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To my family – Penny, Claire, Will,


Alastar, and George



‘The worst loneliness is to not be comfortable with yourself.’


– Mark Twain


‘Because one believes in oneself, one doesn’t try to convince others.


Because one is content with oneself, one doesn’t need others’ approval.


Because one accepts oneself, the whole world accepts him or her.’


– Lao Tzu



prologue


Melbourne


Twenty-three years earlier
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Kate shut the car door and limped across the lawn. Her mother had already reached the front door. She pushed it open and marched down the hallway, her heels echoing on the floorboards. Kate waited until she disappeared and went to her room. She eased herself onto her bed and rolled on to her side, shivering as she bent up her knees. Next to the window, the hibiscus was in bloom. Its hot pink flowers glowed in the early afternoon sun. Her father had said it would do this when they planted it.


She was still curled on her bed, the sun long gone from the plant, when her mother walked into the room. She placed two tablets and a glass of water on the table beside the bed.


‘The doctor said you should have these. You’ll need two more in the morning.’ She paused. ‘Are you all right?’


Kate looked up, her eyes moistening. ‘It really hurts, Mum.’


‘The tablets will help.’


‘I feel dirty.’


‘I’m sure you do.’ Her mother’s skirt rustled against the pillow as she moved close to the bed. Her perfume descended like a cloud. ‘Who was the father, Katherine? It’s time to say.’


Kate rolled towards the window and stared at the shadows outside. Her hands curled into fists.


‘It was him, wasn’t it? I’m not blind.’


There was a long silence, longer even than the afternoon had been. Then, her eyes closed, she made the slightest nod, hoping even as she did that her mother would miss it.


Footsteps retreated to the doorway.


‘Can we leave this place?’


The footsteps stopped as the words filled the room.


‘You’ve ruined your life and now you want to ruin mine as well? Of course we’re not leaving.’


She was almost asleep when the front door opened and quietly closed. A minute later, distantly, the car coughed into life. It was the last thing she heard until morning.



part one


Rural Pakistan


Five years earlier
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The man in the faded turban at the front of the dray clicked his tongue and drew the mule to the side of the hot bitumen. Malika waited for the policeman and the boy – Tahir, he had mumbled once – to get off before clambering down herself. They waited at the roadside for a car and then a bus to pass, before hurrying across. Their feet stirred up the white dust that lay everywhere around them as they followed the path to the village, coating Malika’s leggings and the policeman’s black trousers, just as it had whitewashed the roofs of the homes that lay ahead.


Passing wooden gates, they followed a corridor between bleached, mud-brick houses to a clearing where the branches of a giant fig tree spread wide, almost touching the buildings. The policeman motioned for them to wait beneath the tree and crossed to the far end of the clearing, where two old men were sitting cross-legged in the dust. They looked at him as he squatted in front of them.


The air was cool under the branches. Malika marvelled at their size, at the way the roots grew down from them towards the ground, as if searching for a home. The morning had been long and her mouth was as dry as her stomach was empty. She sat and picked up a dusty leaf, rubbing it between her fingers. She smiled as her fingers became speckled white and the leaf ’s deep green colour emerged. It was the same dust that had lain across the road they travelled on that morning, with the train line constantly beside them. The policeman had told Tahir that the line connected the towns of the north with Lahore and the other great cities of the south. Malika liked the thought of towns being connected, if only by dust and noisy trains.


When the policeman returned, Malika and Tahir followed him to another part of the village. They stopped in front of a hut and the policeman called out a name, waiting until a woman emerged from inside. She stood in the shade at the doorway, her arms folded. The policeman took off his hat and wiped his balding head with his handkerchief.


‘Peace to you, cousin,’ he said.


‘And to you,’ she said. ‘It has been a long time. Why do you come to visit me now?’


‘I have a favour to ask.’ He turned to the children.


The woman followed his gaze and looked back at him. ‘Two children is more than a favour, cousin.’ She turned to a young woman who had emerged from the next hut. ‘Fetch some water, Nadia. They will be thirsty.’ She turned back to the policeman. ‘Even one child is costly, Razzaq.’


‘They are old enough to work. They will work hard. They are good children.’


She looked at the children again and her eyes narrowed. ‘They are not of the same blood.’


‘No.’


‘What happened?’


‘A bus accident in the mountains east of here. God looks after his own. Their parents were not lucky.’


The woman’s eye dwelled on the boy’s white jubba. ‘He is Muslim,’ she said.


‘He will change.’


‘We will see.’


The policeman smiled and wiped his head again. ‘There is a small problem with the girl, cousin. She has not spoken since the accident.’


The woman stepped across to Malika, held a finger beneath her chin and looked into her eyes. Malika looked back. The woman’s eyes were dark; not hard, but without humour. She missed her mother’s face.


‘When was this accident?’ the woman asked.


‘A month ago.’


The woman turned to him. ‘She is pretty. She will survive. Has no one called for them?’


‘We have contacted the boy’s family. But it was a love marriage and the family see the accident as kismet. They say his lot has been ordained.’


‘And the girl?’


‘Unusual. No family other than the parents.’


‘That is kismet also, cousin. What do you want from me? You have not come from the city with them merely to talk.’


‘You have longed for children, cousin.’


‘My husband is dead. How can I provide for two growing children?’


‘They can work. They will provide for themselves.’


‘The girl has no dowry.’


‘I will do what I can.’


The woman scoffed. ‘You have two daughters of your own. How can you provide another dowry on a policeman’s salary?’


‘I know what it is to have daughters, cousin. I will do what I can.’


‘The boy will rebel.’


‘The girl is Christian. They need a home. It is not forever.’


‘You say that, but no one has come forward.’


‘Not yet.’


‘No, not yet.’


Nadia brought water and the woman sat them beneath a vine canopy that hung between the two huts. As the policeman and the children drank, she squatted in the shade, sipping her own cup and looking deeply in front of her.


‘How many summers have they seen, cousin?’ she asked at one point.


‘For the boy, we think twelve,’ he responded. ‘It is harder to know for the girl. Perhaps the same.’


Keeping her gaze on the ground, she sniffed in reply.


Finally, she turned her head. ‘A month,’ she said, fixing her cousin with a stare. ‘I cannot afford longer. I am sorry for their plight, but we have many mouths here as it is.’


The policeman smiled and nodded. ‘May good fortune find you, cousin.’


The policeman waved to them from the dray that would take him back to the station two hours down the track. He said he would send money.


‘It will be needed,’ the woman said.


She talked to the children on the walk back to her hut.


‘You are mine, now,’ she said. ‘I am a good woman. I will not beat you if you do what I say. I will care for you, but you must help for the good of the village. I do not know of your past lives. They are over. Here, we must survive. We have crops in the field that need to be worked and animals that need to be tended.’


‘I am Muslim,’ said Tahir.


‘Your past life is over,’ she repeated. ‘We must work together to survive. Your family has not come forward to claim you and you must do what you can to survive.’


‘I am Muslim,’ he said again and turned away.


Malika looked at the woman and the woman stared back. ‘I am Ayesha,’ she said.


Malika said nothing. It was important to say nothing. If words slipped out, memories might slip in. She wanted to be away, just away. The policeman had not let her see her parents’ bodies. Malika had wanted to, but perhaps it was better he did not let her. This way she could believe that one day her parents would return. They could come now, to the village, to take her back to her own village in the hills, where clear streams fed trees that erupted in the summer with leaves and fruit. It was a game she played some days until the sun was low in the sky. But always the game ended as night came.


‘Come,’ said Ayesha, holding out her hand when they reached her hut. ‘It is time to eat lunch. Then you must work. In a month you will be gone from here.’


A month passed and no word came from the policeman. Three months. Ayesha knew no one would come. Malika had begun to talk, at least a word here and there, mainly in response to the woman’s kindness: a thank you for extra rice or a goodnight as they lay together on the bed. One night after working the fields, she collapsed on the earthen floor inside the hut and began to cry. Ayesha stayed with her during the night, stroking her skin and bathing her forehead. She told Malika no one could change the past, no matter how unjust. Everyone must do what they could. When the first birds chirped and the sky lightened, Ayesha lay down next to Malika and began to snore. Malika looked across the room to Tahir. He too had stayed awake during the night, at one point turning his face to the wall and covering his ears.


The men called to collect the children for work soon after the first sun crept across the lane. Ayesha said they needed rest, but the boy rose from his bed to join the men in the fields. Malika woke late and helped prepare dinner at the fire. In the afternoon, Ayesha brought out her dowry chest, a large tin box. Tin to keep out rats, she explained, adding that it had cost her father a month of labour. Her parents had hoped for a large family from her; they had given her clothes and vestments for baptisms and first communions.


‘But,’ she said, ‘the Lord took my husband young, barely a year into our marriage.’ She smiled at Malika. ‘Now my parents are gone, I am too old for children, and my dowry box is without purpose.’


Malika looked at her. ‘My mother had a dowry box also,’ she said. ‘It is gone now.’


The woman nodded. ‘It is good to hear you speak,’ she said.


Later, Malika made tea and they sipped the warm, sweet liquid as the fire glowed and the light outside faded. As they drank, Ayesha reached into her glory box for a parcel wrapped in muslin cloth. She opened it to show fabric and needles, with reels of cotton and scissors of different sizes.


‘Do you know how to sew?’ she asked.


Malika nodded. She took a piece of fine cotton and a patch of material from the basket and showed the woman the cross-stitching her mother had taught her. Her fingers played deftly with the needle, first on one and then the other side of the fabric. She completed a pattern and showed Ayesha, who could see it was beyond the skill of the village. It would sell for a good price.


That night, Ayesha took her ideas to the elders in the village. She showed them Malika’s stitching and spoke to them of profits. It was resolved that the girl would no longer work in the fields. She would mix with the village girls, learn to work in the animal pens, wash clothes and organise food lists. Twice a week, she would teach the girls her craft.


The next Monday, well after the men had picked up Tahir, as morning light spread across the land, Ayesha took Malika to meet some of the village girls and young women beneath the fig tree in the square. They became interested when Ayesha showed them Malika’s stitching. Rolling out a ream of cotton cloth to protect against the dust, they sat around her in a circle and the session began. It was a slow process; their hands were not as agile as Malika’s. She would hold their fingers and patiently guide them across the fabric, talking as she did, explaining what they were trying to achieve.


She had mixed little with the village girls until then: the older girls had tolerated rather than welcomed her and the younger girls were busy with their own games. Now though, some of the girls began to linger outside her hut in the mornings and accompany her to the centre square. They waited for her when the clothes needed to be washed, walking beside her to the creek beyond the rail line, smiling and shyly touching her skin. Sometimes she would smile back and at night, as she lay next to Ayesha, the grey blanket that covered her life carried a little less weight.


Malika slowly settled into village life: the morning smells of barley porridge in the smoky hut as the weather cooled, the shared pleasures of an evening breeze in the square, eating goat’s cheese and listening to the choir sing after Mass on the last Sunday of the month, when the priest would visit. She knew which small avenues afforded the best shade and which dogs to avoid. But it was not her home. It was a place to rest as she waited for life to bring another change. She knew the truth of what the visiting priest called Limbo, the home for lost souls. And as memories of her past life became more distant, so too did they become more accessible. Sometimes, she would even welcome them.


One day Fatima, one of the sewing class girls, brought a bag of sweets. Her mother had bought the sweets at the bazaar for her birthday, and told her to share them among the other girls to ensure good fortune stayed with her for the year to come. Fatima stood the girls in a line and handed out the sweets, one at a time. When she reached the end, she turned and began to work her way back. The bag was large, and Malika saw the process would be slow. She tapped Fatima on the shoulder and, taking the bag from her, told her to count the girls while she began to count the sweets.


‘How many?’ she asked Fatima, when she herself had finished counting.


‘Twenty-two.’


‘And a hundred and seventy-eight sweets,’ Malika answered after a minute. She thought a moment. ‘How many did you not already give two sweets to?’


The girl turned and counted back from the end of the line. ‘Seven. And then there’s you,’ she added.


‘And how many did you want?’


Fatima blushed. ‘It is my twelfth birthday.’ She hesitated. ‘It is customary here –’


Malika nodded. ‘To have one for each year.’ It had been the same at her home.


Fatima nodded. ‘But everyone else?’


The answer appeared in Malika’s mind like a warm glow. ‘Make sure each girl has nine sweets.’


‘And you?’


She shrugged. ‘I will have what is left.’


Fatima held the bag high and the other girls gathered, first for their sweets but then around Malika. They looked at her as if she were a wise man or an elder, pleading with her to show them how such tricks could be done. They took her across to the base of the tree, and needlework was forgotten as they sat on the cotton ream and Malika spoke to them of arithmetic and the games that numbers could be made to play.


When their mothers and the day’s chores called, Fatima came to Malika, a smile curling her lips, her hands behind her back. ‘How many sweets did you think would be left?’ she teased.


‘I thought five.’


Fatima shrugged as she handed across two. ‘I wanted to save you more, but Rashida took the others for her brother.’ She held out the bag. ‘It is no matter. You can have some of mine.’


Malika shook her head. ‘Perhaps the boy is sick.’


‘I know she took them for herself,’ said Fatima, pulling the bag inside her clothes. She glanced at Malika and hid a smile behind her hand. ‘How will she find a husband? She is already as big as a water buffalo.’


‘Perhaps she will marry a nice fat boy buffalo,’ said Malika, and Fatima giggled.


As she walked back to Ayesha’s home, Malika wondered if her parents – in whatever place they were – would be pleased with her. She wanted to tell them that she was making friends and helping the village, that she honoured what they had taught her. She needed to tell them about her day, from when she first opened her eyes in the morning to what she saw in her dreams at night. She forced herself to think of the morning and of the girls’ faces as she explained how numbers fitted together. Numbers had always come easily to her. Even as a small girl, still too young for school, she had helped the older children understand the secrets they held. Later, she didn’t need the formulas the teacher taught in the classroom. She could look at the numbers and the answer would appear in her mind. As she tried to explain to her mother once, it was like seeing them as different colours.


The following morning, some of the girls brought paper and pencils to the square, arriving with them clutched in their hands.


‘It is better we do our stitching first,’ said Malika.


The next night, she lay awake in bed wondering what to tell them, where to start. She wished she had a book to help her. She could feel Tahir listening in the darkness from the other corner as she turned and fidgeted beside Ayesha’s warm body. She hid her fears beneath her clothes as she dressed in the morning, and then set the fire for chapattis. In the end, she made a decision to start with arithmetic, although she remembered only a few of the laws and formulas her teacher had begun to show her. She half hoped they would forget about the number games, but after a token effort with their stitching the girls wrapped their handiwork in cloth and placed their packages at the base of the tree before gathering around her. Malika took a deep breath and began.


After some weeks, Malika resorted to writing down number problems at night, so there was something for the class to start with during the day. Sometimes, Tahir stared at her in the faint glow of the kerosene lamp, his dark eyes flashing. He asked her once, in a whisper so Ayesha would not wake, what she was doing.


‘It is a game for the other girls,’ Malika whispered back.


‘Games are for children,’ he said, and rolled over to the wall. Minutes later, she heard him snoring. For a few moments, they were in time with Ayesha’s loud snorts, and Malika lowered her head and smiled.


In the class, she began to recite numbers, forcing the girls to remember them in sequence, and giving them simple problems to work out in their heads. It didn’t seem to matter what she did or which tasks she set, the girls were always on time, bubbling with excitement and eager for the next lesson. Soon, they would not leave until their mothers came looking for them, and some walked around the village reciting their tables or explaining division and multiplication to their brothers.


One day, the elders called Malika to an evening meeting. Ayesha stood behind her as she explained her lessons to the circle of stone-faced elders. Ayesha stayed when Malika was asked to walk home. The next morning, Ayesha told her that the elders had banned the classes.


Malika ate her breakfast slowly and later that morning spoke to Fatima at the latrine.


‘We must continue our work,’ Fatima said. She directed the hose at the concrete gutter and waited as Malika followed with the broom.


‘They could make things worse,’ said Malika. ‘They might stop our stitching, too.’ She paused her sweeping to take a breath then, holding it, she shoved the excrement into the bucket at the end of the gutter. She exhaled. ‘We should be careful.’


‘That is true,’ Fatima nodded.


Malika leaned on the broom. ‘I have an idea. We have paper and pencils. We can pass problems between us. So we do not gather together, except for stitching. I could make up a code.’ Her face became doubtful. ‘Perhaps it is too dangerous.’


Fatima’s face beamed. ‘No! That is a good idea, my friend. It can be our own secret code.’


‘We will need to be careful of displeasing the elders.’


‘What of Ayesha? She is almost an elder.’


‘She will not mind,’ said Malika.


One Sunday, the priest arrived early for Mass. He manoeuvred his small, red car along the largest of the lanes and parked it at the edge of the square, beneath a branch of the fig tree. He stood for a moment, his hands on his hips, and then wandered over to where the children worked on their sewing. One of the mothers now supervised the children to make sure they worked. The priest gazed at the gathering before smiling at the woman.


‘May I speak with them?’ he said to the woman, who ordered the girls to lay down their work.


The priest was easily the tallest man that Malika had seen, taller even than the policeman. His hair was red like autumn leaves. His accent spoke of foreign lands as he told them of the child Jesus visiting the temple, and how his holiness was visible even then, even by those who didn’t believe. Malika had heard the story before. She glanced at Fatima, who had been working on a puzzle that Malika had given her that morning as they threw grain to the chickens. Fatima nudged the girl next to her and slipped a folded sheet of paper in her hand. The girl waited until the priest had turned away before leaning across to Malika. But she was not careful enough and the woman saw the folded paper in the girl’s hand.


‘What nonsense are you making, Lubna?’ she hissed. She stepped between the girls and snatched the note from the open-mouthed girl, before burying it in her clothes.


‘What is that?’ the priest asked.


‘It is foolishness,’ said the woman. ‘A foolishness the elders have forbidden.’


‘May I see it?’


The woman hesitated but then did as he asked, looking at Malika with malice as she handed it across. He scanned the note for a minute, then looked up. ‘Who wrote this?’ he asked.


Malika stood and he beckoned her forward as he read the note again, this time frowning.


‘What is it?’ he asked finally, looking in her eyes.


‘It is a puzzle,’ she answered.


‘They are lines without meaning.’


She took the paper. ‘No, it is a code,’ she said. ‘Each line is a different number. We are deciding what size the square would need to be if all the harvest from the field had to be stored here, if it reached the same height as the wall.’


‘The elders have forbidden it, Father,’ said the woman again, staring at the seated children. She clutched at her robes. ‘We must work, not play idly.’


The priest held up his hand and turned back to Malika. His eyes narrowed. ‘And what is the answer?’


‘The others are working on it,’ said Malika, looking around. ‘I do not want to spoil it.’


The priest laughed. ‘Perhaps that is because you do not know it.’


‘Three and a quarter chains on each side,’ she said immediately, looking at him.


‘How do you know?’


‘I saw the answer when Tahir told me they hope to fill three silos this year.’


‘But the silos are round.’


‘Cylinders. Yes.’


He leaned forward, his hands on his knees. ‘My name is Father Louis Andreas Salvador Prader.’ He smiled when she hesitated. ‘My friends call me Father Louis.’


‘Then I will do that,’ said Malika. The girls were behind her, she knew, but none of them had moved. She felt the woman’s anger at her back too. Father Louis seemed about to talk again before changing his mind. He handed back the note. ‘You say you saw the answer. Do you mean you calculated it?’


She shook her head.


‘Then tell me how you explain it to the other girls.’


‘I do not know how. I see it, then I work it out as I explain it.’


‘Sit with me,’ he said. ‘Let us spend some time together.’ He spoke to the woman. ‘Rasheed, please, could you make me some tea? I will watch the children.’
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That afternoon, after Mass, Father Louis spent time talking with the elders in the large building that served as the church on the Sundays he was there. It was a long discussion. As she always did on such days, Malika relaxed with the women and girls in the square, but on this day she had to try hard to ignore what was happening inside the church. She ate the late lunch, drank tea and made jokes, laughing at the young children as they ran around chasing each other. Older boys had begun a game of cricket on the other side of the tree. While she sat, her eyes kept drifting to the path she knew Tahir would take to the square. He was not forced to come to Mass, and instead usually worked in the fields in the morning.


He arrived grasping a scythe, his slender limbs now strong with muscle from the field work. His skin glowed in the afternoon sun. He had long grown out of his jubba, and wore the same grey top and pants as the others. But the village barely saw him outside the Sunday meal, and even then he would take food from the table and either sit alone or occasionally find shade with a few of the older boys from the field and watch the activities in silence. Tahir did not mix; the whole village knew that. Sometimes though, she knew he looked at her, especially when she was looking anywhere but at him.


Long shadows had formed across the square by the time the priest came out of the hut. He walked across to Malika. ‘I think we have an understanding,’ he said.


She looked up. Sweat moistened his face, as if he had been working under the sun. His shirt was wet too, with an acrid odour that caught the breeze.


‘Treat Father with respect, girl,’ scolded Ayesha, pushing her to her feet.


‘You must stop the teaching,’ Father Louis said, gazing into her face.


She nodded. In the corner of her eye Fatima was pretending not to listen.


‘You will not teach,’ he continued, ‘but I will bring you books on the Sundays I take Mass, so I can teach you.’


‘I can learn alone.’


‘Mathematics, perhaps. But you might find English more difficult.’


‘What is English?’


‘Another language.’ He smiled, showing many large teeth. ‘You will see.’


‘And Fatima?’


‘I’m sorry.’ He shook his head. ‘The elders will not relent.’
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The summer rains passed and her second autumn in the village approached. Malika saw her girlhood departing. By the time the winds from the north had turned cool and the harvest had given its last, she found she was already taller than Ayesha. Her breasts had swelled, and in the cracked and scratched mirror next to the door, her lips were fuller, her hair long and strong. Her heart jumped to see she was like her mother. She began to wear her hair the way her mother had worn it, using a band to keep it off her face. One day, she found an old magazine in Ayesha’s tin box. It had a faded picture of a pale-skinned princess on the front. She must have been a princess; no one else could have been so beautiful. When Ayesha was out, Malika would practise pulling up her hair and turning her face the way the princess did in the magazine. It annoyed her that unlike the princess, dark hairs had begun to grow from beneath her armpits.


When frost began to cover the fields in the mornings, Ayesha said it was time for Tahir to sleep with the men in the large shed at the end of the village. He looked at her a minute, his face immobile, and then he picked up his small bag of belongings and stepped out of the hut into the cold sun. Ayesha looked at Malika as he left.


‘It is better he goes now,’ she said. ‘He is already looking at you and the village is starting to talk. He needs to be with the other men.’


As she went about cleaning the breakfast dishes, Malika did not tell the woman what had happened a week earlier. In the glow of the fire embers, as she prepared her hair for sleep, she saw him watching her from his straw mat. It was a look that chilled her heart and made her turn away, clutching her hand to her breasts. That night, with the faint smell of smoke in the air, she lay in the dark beside Ayesha, listening to three people breathing. She asked herself why she feared his stare. The next morning as they ate their barley porridge, Tahir had spoken his customary few words to her and the woman before leaving for the fields. Malika decided some things were best forgotten.


She rarely saw him after he left the hut. She did not miss him but they shared a past and, apart from Father Louis who now came every second Sunday, he was her only contact from the world beyond the village. Each morning and evening as the men passed on their way to and from the field, she would look out for him, hoping he might also look for her.


The winter set in hard, with freezing nights and colder mornings. Rain had not fallen since the autumn, and slowly its absence crept into the village talk. Everyone knew the number of days since the last rain, and when the creek beyond the rail line slowed to a trickle anxiety began to mix with fear. It sat among them as they gathered at night and it was in the eyes of the women as they scanned the horizon uneasily during the day. A single cloud was enough to fill the conversation for the morning. The men left early to make the most use of the light and were at their ploughs even as the women cooked breakfast. Malika hoped she would be asked to walk with the group to bring the men food. They joked and teased in ways the women did not. But usually it was the older women who went, and she and the other girls were given empty bowls to clean.


Some mornings, on her way to the deepening well for the day’s water, Malika’s feet would first take her to the outskirts of the village. She would stand between the tracks on the train line, watching as the men in the fields shouted at the lumbering water buffalos that were yoked to ploughs, while a string of women and older children walked behind, clearing the waste. Then, she would look along the tracks and gaze far into the distance until they became a single point. She wondered what a great city looked like. Once, as she turned and picked up her buckets, she saw Tahir. He was working a plough on his own while the men were busy with another that had stopped midfield. She smiled at his resolute figure standing pencil straight behind the giant animal. It saddened her that he kept himself apart from the rest of the village. He did not join the nightly prayers for rain and a good crop; instead, after drinking deeply from the buckets left in the cool of the tree, he would disappear to his quarters. The men talked of seeing him there on his knees, praying.


Beneath the fig tree as they prepared their wares for the bazaar, the women asked Ayesha, ‘We have given him life. Why does he not show us gratitude?’


She shrugged. ‘He chooses not to be one of us. How do I know what he thinks?’


As the drought deepened and whispers and resentment grew within the village, Father Louis intervened.


‘Christians and Muslims believe in the same God,’ he said to the congregation one Sunday at Mass. ‘In God’s eyes we are one. To believe means we must accept His ways as we must accept all His people.’ He scanned the room, challenging each of them with his stare. ‘All His people,’ he repeated. ‘Christ died for the sins of all men, not just the faithful. Belief is nothing if it is not seen in our actions.’ He proceeded to speak to them of Job and of the need to persevere, not to lose sight of hope. They had not heard the sermon before and the villagers’ hearts were more open as they ate lunch that day. A woman took a plate of food and some water across to Tahir. Wide-eyed, he took it from her, eating it quickly but then disappearing soon after. As those who saw him leave looked at each other and shook their heads, Malika followed him down the path. She found him among the ploughs, in the field behind the shed.


He didn’t look up as she sat on a plough handle behind him. She waited as a minute passed.


‘Hajira was kind to bring you lunch.’


He shrugged.


‘They want to help you. We all want to help you.’


‘I do not want help,’ he said. He looked to the distance. ‘I want justice.’


‘Can I do nothing?’


‘Only Allah brings justice.’


She stood and folded her arms. ‘Why must you be this way?’


He paused, then turned to her. ‘My family saw it. The policeman said it when he brought us here.’


She remembered the day they arrived on the dray.


‘It is my test,’ he said. ‘My fate. Allah is truly great.’


He turned away and she stayed for a moment, before walking back to the village. Close to the square, she dropped her head so her hair fell forward and her face was hidden from those returning to their huts. She deviated around the square and waited inside her hut until her lessons with the priest began.


Once the crops had been sown and Christmas had passed, Malika filled her spare hours with her lessons. Her night-time studies forced Ayesha to buy more kerosene for the lamp. Father Louis brought Malika four books: mathematics, chemistry, physics and English. They spent their time on English before Christmas. She needed the new language to make sense of the other books. She laughed the first time she opened the English book; it started where the end should have been. Dressed in his white shirt, with a gold cross on each collar, Father Louis took her through simple and then more complicated English passages. After a few months, he insisted that they speak only English when they talked together. He gave her lists of words to learn from one week to the next. By the end of winter, she could read simple books and began asking for more. The mathematics book she completed in a month; the same period for chemistry and physics combined. He tested her when they met. She saw the answers before the priest had finished reading the question, laughing when he turned to the end of the book to check.


As they pounded the clothes clean at the creek, Fatima would sometimes ask about her studies. The pain in her eyes prompted Malika to begin teaching her secretly, on afternoons when the women were cooking together in the square. She tried first with mathematics.


‘Let us solve two equations at once,’ she said, opening the book and laying it flat on the bed.


Fatima read through the chapter with her as they sat on the bed. At the end she turned to Malika. ‘I do not understand this x and y. How can they be numbers when they are also letters? And then, how can the same letters be different numbers in the next question?’


Malika nodded. ‘Let us look at physics.’ She opened the book and flicked through the pages to the first chapter. Atomic structure. Despite her translation, it was like showing a blind person the sun. The concepts were beyond her. After a few tries Fatima rolled back on the bed with her legs in the air.


‘Too hard!’ she laughed, and poked out her tongue. She picked up the English book. ‘Let me try this.’


To Malika’s surprise, she took to the words with ease. After only a few lessons, she could say the words clearly; her tongue found a way around syllables that Malika still found difficult to pronounce. Once, Fatima corrected her pronunciation and Malika fumed, smiling reluctantly when her friend placed a worried hand on her wrist.


As the days warmed, Father Louis and Malika came out from the large hut to sit beneath the great tree after Mass. He brought more books, as well as pens and paper, and spoke to her of things outside the village. She began writing in the new language, sometimes tasks the priest set and sometimes purely for herself. Father Louis would take it all away with him on Sundays and return her work covered in comments, and sometimes corrections, when he next arrived. Sitting at a makeshift table made from an upturned wooden box, they discussed and argued, sometimes hard, and it was not beyond Father Louis to slap the table or the tree beside them to make a point. Malika found herself doing the same. She surprised herself by the way her feelings were set free at these times. When she knew she was right, no force in the world could turn her. Entranced, jealous or bored, the young men of the village sat on stools around them or sprawled along the nearby wall. Occasionally, she would glance up as Fatima crossed the square and once, Tahir stopped on his way. He stood for a moment listening, before squatting near them. She felt his eyes on her as she tried to convince the priest of her solution to a maths problem. When she had finished, the priest handed her the solution the professor at the university in Lahore had given him. She read it through and saw she had made an error right at the start. She blushed and looked up. Father Louis smiled and winked at her.


‘But I know calculus,’ she pleaded. ‘I do.’


‘The professor said everyone does this the first time. Even him.’


She nodded and bit her tongue. When she looked up, she saw Tahir disappearing around a distant hut.


After spring came the heat and then the harvest, although the older men shook their heads as the grain only half-filled the silos. Fortunately, and to the relief of the whole village, rains followed. The men smiled easily enough through the mud on their way to the fields, knowing that God had blessed their lives for another year.


When not studying, Malika’s chores were her life. She worked with the other young women to fetch water from the well or wood from the large shed, and to ensure the vegetables and herbs were well tended. One time early in the morning, as she stood at the edge of the village, a flight of swallows flew past a nearby tree and swooped across the nearby fields. She watched the rhythm of their flight, the way the birds moved as one and yet didn’t. She frowned as she studied them, seeing how the birds on the edge deviated beyond the reach of the others, sometimes returning, sometimes not, and how the whole flock would then close on them to stay intact. The pulse of their movement was like a beat within her chest. It was only when Fatima, washing basket on her hip, called to her that she returned to her chores.


One morning, Ayesha could not get out of bed. Malika felt her cheeks and forehead. They were burning.


‘You have the fever,’ she said.


The woman nodded. ‘Before you leave, you must fetch me some water.’


‘I will stay,’ said Malika.


Her heart beat strongly and her hands trembled as she filled the pail with cool water at the well. Ayesha’s body radiated heat as she sponged her down. The older woman smiled and held her hand as she finished.


‘It is good you are here.’


Malika told Fatima and the others when they arrived for her that she needed to care for the woman that day. The day turned into a week. Ayesha became confused, calling out for her husband in the early hours of the morning. Malika could hardly get her to take the water she offered. The other women came; the husband of one of them had worked as a hospital orderly in the Great City.


‘She needs hospital medicine,’ this woman said.


‘Perhaps Father Louis will have medicine when he comes,’ said Malika.


‘We should pray,’ said another woman. She got to her knees.


In a circle, they recited the rosary three times as Ayesha moaned in the corner. Malika had prayed fruitlessly many times to her parents, waiting for a sign they heard her. It never came. But her chest heaved to think of life with Ayesha gone. She bowed her head and swore to the Divine Mother she would offer her life to God if she would intercede.


Three days later, against the expectations of the elders, and after Malika had completed countless decades of the rosary, Ayesha called to Malika in the early morning, asking her for some of the broth she could smell. Malika burned her fingers as she heated the soup and poured it into a bowl.


‘Not too fast,’ she said, as she pushed the spoon against the woman’s lips.


Ayesha swallowed, gasped and smiled, and squeezed Malika’s fingers. As she lowered Ayesha’s head to the mattress, Malika bowed her head and wondered what the Divine Mother would ask of her.


[image: image]


As the season passed, Malika and Fatima began to spend more time with the other young women. They would gather in a group in the square after dinner as the days lengthened, and talk. Malika noticed that now, instead of telling how they would search the world as they had once dreamed, they now spoke of making their lives inside the village. Some were already eyeing certain young men, knowing their parents were in discussion. Now and then, the talk would turn to Tahir, who was as tall as a man and had hairs on his chin.


Fatima shuddered as she spoke of him. ‘He lives with hate,’ she said in a low voice, and the other girls nodded. ‘I pray I am not in his thoughts.’


Malika admitted as much to herself. She never saw him smile and his chosen isolation had become a festering sore on the village’s conscience. Though a part of the village, he was also separate. She wondered how someone could live as he did. She wondered how long he would stay.


One morning, when the worst of the summer rains had past, Malika set off to clean the goat pen. Their enclosure was at the far end of the village near the water buffalos, each as far as possible from the train tracks. Ayesha had explained to her that before Malika had arrived, the water buffalo pen was closest to the rail line. One night a buffalo broke loose and was killed by an overnight train. It was a loss the village could not afford.


She was astonished to see Tahir at the goat pen. The week had been busy and Malika had not seen him. He shrugged when she arrived, then turned away and began sweeping. He pushed the goats away from the dirty straw beneath them before scooping it away with the broom. Seeing what needed to be done, Malika filled her arms with clean straw and threw it onto the ground as Tahir made space. One goat had just delivered a litter and together they picked up the small, pink forms and placed them into the first pen, which was now clean. For a moment as they each held a tiny kid, their eyes met and Tahir’s features softened. It was as close to a smile as he had shown her since he left the hut. Malika wished he would show her more.


They mucked out and swept the rest of the pens in silence. The goats brayed and urinated immediately on the clean straw when it was placed beneath them. It made Malika roll her eyes. As usual, Malika knew Tahir looked at her when he thought her back was turned or that hair across her face prevented her from seeing him. She had grown to like it, their secret.


They had almost finished: the old concrete trough was filled and they only needed to lay down fresh straw in the hutches. They leaned on their straw brooms for a moment before beginning. On her right, Malika noticed the lactating goat lying on its side. Its fresh litter had backed it into a corner, but there were more kids than teats. The runt, its tail wagging furiously, blind and bleating, had missed out again nudged aside by a sibling. Tahir watched for a minute, his face expressionless. Then without warning, he dropped his broom and stepped forward to the litter, pulling the bully off the teat. He held the offending kid high in one hand as he encouraged the smaller one forward. He watched for a moment until it latched on.


Without glancing at Malika, he took the hapless animal to the trough and, with both hands around its neck, plunged it deep into the water. He didn’t lift it out until it lay still in his hands. It was over before Malika could think to act but her heart stopped as she watched. Tahir dropped the dead animal beside the trough. He stared at it a moment and then turned and walked out. He passed Malika on the way.


‘Kismet,’ he said, without shifting his gaze from the horizon.


She could not move until he had gone, as she could not think that afternoon or sleep that night. The black fire in his eyes as he passed had scorched her soul, and she knew she would never understand him.


By autumn, the afternoons were beginning to close in. One such Sunday, lessons finished, the sun suspended above the rooftops, Father Louis told her she was ready.


‘For what?’ she asked.


‘It is time you sat the test,’ he said.


She shielded her eyes from the sun to look at him. ‘What good is a test when there are chores to be done?’


He sighed and looked up at the giant trunk of the tree, his eyes following the branches to the sky.


‘Do you know where this tree came from, Malika?’ he asked.


She shook her head. ‘It has always been here.’


‘Before you and me, certainly. But the village built itself around this tree.’ He stood, picked up the box and began the walk to the car. Malika followed him.


‘Do the elders not know the answer?’ she asked.


‘Such trees do not belong here. But here it is.’


‘It does the village much good,’ she said.


‘It is already dying. Have you not seen the way its leaves drop before each summer?’


She nodded. She had seen that, this year in particular. ‘What will become of it? Of us?’ she added.


‘I do not know.’ He opened the car boot and placed his box inside. ‘But there are many other trees that would grow well here.’ He got into the car and smiled at her. ‘I will return in three weeks. Study hard.’


She watched until the car disappeared into the haze and dust.


Another priest came with Father Louis the next time. He was called Monsignor. They said Mass together in the large hut, which had been set up as usual. The unexpected arrival of the older, quiet man with the weary face and pink-lined black garments brought out the entire village. They barely fitted inside the building. Communion took twenty minutes. The older men said afterwards that a Monsignor was more important than a cardinal.


After Mass, the Monsignor sat in a chair beneath the fig tree and asked to see Malika. She stood in front of him, answering his questions patiently. She saw Ayesha and Fatima at the side and wished they were near her. She glanced at Father Louis, but he shook his head.


‘Child, are you ready to sit this test?’ The Monsignor said eventually. His voice sounded as tired as his face looked.


She nodded.


‘It is an important test.’


It was important to Father Louis, too. ‘Why?’ she asked.


He smiled as he turned to Father Louis. ‘The papers are in the car, Louis,’ he said.


Tucking them under his arm, the Monsignor took Malika back into the church. As they stepped across the threshold, she caught a glimpse of Fatima before he shut the door and locked the world outside.


The shadows were long across the square when Malika walked outside. Her eyes lit up when she saw Fatima rise from beneath the fig tree and cross the square towards her, then her legs wobbled without reason as her friend held out her hand.


‘Did you finish?’ Father Louis’ voice was anxious as he emerged from a hut.


She nodded.


‘Was it too hard?’


‘No, except,’ and she smiled, ‘except the part where I had to write in Arabic.’


The priest nodded. ‘That should be of little consequence.’ He looked up as the Monsignor emerged from the chapel.


‘We must go, Louis,’ he said. He looked at Malika. ‘We will know the test results soon.’


Father Louis leaned over and placed his hands on Malika’s shoulders. He looked straight into her eyes. ‘Whatever happens, you did well today.’


She nodded.


‘Eat dinner now and then rest.’


The two men began walking to the car.


‘She has a singular gift,’ she heard the Monsignor say.


‘I hope she did well enough,’ the priest responded.


‘God reveals His own.’


Fatima turned and gently pushed Malika towards her hut. ‘Your face is pale,’ she said. She danced lightly around her. ‘But Ayesha has promised a special meal tonight. For both our families.’


‘She is kind,’ said Malika. Her hand reached for her friend’s.


‘You are family for us both,’ said Fatima.


Father Louis brought the news three Sundays later. As he knocked at the hut, his smile told Malika she had done well. ‘Too well,’ he said, laughing. He showed her the papers and then picked her up in his arms. She shrieked and Ayesha laughed. Malika could not remember another time when she had laughed.


The priest put her down and straightened his shirt. He turned to Ayesha.


‘We must talk.’


Ayesha’s face changed. ‘Will we need tea?’


‘Perhaps tea is a good idea.’


‘Malika, go and find the elders,’ said Ayesha. ‘Tell them Mass will be late today.’


Ayesha and Malika ate dinner in silence that night. Afterwards, the older woman left to speak with the elders. Malika was in bed when she returned. She turned off the lamp as Ayesha’s head found the pillow, then lay on her back listening to the rats scurry across the roof.


‘It is settled,’ said Ayesha in the dark. ‘You will leave in three Sundays.’


She sighed. ‘I must leave?’


‘Father says this village is no place for you.’ She paused. ‘Thinking of you will bring gladness to my heart.’


‘And you?’


‘I survived before you came.’


Malika placed her hand on Ayesha’s arm. ‘I will miss you.’


‘You always have a bed here.’


‘I will come often.’


The Friday before she was due to leave, Tahir stood at Ayesha’s door in the late afternoon sunshine and called for Malika. But it was Ayesha who appeared from the darkness. She leaned against the doorway and looked at the strong young man before her. Not even sixteen summers old and already the black hairs on his face were enough to form a beard. A stranger then, a stranger now. She folded her arms.


‘Greetings, Tahir,’ she said.


He bowed his head. ‘Greetings, Ayesha.’


‘What do you wish of Malika?’


‘I wish to watch the sunset with her on her last night.’


‘There is a party planned for tomorrow. Is that not enough?’


‘We arrived together. It is right we should say farewell together also. There are things I wish to say.’


Ayesha hesitated.


‘Wait here,’ she said.


She spoke to Malika inside the hut.


‘Perhaps he wishes to make amends,’ she said. ‘And I know my leaving will be difficult for him.’


‘Perhaps Fatima should go with you.’


Malika smiled. ‘He is Tahir,’ she said.


‘A man cannot be trusted with a young woman alone.’


‘We arrived here together as children. Now God has smiled on me and I am leaving. I know his pain.’


Ayesha’s eyes stared at her, the light from the lamp flickering in their depths. Finally, she stepped outside.


‘She must be home by dark,’ she said to Tahir.


‘I wish to talk to her.’


‘Why can you not talk here?’


‘She will be home by dark.’


They walked in silence to the edge of the village, crossing the railway line as a golden sun hung low over the wheat. They stood on the edge of the field.


‘Your last night in the village will be filled with stars,’ said Tahir, looking at the sky.


Malika nodded. It had been a mistake to come. She could barely look at him. The image of the baby goat beside the water trough welled in her memory. It made her heart beat fast.


They followed the edge of the field some way along before Tahir stopped at a small tree. He sat beneath it and beckoned Malika. She knew they were further from the village than usual, and sat a little distance from him. Tahir ignored her as he looked up.


‘From my first night here, I knew I was in a prison,’ said Tahir. He continued gazing upwards. ‘For me, nothing has changed.’


‘I will return one day,’ said Malika.


‘Why would you?’ he asked. He turned to her, but she looked away.


She didn’t hear him, didn’t feel him move until it was too late, until he was almost upon her. His weight and his speed easily pushed her back. She gasped as her head hit a tree root and, dazed, tried to push him back. But he grabbed her wrists and pushed them into the dirt and cold dust.
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