at the local mosque. Unless it went very wrong, it was not a career of global significance.


‘How’s about you, doll? What brings you here?’


I swallowed. ‘Erm … I’m leading a programme to deradicalise ISIS women, to help them return to their homes.’


Tom whistled and leaned back in his chair. ‘No shit, that’s you?’


A boyish white face suddenly appeared above Tom’s head. Pierre.


‘YOU?!’


I forced a smile. ‘Yep.’ My fingers trembled as I peeled my boiled egg, whole chunks of white coming off with the shell, leaving me with only a jagged yolk.


Pierre pulled up a chair and craned in close, as though expecting to find qualifications tattooed on my neck.


‘Excusezmoi, mademoiselle, but … who are you?’


‘Dr Nadia Amin,’ I said in my stiffest voice. ‘I’m a lecturer in criminology at UCL and I’ve taken a sabbatical to do this job. I was headhunted, actually, to lead the deradicalisation programme.’


‘Headhunted,’ scoffed Pierre. ‘As though they have no qualified candidates here. Merde, the disrespect. I guess you’ve only been a lecturer for ten minutes, n’estce pas?’


I looked down at the breadcrumbs on my plate. He was right; I was an infant lecturer, had got the job a mere six months prior.


‘Knob off, dipshit,’ said Tom, putting an arm around me. ‘She’s an expert, this lass is, about criminals. What was it you said, love? Crimolology?’


He was sweet, this simpleton. An anti-Rosy, perhaps, his masculinity free of queerness, his brain free of complexity, his morality free of nuance. What a nice change.


Pierre pushed his chair back and stormed out of the cafeteria.


‘Pay no mind,’ said Tom. ‘He’s just pissed off he didn’t get the job, like. You’re his boss now.’


I covered my face with my hands. ‘Pierre works for me?’


Tom pushed up his sleeves. ‘Any disrespect, you come to me, pet. You hear me?’


See. A darling.


‘Got any idea who else works for me?’


‘It won’t be Charles; he’s at UNICEF, the agency that helps kids. Oh, it’s probably Sherri. Bonkers redhead. She’s irritating, not gonna lie. A right goody two-shoes.’


‘Great, that’s just perfect. I can’t understand why they hired me, Tom, I don’t know the first thing about the UN, I’ve never managed a team, never run a programme. I’m just a theorist, the practice is a mystery to me.’


He looked at me with sympathy. ‘I get you. It’s like, you cane iron in the gym, but when the shit hits the fan, have you got the aggression?’


I sighed and checked my watch. It was only 8.40am, and I was already exhausted.


‘My first meeting’s with my boss, Lina Khoury. Know anything about her?’


He raked his fingers through his blond curls. They sprang back into place with a whimsical beauty worthy of Adonis himself. ‘She’s a tough nut, icy, but you’ll be all right, you’re a smarty-pants, you can handle her.’


‘Christ below.’ I sipped orange juice so sour that it made me wince.


He looked at the juice and put his hand on my knee. ‘How about I take you for a proper drink tonight? Dr Nadia. Give you something to look forward to.’


I was flattered. This majestic man could have anyone, and he’d chosen me. Admittedly, I’d yet to see another woman on base, but still, it was a win.


‘Yeah? That would be nice.’


‘Sweet, I’ll meet you at the tiki bar.’


‘There’s a tiki bar? What’s the dress code? Grass skirt?’


‘I’d like to see you in a grass skirt, you sexy little native,’ he said.


I’d like to sit on your face. Partly to stop you from talking.


We stepped out of the building into the sun. It was like walking into a migraine, our eyelids half-closed against the light, the smell of generator fuel acrid in the climbing heat. Tom walked me to Lina’s office.


‘Here you go, doll. See you at eight.’ He folded his body in half to kiss me on the cheek, then disappeared around a corner.


I pulled out my now-functioning phone, only to find zero texts from Rosy. There was a message from my mum: Salaam. You arrived ok? Have you eaten?


Mum’s messages had grown more frequent since I’d announced my move to Iraq. It baffled me, her concern for my physical safety after years of emotional neglect. It was better than nothing, I supposed.


All good here, had an egg, I typed. It was 8.51am, and I was determined not to knock on the door a minute before our scheduled start at 9.00am.


I wondered whether Lina would be like my boss back at UCL, Professor Sophie Fletcher: snappy and highly strung, but ultimately a mensch of the highest order.


After my PhD in Criminology, Sophie encouraged me to pursue academia, but the sclerotic job market relegated me to temporary and appallingly paid adjunct roles. ‘You’re bloody brilliant, on your good days anyway,’ Sophie would say, ‘academia’s just clogged up with ancient men hogging all the jobs.’ So, I struggled on, teaching for my supper, praying for a plague.


One Tuesday, I had an hour before teaching my seminar, ‘An Interdisciplinary Approach to Homicide’, and I was browsing the Guardian online at my desk. My keyboard cut a narrow path to my computer, crowded by stacks of half-completed marking.


‘Got any actual research to show for yourself?’ said Sophie from behind me. I jumped and turned around.


She was standing in the doorway of my tiny office. A room previously considered fit only for a photocopier now crammed in two adjunct lecturers. With one sly hand, I grappled behind me, trying to close my browser. The Guardian disappeared, but there was a game of online chess lurking behind it.


‘Yes, lots of progress!’ I lied. I wished Lydia, my officemate, was there to dilute the scrutiny. Lydia had produced nothing in eighteen months, except for a child, much to the distaste of the faculty.


‘It’s finally happening,’ she said. ‘Jim’s worse: he’s on a ventilator now. He’s done for.’


I tried to suppress my delight. ‘I’m sorry to hear that. Professor Humphrey was always kind to me.’


‘Don’t be obtuse. You’d better publish the best journal article of your life pronto. You and Lydia are in the running.’ She chewed an arm of her spectacles and leaned against the door frame. ‘I wonder how much his house will go for,’ she mused. ‘He’s got a four-bed in Islington, bought it for ten grand in olden times, the jammy bastard. I’m head of faculty and I’m still renting …’


My heartbeat grew louder, and Sophie retreated into a blur as I realised that every single one of my article ideas sucked.


Over the next few weeks, I became mired in a shit soup of unimaginative concepts, desperate to find something bold enough to land me the coveted lectureship.


Remarkably, given her total lack of interest in my career, the solution came from my mother. I’d missed a few of her calls and decided to ring her while walking to the Tube. Ten minutes with a hard stop was ideal, enough time to catch up, but insufficient for the lambasting of all my life choices. I also preferred to talk to my mother while in motion; it reduced my stress response.


‘Are you eating well?’ she asked.


No, Mother, everything I eat is deep-fried because that’s the crap you raised me on.


‘Yes,’ I said.


‘When are you coming to visit? Did you get the wedding invitation from Saif?’


‘Yeah, it was fancy with the pop-up gazebo thing inside. How much do you reckon that cost?’ I’d left the glittery abomination on mine and Rosy’s kitchen table. We’d been using it as a coaster and it was now soaked in red wine.


‘They could afford to be extravagant with the invites, since it’s a small wedding. It’s his second, remember?’


‘Oh yeah, his first wife ran off. That was exciting.’


‘Don’t be rude, darling, it was terrible for the family.’


‘Did they ever figure out what happened?’


She paused. ‘I shouldn’t say, especially not on the phone, but she went to Syria.’


‘Syria?! She joined ISIS? I thought she eloped with Malikah from Zumba. For real, someone we know joined ISIS?’ A couple of pedestrians stared at me and I realised I was speaking very loudly. I dipped my head and skirted past them.


‘Hmm … we still have questions about Malikah. Anyway, there were a lot of groups in Syria, other than that one.’ Mum is allergic to saying the word ISIS. She’s one of many Muslims in denial.


‘Holy shit. Sorry, I mean, Yah Allah!’


‘Don’t use foul language. I never swore in front of you, I can’t understand where you learned to be so hideous.’


‘From the TV, obviously.’


‘I knew it! The devil’s box. So, are you coming to the wedding? If you spend a week in Leicester, you could come to the Mehndi too.’


I would rather fuck seven emaciated hipsters from Hinge in seven days.


‘Sure,’ I said.


It was 2018, and ISIS had lost 95 per cent of its territory, not that I’d been following the news. I was exhausted by the reflexive defensiveness I felt when parsing media coverage of blood-stained machetes, overgrown pubic beards and creepy children yelling, ‘Death to the West!’ I hated having to defend a religion I didn’t even believe in. Al-Qaeda, Al-Shabab, Boko Haram, ISIS … these small bands of men waving around their phallic weapons, ruining it for everyone. How unoriginal.


But, thinking of Saif’s absconded wife, I began to research women who’d joined ISIS, and found myself gripped. Watching the propaganda videos, I could see they’d been flogged a wet dream (only to be flogged for real when they turned up). Armies of macho men strapped into bondage-style suicide vests, marching towards a heaven full of virgin pussy. I suppose it’s nice when a man has clarity of purpose. If I were younger, I might have been persuaded, but I was in my thirties and I’d had enough sex to know that devout Muslims have tedious chat and give crap head.


As ISIS lost battle after battle, thousands of women flocked to refugee camps, where they were detained while their countries of origin debated what to do with them. Many of them had barely left the house during the caliphate, and their ongoing detention raised big questions. What’s the appropriate punishment for ISIS brides who didn’t commit any violent crimes? Can we detain people just because of their beliefs? Should we try to change their beliefs? Or can we create behavioural change without shifting ideological commitments?


It was the perfect subject for my article; topical and fascinating, with profound implications for the entire field of criminal rehabilitation. Over the next six months, I put together an article proposing techniques for the deradicalisation of ISIS brides and it was published by the best journal in crimin-ology. I argued that forced religious re-education could trigger a backlash and inadvertently strengthen radical beliefs. Instead, a deradicalisation programme should focus on creating positive psychological and social conditions for behavioural transformation. If ISIS brides received psychological help, particularly to deal with their PTSD, and if they reconnected with moderate and supportive families and communities, they’d be unlikely to re-offend, even if their beliefs remained unchanged.


British and international media outlets reported on my proposals, mostly excoriating them, but my department was delighted both by the prestigious publication and by the media attention. I was a shoo-in after that. A couple of softball interviews later, my senior colleagues awarded me the lectureship vacated by Professor Humphrey’s death. When I heard the news, Sophie was waiting in my office with a bottle of champagne, while Lydia wept in the bathroom.


‘To women helping women,’ she said, as we toasted.





Chapter Three



Lina’s office was an exemplar of Nordic design. A dove-grey sofa faced a supple teak desk, two granite-coloured armchairs perpendicular on either side. In the middle was a triangular coffee table, its curved walnut base visible through the glass like a piece of modern art. Had she literally imported furniture for a two-year stint here? From what I’d seen on the airport drive, what passes for high-end furniture in Baghdad involves copious gold moulding.


The window looked over the compound’s solitary patch of grass, as though the earth itself had blossomed beneath Lina’s gaze. She beckoned for me to sit without taking her eyes off the desktop computer. Her navy jacket and silk blouse, understated at first glance, were cut as perfectly as couture. I peered down at my unflattering beige trouser suit. I looked like Angela Merkel.


‘Yes?’ Lina rolled her ergonomic desk chair to the left so she could see me unobstructed.


‘Um, yeah, I’m Nadia.’ I shook and nodded my head, as though unsure of my own name. ‘I’m supposed to lead the deradicalisation programme. I just arrived last night. My agenda said to come here …’


‘Ah, good. Hope you’re ready to dive in.’ Her accent was Lebanese but filtered through an expensive international education. ‘We’ve finally got sign-off from UN HQ to set up the rehabilitation programme. There are only a couple of hundred women in the ISIS women’s camp up in Ninewah, locals and foreigners, but you realise this is just a test case. If we succeed here, we’ll be ready once ISIS is fully defeated in Syria. So, we’re under pressure to make this work. You need to get started ASAP, as soon as you’ve got permission from the ministry. Other UN agencies want to shut us down, so there’s no time to waste. Got it?’


I hadn’t even managed to get the lid off my pen and, in my blind panic, I had already forgotten everything she’d said. ‘Right, yeah, of course.’


Squawk, squawk!


I jumped and spotted a luminous green budgie in a cage at the back of the room. What the …? Come to think of it, the room had an earthy, pet-shop smell.


‘My Bulbul,’ cooed Lina. She rose from her desk and walked to the cage, opening its door. The bird flew out and flapped around the ceiling, and I instinctively covered my head. I’d just washed my hair, the last thing I needed was to get shat on. But what if I was offending her? I’d yet to meet a woman in a position of power who had a real baby, but substitutes abounded. I gingerly lowered my hands to my lap.


‘That’s a beautiful bird,’ I said. ‘Quite a … sound.’


‘She’s gorgeous.’ Lina smiled, lifting her arm. The bird landed on her suit jacket and she stroked its back with her forefinger.


My mouth was half-open as I stared at them, afraid to interrupt their reverie.


‘Will that be all?’ Lina was looking at me and her smile had vanished.


How could that be all? She’d barely said anything! On paper, I may have been an expert, but I didn’t know how to do this job. I’d never met an ISIS woman, knew nothing about Iraq, couldn’t navigate my way around the compound, let alone the UN system.


‘Er … it’d be helpful to understand your priorities. If you were me, where would you start?’ I said.


She checked her silver bangle, which had a watch face attached.


‘Pull your team together, visit the refugee camp, and get sign-off from the Ministry of Humane Affairs. Don’t let me down, Nadia.’


I scribbled the words on the back of my agenda: team, camp, ministry. Then I stood up and grabbed my handbag. ‘Understood, Lina, I’m on it.’


As I walked towards the door, Lina began to sing in Arabic to the squawking budgie, creating a demented soundtrack that perfectly accompanied my new life.


I rushed over the quad back towards my bedroom, glancing at my phone. Our meeting had lasted seven of the scheduled sixty minutes. I sprinted up the two flights of stairs, tapped my key card nine times before my door unlocked, and slammed the door closed behind me. Dropping my bag onto the unmade bed, I paced the room before resting my palms and forehead on the wall, trying to breathe.


‘Well done,’ Rosy would have said. ‘Your fate’s in the hands of a birder. I told you not to go.’


Scrambling around in my cosmetics bag, I found a bottle of Rescue Remedy and squirted a couple of drops under my tongue. Predictably, the crushed-up dandelion essence had no impact on my mental state. I needed benzos, but the sleepy oblivion they induced was so delicious and so moreish that I’d long since committed to abstinence.


I pulled out my laptop, resorting to the millennial lullaby that is Friends.


‘Pivot!’ yelled Ross from the screen, as Rachel and Chandler tried to wrestle a sofa up the stairs.


The familiar dialogue washed over me, distracting my toddler brain and soothing my anxiety. Whatever shit goes down, that purple New York apartment stays the same, its tales repeated liked parables, the comfort of small loves, small conflicts, small lives.


I reached for my agenda and looked at the next item: team meeting. Perhaps I could win them over. I’d make a wry comment about Lina’s idiosyncrasies, and they’d laugh, drawing closer around me. They’d help me decode the UN system and lay a path towards our shared victory. I imagined us, one day in the future, gathering for a nostalgic drink, marvelling at what we’d achieved during those heady days in Baghdad, a family forged in battle, forever bonded by the experience we’d shared.


I was lost again. The grounds were completely silent beneath the clear mid-morning sky, and tiny sparrows darted overhead. It was absurd to think I was in the second largest metropolis in the Middle East, but the city had been clawed back, left crashing against the seven-foot walls protecting the Green Zone.


I wandered through the compound, the mismatched buildings united only by their cheap utilitarianism. A man in gym clothes walked towards me, and I asked him for directions so pitifully that he personally escorted me to the correct place.


The conference room was as bright and cold as a meat fridge. Two people lounged around a table, Pierre and a red-faced woman with even redder hair.


‘Good morning.’ I said. ‘Or is it afternoon already?’ God, I was making myself cringe.


They looked up, then returned to their phones, and I felt like a substitute teacher thrust on sceptical teens. A round white clock on the far wall staggered through the seconds. I sat in an enormous chair, upholstered in plastic masquerading as leather, and pulled out my laptop.


‘So, I’m Nadia,’ I said, as my eggy breakfast tried to climb back up my throat. ‘I’m here to lead the rehabilitation programme. Pierre and I met briefly in the cafeteria, and you must be Sherri?’


‘Sherri Anderson,’ she said in a petulant Australian accent, putting her phone down and opening a spiral-bound notebook. ‘I’m the psychosocial support specialist, and I’d like to voice my concerns about the proposed programme.’


The sunburn on her nose had started to peel and my eyes fixated on the tiny, white curls of skin unfurling from her. I was grateful not to be the least attractive woman on base.


I smiled at her and opened a blank document. ‘Right, yes, please go ahead.’


‘The proposed rehabilitation programme is unethical and problematic,’ said Sherri, reading from her notebook. ‘I object on moral grounds.’


She looked over at Pierre, who was scrolling through Grindr in plain sight. I later learned that Grindr has a very active user base in Baghdad.


‘Do you mind?’ she said. ‘This is serious.’


Pierre ignored her, and she barrelled on. ‘It’s illegal for the ISIS women to be detained in camps without charge or access to due process. Any programme the UN offers in the camp is tantamount to condoning a violation of international law.’


‘OK, thanks, Sherri, I appreciate your honesty. That’s a valid perspective. Erm … it would be helpful to know why you joined the rehabilitation team?’


‘I didn’t have a choice! I was working for the development agency, but this programme’s been given a load of money from New York, and I’ve been forced to move teams. Why you accepted the role, that’s the mystery. It’s career suicide. We’ll be ridiculed by the humanitarian sector and lambasted by the press, deservedly so. We’re on the wrong side of history and we’ll never live it down!’


Well, shit. I obviously hadn’t given the job enough thought. Desperate to escape London, I’d accepted it on a whim, but the implications were becoming clear. Merely writing an article had earned me a vitriolic response from the press, yet here I was, blithely putting those ideas into practice. Of course it was going to generate controversy. My insides dropped and shifted, my organs playing a fleshy game of Tetris. When I counted all the ways Rosy had fucked me …


Pierre looked up, grinning. ‘You know they chose a name for our agency? It’s the UN deradicalisation organisation, or UNDO.’ He guffawed. ‘Half the UN doesn’t even believe in deradicalisation, so we have to say “rehabilitation”, but the agency name stayed the same. It makes zero sense.’


Suddenly, the lights went out and I could see nothing but solid black. My mind filled with images of hissing explosives, shredded metal, twisted bodies.


‘Stay calm!’ I shrieked.


Pierre’s laughter mocked me through the darkness.


‘It’s just the mains electricity switching to the generator,’ said Sherri. ‘It happens every four hours.’


When the lights came back on, Pierre was wiping tears from his eyes, and my palms were pressed against my hot cheeks.


‘Anyway …’ I trailed off. No words could dispel my shame, I had to move on. I tried to remember the purpose of the meeting. What did Lina tell me?


I looked at the words scribbled on the back of my agenda. Team. Camp. Ministry. Did this count as getting my team together? I ticked it off, because I deserved a treat.


‘Shall we go to the camp?’ I said.


Pierre groaned. ‘All the way to fucking Ninewah? You haven’t even got ministry sign-off yet. And you won’t get it. The Iraqis aren’t going near this. There are protests in the streets, angry Shia kids with no jobs. And the minister is a Sunni, she cannot be seen as pandering to Sunni Islamists right now, it’s politically impossible for her. A qualified person would know this.’


I pulled my laptop closer towards me and surreptitiously googled ‘Iraq protests’. Thousands of results popped up, including several breaking news alerts. Fuck me. He may be a certifiable twat, but he was much better informed than me.


Hang on, didn’t Tom say Pierre had wanted my job? If it were career-ending lunacy, he wouldn’t have gone for it, this progeny of the French elite, and he wouldn’t be so angry about being passed over—


Sherri’s voice interrupted my self-soothing. ‘We can’t possibly design the programme without first visiting the camp. We’ve got to assess conditions, see if the women would even accept our intervention. You’re putting the cart before the horse, Pierre.’


I was relieved that Sherri’s jobsworth tendencies had already overtaken her moral objections. ‘That sounds sensible, Sherri,’ I said. ‘Could you organise the trip logistics?’


‘That sounds sensible, Sherri,’ said Pierre, mimicking me. ‘You know, Sherri, having a personality wouldn’t expand your carbon footprint.’


‘Well …’ she stammered, ‘if you stopped … farting out of your mouth, we could significantly reduce methane levels.’ She smiled, delighted by her comeback.


At least they hated each other. It would be even worse if they were in cahoots against me.


Pierre stuck out his tongue at Sherri, then turned to me. ‘It’ll take forever to get security authorisation to visit the camp. You’ll have to fill in a lot of forms.’ He mimed throwing dollar bills at strippers.


‘It’s fine, just give them to me,’ I said, rubbing my temples with my fingers. ‘Pierre, can you arrange a visit to the ministry for when we get back to the camp?’


He blew air into his cheeks. ‘I know the minister well, of course, she is a family friend. But who knows if she’ll agree to meet you? She doesn’t normally take meetings with random strangers.’


I was wrong about him. He wasn’t a twat, he was a grade-A cunt.


‘Sure, well, give it a go, yeah?’


I closed my laptop, and by the time I’d packed my handbag, they were both gone.





Chapter Four



The evening drained the heat from the air, breathing cool ripples through my demure wrap dress as I searched the grounds for the tiki bar. I’d only packed one dress, filling the rest of my suitcase with modest cotton shirts, panic-bought suits and an optimistic gym kit. Quite a contrast with my normal summer wardrobe, which comprised hipster jumpsuits for days at UCL and bodycon dresses for endless nights out with Rosy.


Rosy and I had met as graduate students at Warwick. It was the first day of my Master’s and I’d forced myself out in search of friends. But the Dirty Duck was silent; isolated postgrads sipping half-pints, surrounded by stacks of books, studiously avoiding eye contact. I looked at the books with envy. When reading lists were released, they’d raced to the library to check them out. It didn’t occur to me. Now the shelves were empty, and I was being fisted by Amazon.


‘Those tits are magnificent!’ Rosy’s voice pierced the bar.


Everyone looked up and I looked down at my chest. My breasts, juicy and wobbly as caramel panna cottas, swelled over the V-neck of my jumper. I was having a great tit day. I turned and found Rosy looking straight at me, pretty and open-faced, her lipstick a vintage red, her skin lorry-driver white. She seemed so tall, though I struggled to separate her physical height from her self-assured, straight-backed confidence.


‘Thank you,’ I said, my voice thin from under-use. ‘They’re making up for lost time.’


‘Oh, but they look so natural. Was it expensive?’ She sat next to me on the torn pleather sofa and her thigh brushed against mine. It was the most I’d been touched in a year.


‘Nah, they’re real, but they’ve been covered up most of my life. I’ve only just stopped wearing hijab. I’m Nadia, by the way.’ My hand rose and found itself suspended awkwardly between a wave and a salute.


‘Rosy,’ she said. ‘And I’m officially intrigued.’ She picked up my Coke and took a sip. I thought of her saliva meeting mine on the wet glass. ‘There’s no vodka in this?’ she said with a grimace. ‘Give me two secs.’ She walked to the bar, ordered a shot, and tipped it into my Coke.


‘OK, I’m all yours. Spill the beans.’ She sat down, and the movement released wafts of stale beer from the wizened couch.


‘Erm, I guess I’ve transitioned out of being Muslim,’ I said, scanning the bar for beards. The penalty for apostasy is still beheading. Although probably not in Warwick.


She handed me the vodka Coke. I’d never drunk before, but I was too embarrassed to say. It tasted like bleach.


‘So, you’re a trans-Islamist?’ she said, tapping her chin with her Tipp-Ex white fingernail. ‘No, I guess that would be a trans person who joined Al-Qaeda.’


I raised an eyebrow. ‘Imagine Al-Qaeda having a trans battalion. That would be peak rainbow-washing.’


She snort-spluttered and I watched with satisfaction.


‘You’re just a regular heretic, then? Well, I commend your bravery.’ She bowed in my direction.


Bowing, except in prayer, was considered blasphemous in our house. Mum was once invited to a garden party at Buckingham Palace in honour of some charity interfaith tripe and she spent the entire lead-up excitedly preparing her refusal to curtsy. The Queen only stayed ten minutes in the end, and Mum didn’t get to meet her. Sounds like karma. Couldn’t say that to Mum though, karma’s blasphemous too.


‘Tell me more.’ Rosy pulled her bleach-blonde hair into a ponytail, surplus tufts erupting around the elastic with careless beauty. ‘Why d’you leave Islam? Is it like the standard Catholic sob-story? Paedo-Imams?’


I swallowed and crossed my arms. It was all so recent, the pain liquid and fresh, I couldn’t look directly at it.


‘Mate,’ I said, ‘I had a monobrow and moustache topped off with a headscarf. Paedos looked straight past me. Honestly, it hurt.’


‘Aw, poor baby! An unloved, hairy little vole.’ She stretched and her belly button winked at me.


I forced a laugh. The irony. I was loved back then, when I was young and formless, easily fitting into the mould laid out for me. The perfect little Muslim girl who enjoyed nothing more than racking up heaven points: extra prayers, extra fasts, extra helpful to Mum and Granddad. Sweet and shiny as jelly that dissolved on contact with the outside world.
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