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One



ISLAMABAD, PAKISTAN, AUGUST 2001


Each day she remained unmarried, Farida Basra played At Least.


She turned to the game as she waited for her bus on a street lined with high, bougainvillea-adorned stucco walls that shielded the homes of Islamabad’s wealthy from the envious and resentful. A woman squatted knees to chin beside her, scraping at the filthy pavement with her broom of twigs. Her skin was nearly black from long hours in the sun. Farida drew forward her dupatta, the filmy shawl-like scarf that covered her chest and shoulders. She reminded herself to be thankful.


I may be poor, but at least I’m not a street sweeper.


She stepped back as a family approached on a motorbike. A graybeard husband drove while his young wife clung to him from behind with one arm, cradling an infant with the other. An older child sat in front of the husband, a younger behind the wife. Dust boiled in their wake.


I may still be unmarried, but at least I’m not bound to a man old enough to be my father.


She nodded to a group of schoolgirls in their blue uniforms and white head scarves, and directed the game toward them. No matter what happens to you, at least your education will protect you—that was the mantra her father had taught her. He was a professor whose own professor father had made the mistake of opposing Partition from India and spent the rest of his life in unwilling atonement, opportunities snatched away, income and status dwindling apace.


“But he gave me an education, and I have given you the same,” Latif Basra would tell his daughters. “It is how this family will work its way back to its rightful place. I have done my best. Now it is up to your sons.” At which Farida and her sister, Alia, would study the floor, saving their rebellious responses for whispered nighttime conversations in their bedroom.


Farida let the dupatta slide back to her shoulders and held her head higher, mentally commanding the schoolgirls to see in her what she saw in herself—a professional woman, heading home from her job as an interpreter in the commercial Blue Zone, her satchel stuffed with important papers, her brain buzzing with phrases in English, German, French. Men, her own countrymen and even some foreigners, might disparage her skills and regard her work as little more than a front for prostitution. But those were old attitudes, fast being discarded in Pakistan’s cities, if not the countryside. No longer, as she told her parents nightly and to no avail, did a woman need a husband. Not in the year 2001, when so many things were possible for women.


The girls rounded a corner, laughter floating behind them like the trailing ends of their head scarves. Farida tamped down envy. Old enough for some independence, still too young for the pressure of marriage, the girls had one another. Alia had departed the household for her own marriage, one that so far had produced only daughters, leaving Farida alone with her parents’ dwindling expectations.


She braced herself for another evening involving a strained conversation over indifferent food prepared by a cook who also doubled as a housekeeper. Most of Farida’s inadequate salary went to her parents for household expenses and helped maintain a toehold on the fringes of respectability, even if that proximity had yet to result in a marriage for her.


Her father and mother were too polite to remind Farida of how quickly she had taken to the unimagined freedoms she’d found when the family lived in England several years earlier. She was still paying for it. The fact that her work as an interpreter required constant contact with foreigners did not help her case. Despite her beauty, her parents had not been able to arrange a match with an appropriate civil servant, a teacher, or even a shopkeeper. According to her parents, these groups were the only ones who could accept her level of education along with the faint tarnish to her reputation from the time abroad. It clung to her like a cloying perfume, even after all these years. She had faced a dwindling procession of awkward second cousins and middle-aged widowers, men with strands of oily hair combed over shiny pates, men whose bellies strained at the waists of wrinkled shirts, men whose thick fingers were none too clean, men who nonetheless frowned at her with the same suspicion and aversion with which she viewed them.


By now, despite her mother’s attempts to persuade her otherwise, Farida knew there was no man she could ever imagine herself loving.


Even as her potential suitors drifted away—marrying other girls less beautiful, perhaps, but also less questionable—so did her friends, into arranged marriages of their own, quickly followed by the requisite production of children. Their paths diverged, and she instead hid behind her work.


Farida shouldered her way from the bus and pushed open the gate to the pounded-dirt courtyard. What should she expect from her parents tonight? The silence, her parents retreating after dinner into the solace of books and music? Or more badgering?


“Farida!” Her father burst out of the front door, arms spread wide. He folded her into an embrace, an intimacy he’d not permitted himself since she was a child.


She extricated herself with relief and suspicion, the latter ascendant as she took in his appearance. “Is that a new suit?”


He stepped back and turned in a circle, inviting her admiration for the summer-weight worsted, cut expertly to disguise his sagging stomach and spreading bum. “What do you think of your papa now?”


“What happened to the old one?” A rusty black embarrassment, gone threadbare in the elbows and knees.


He waved a dismissive hand. “Gone.” Sold, no doubt, to a rag merchant.


Farida’s mother appeared in the doorway. She raised her arm in greeting. Wide gold bangles, newly bought, rang against one another, their hopeful notes at odds with her stricken expression. “Your father has a surprise.”


Which was how Farida discovered that for the bride price of some twenty-two-carat jewelry, a knockoff designer suit, and almost certainly a newly fattened bank account, Latif Basra had betrothed his remaining daughter to the illiterate son of an Afghan strongman.





“It will be a disaster.”


Alia, summoned by simultaneous phone calls from her mother and her sister, stood over Farida as she sobbed facedown on her childhood bed. Alia was one of the few women in Islamabad with a driver’s license, and she used it whenever she could, which was rarely. It was after dark, dangerous for a woman to be on the road. For her to be here was a measure of her alarm.


Hearing her sister’s words, Farida sat up and reached for the bookshelves, pulling out volumes at random and flinging them across the room.


“What use will I have for these now?” She raised her voice so that her father, cringing in his study, could hear. She took her gauzy dupatta between her hands and tore at it. “What use have I for this? He’ll hide me away in a burqa.”


She thrust at her sister a leather-bound copy of Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, its title stamped in gilt. “And this! He gave me a special edition of my favorite book, to bring to my life with a man who cannot read, not even his own language, let alone English. And these hideous bangles.” She stripped them from her wrist and threw them at the wall, yelling at her hidden father, “Take these and sell them. Buy yourself another suit!”


Alia kicked the bangles aside and wrestled her younger sister back onto the bed, releasing her only when Farida fell silent. “Stop. It’s done. You must decide how you’re going to deal with this.”


Farida sucked in oxygen. Strands of hair clung to her damp face. Alia smoothed them back and spoke with her usual pragmatism. “Something like this was inevitable. You were never going to be permitted spinsterhood. Not with this.” She slid her hand to Farida’s chin and turned her sister toward the large mirror across the room. Even red and swollen as a pomegranate, Farida’s features—the large eyes beneath swooping brows, the imperious arch of cheekbone and nose, the full lips offset by the darling chin—commanded attention. Alia shrugged at her own reflection. “Who knew that my looks would turn out to be my best advantage?”


Farida leaned against her sister, averting her gaze from the mirror. Where her own features were sharply cut, Alia’s doughy flesh was mottled and pitted, the result of adolescent acne. The same small chin that so perfectly balanced Farida’s generous mouth was a liability for Alia, nearly disappearing into the plump folds of her neck. Their father had been unable to find a wealthy man for Alia. Instead, he reacted with humiliating gratitude when she suggested to him that most unlikely and unusual of circumstances: a love match. Alia’s husband, Rehman Khan, was no less homely than she, albeit small and scrawny where she was large.


“Is he a grown man, or still a boy?” their mother had wondered after meeting him. “Will she be his wife or his mother?”


But like Alia, Rehman was a student of philosophy, and Farida, each time she visited them, was struck anew by their smiling, whispered conversations, more like talk between women friends than husband and wife. The two lived quietly, their lives centered on their studies and their three small girls.


Farida shuddered. She had once recoiled from the prospect of such subdued domesticity. She long assumed a similar match for herself, albeit lacking, of course, the luxury of love. There would have been nightly dinners with his parents and weekend visits to her own family, those gatherings featuring tiresome eyebrow-arching gossip about the people they would inevitably know in common. Now, facing this new, terrifying reality, she yearned for that old scenario of limitations.


Alia retrieved Alice from the floor and handed it to her.


Farida clutched it to her chest. “If only I could be like the Cheshire Cat and disappear. If we’d stayed in London, this never would have happened.”


Again, Alia splashed her with the icy bath of reality. “If we’d stayed in London, Papa would have gone bankrupt.”


Far from being the shortcut to success that Latif Basra had imagined, the family’s move to London—where he’d wangled an instructor’s position at what turned out to be a second-rate college—involved a succession of increasingly dingy flats, even as his debts piled higher.


“In a way, I suppose you saved him,” Alia mused. “Although who would choose that way?”


“Stop.” Farida didn’t need another reminder that her own behavior had precipitated their hasty return. Those previous suitors, the ones she’d so casually rejected. How could she not have foreseen this inevitable end to her relentless faultfinding? Her parents had done her the favor of seeking out men who, if not wealthy, were at least from their own circle. She’d left her parents no choice but to opt for money. And they, perhaps wisely, had spoken for her this time. To oppose this decision would be to bring shame beyond anything she’d heaped upon them in England.


“You always wanted excitement—new things, different cultures.” A filament of anger glowed within Alia’s words. Farida realized now how deeply her implied criticism of Alia’s life had cut her sister. “Now you will have them.”





Two



PESHAWAR, PAKISTAN, AUGUST 2001


Gul was twenty-three. War or no war, he was well past the usual age to have a bride chosen for him. Nonetheless, he had balked at his father’s choice.


“Punjabi! She will be short. And black-black.”


Gul himself was Pashtun, tall and pale, and proud of both. Although the family had fled Afghanistan eight years earlier, Gul knew his father viewed their time in Pakistan as temporary. Nur Muhammed resettled their family as close to home as possible, in Peshawar, not an hour from the border with Afghanistan. Now his father had chosen for him a bride from the Punjab, the very heart of Pakistan. It made no sense.


Nur Muhammed ignored his outburst. “A good family. Educated. College.”


Gul set down his tea so hard that some of it sloshed onto the carpet. The scent of cardamom wafted from the wool fibers. A servant crept forward on his knees and blotted at the spot with a towel. Nur Muhammed waved him away.


“College,” Gul repeated. He tried to imagine this girl, this dark, ill-mannered girl who most likely resembled the young women he saw whenever he had traveled with his father from Peshawar to business meetings in Pakistan’s capital city. He had stared at them, both fascinated and repelled by the way they let their dupattas slip from their heads. The sheer shawls hung about their shoulders, ends teasing the small of their backs. Theirs were nearly the only female faces he had ever seen apart from those of his mother, sister, and aunties. As a boy, of course, he watched the unveiled Kuchi women as the nomad caravans passed on the outskirts of Jalalabad, but his mother always pulled him inside when the Kuchi were about. They were thieves, she had told him, and he was too young then to realize that his mother had worried more about what the Kuchi women might offer than what they could take away.


In Islamabad, unescorted girls clustered outside the restaurants and stores lining the modern capital’s broad boulevards, so different from Peshawar’s warren of dusty alleyways. The young women in their garments of shimmering embroidered silk were a far cry from those dimly remembered barefoot nomads. Diamond studs winked in their earlobes and noses. Gold banded their wrists. Scarlet stained their lips, and sweeping lines of kohl rimmed their eyes. They stared boldly back at Gul, tittering at the way he followed his father, his plain beige kameez flapping at his knees, rubber sandals slapping the sidewalks. Young men his own age lingered nearby, looking arrogant in European-cut suits or blue jeans, and Amriki-style sneakers of blinding white, puffy leather. Gul wondered how Americans walked in such footwear without tripping over their own feet.


The boys and girls stood separately, eyeing one another, voices raised, each group’s conversation meant to be heard by the other. “They shame their families,” Nur Muhammed had once said.


Gul retrieved his tea and sipped. It was cold. “She will be difficult to control. She will shame us.”


His father kinked an eyebrow, and Gul realized his mistake. “If you cannot control her,” said Nur Muhammed, “then the disgrace will be on you.” There was no need to mention Gul’s cousin Rashid, whose wife was seen speaking to a male neighbor. Rashid heard the rumors but foolishly refused to believe them until the gossip became so widespread that he had no recourse but to act. He confronted his wife during a family gathering, snatching from her hand the knife she was using to slice the lamb into cubes for the korma, slashing at her in front of the horrified women keeping her company in the kitchen. The women shrieked and wept as Rashid’s wife staggered moaning toward the door, but they nonetheless blocked her escape, lest the disgrace become even more public than it already was.


Rashid had no choice, of course, but a bit of the cuckold lingered about him after that, and his new wife was nowhere near so beautiful as his first, older and a widow besides, a safer choice, but not one in which a man could take pride.


Gul thought of Rashid and the docile-but-ugly new wife, and his nostrils flared above his dark mustache. There would be no second-best wife for him. “Tell me about the family.” His father nodded approval. This was the important thing.


Gul settled back against the cushions, but within moments, he jerked upright. He had expected to hear that the family was wealthy, one of his father’s business connections, maybe one who would bring in a side business that he could run.


But no, his father explained. The family had connections, but they had nothing to do with trade. “They are educated,” he said again. “They know people.”


Gul felt stupid. What good was it to know academics? He himself could barely read or write, his schooling having been so often interrupted.


Again, silence. His father preferred that he work things out for himself rather than ask questions. “The more you ask, the more you reveal,” Nur Muhammed liked to say. “The more you listen, the more you know.” His father had listened well throughout his lifetime, well enough to know that when the Russian army limped bleeding out of Afghanistan and when the mujahideen split into murderous squabbling factions, it was time to reestablish his business and his family across the border in Pakistan. Once resettled in Peshawar, he deftly threaded his way through the web of spies and smugglers and found fortunes to be made in the troubles happening on the other side of the Khyber Pass.


His father motioned to the servant, who crawled to them with a fresh cup of green tea. Gul sipped at it. “They know people,” Gul said finally, repeating his father’s words. His father was always finding ways to widen his network.


“Ho,” his father said. He dipped his chin toward his chest, his full gray beard, tinged fashionably orange with henna, brushing his woolen waistcoat. He balanced his cup in his good right hand, the four fingers of the left sliced away years earlier by shrapnel during the civil war after the Russians’ retreat. “At the university, her father knows many influential people. Foreigners.”


“Does her father speak English?” Gul asked.


“The entire family,” his father answered. “They lived in London for some years, I believe. And they speak German and French, too, as well as Urdu, Dari, and even Pashto. Which is even more helpful to us, here.” Approval crept into his voice.


“Ah.” A tray of almonds and raisins appeared at Gul’s elbow, and he scooped up a handful and munched them. Most of the vineyards on the Shomali Plain north of Kabul had been destroyed, first by the Russians and then by the infighting between local factions. But some still produced the green grapes that made the plump golden raisins so sweet. His father willingly paid extra to import them. It was a small weakness, one easily exploited by Nur Muhammed’s trading partners—or so they thought. Gul knew his father let them overcharge him. They might think they’d taken advantage of him, his father said, but this small matter would cause them to drop their guard in larger, more important dealings.


“As I have said, they are no longer wealthy. The father’s family opposed Partition,” Nur Muhammed said. “He teaches some courses at the university, but because of his background, he will never be full faculty. This presents difficulties, financial difficulties.” He filled his mouth with raisins and chewed noisily. “You understand that this is a man accustomed to fine things, who wants his own family to have those things. To get them, he works as an interpreter and allows his children to do so, also.”


“Who do they work for?”


“Embassies. Journalists. NGOs. Amriki corporations.”


“Wait.” Gul talked past his father as the thought occurred to him. “The daughters, too?”


His father’s mouth twisted. “The family is considered very advanced.”


“But she will not work after—” Gul stopped. The thought of marriage still seemed so unreal that he could not speak the word aloud.


Nur Muhammed’s eyes flashed a warning. “She will work if we need it.” Gul thought of the shame, even as his father continued. “Allowances will be made.”


Already, Gul disliked this girl and her American connections, useful though her family surely would be. She would be more than just difficult to control. She would be impossible.


“Her father has been working for some time now for an Amriki corporation that wants the oil. You know the oil I mean.” Gul did. A pipeline across Afghanistan would be the most efficient way to transport oil from the north to Pakistan and the waiting tankers at the port in Karachi—a lucrative investment, if only peace could be guaranteed. But that meant dealing with the Taliban, as well as the various groups struggling to overthrow them.


Gul had watched as his father’s once-prosperous smuggling network—chiefly opium, depending upon the severity of occasional, halfhearted crackdowns—grew more difficult every year to manage from afar, although still providing a comfortable living. If Nur Muhammed could attach himself to this family, with its links to the oil corporations, it might ease his quest for more cordial dealings with the Taliban—or whoever replaced them. And Gul, through his new wife, was to be Nur Muhammed’s entrée into that world. He had longed for the day his father would bring him fully into the business. But like this?


Nur Muhammed spoke again. “At first, the girl’s father was very much against this match. I had to work many months. There were sacrifices. Many sacrifices.” Gul wondered how large the bride price had been.


“He said she would not want to leave her family. She would not want to come to Peshawar to live with us. A ‘dusty frontier town,’ I believe her father called it. She would not want to marry an uneducated Pashtun.”


Gul stiffened.


Nur Muhammed stopped for another handful of raisins, and when he resumed speaking, his voice had lost some of its harsh tone. “She will be homesick. You will be a cooperative husband. You will bring her often to see her family. You will go with them to visit all of their old friends. She will be happy that you do this for her. She will try to bring you deeper into her own world. You will go. You will become part of it. For her—and for us.”


Gul nodded even as he wondered what life would be like with such a wife, one who had spent so much time among the British and maybe even the Amriki. Their women were said to presume themselves to be men’s equal. Islamabad had its contingent of expats, and Gul had seen their women striding beside their husbands—or maybe even men not their husbands—heads uncovered, voices abrupt, laughing immodestly or sometimes even arguing. Women who confronted their men, demanded things of them. How did these men tolerate such humiliation?


No matter how much his father needed this girl’s connections, he vowed he would never become that sort of man.





Three



PHILADELPHIA, AUGUST 2001


By eight that night, two hours after she’d expected her husband home, Liv Stoellner had worn a visible track in the living room rug, pacing, pacing, each step bringing her perilously closer to becoming a cliché.


Headlights swept the street outside. Muted sunlight filled the sky, the harsh glare of summer softening as darkness intruded, the street already in deep shadow. Surely that was Martin. Liv reached for the door, the knob cool beneath her fingers. Fine lines threaded its porcelain, the knob an original that, along with the warm cherry woodwork throughout, had drawn Liv to the house over the self-righteous Colonials dominating the neighborhood. Their bungalow, with its deep front porch, its dormer frankly admitting to the tucked-in nature of the second floor, cheered her with its reminder of her Midwest girlhood, when things—and people—weren’t quite so . . . striving. Like Martin.


She backed away from the door, forced herself into one of the wingback chairs, propped her feet on a footstool—so casual!—and picked up a book. Martin’s dissertation on the end table sought the attention of the rare visitor. She opened to a page of maps. India, Pakistan, Afghanistan, Iran, borders drawn and redrawn, shaded areas indicating various factions depending upon the decade, the century. Martin had just been rejected—again—for a federal grant to travel back to the region, which was considered such a key strategic area when he’d started his career that his adviser had steered him toward it.


“Forget academia,” the man had said. “Get yourself one of those sweet State Department jobs, regular raises, great benefits, retire after twenty years.” But by the time Martin had worked his way to a doctorate, the U.S. government had already turned its attention away from Afghanistan, and Martin’s sporadic attempts to get the funding that would allow him to update the book went nowhere. His dissatisfaction was a vibrating hum in the background of their marriage, one Liv strove to drown out with encouraging words about the next grant application, and the one after that.


The door sighed open. Liv turned a page with exaggerated slowness, took a breath, and worked on her voice.


“Martin?”


“Liv.” A purposeful bustling at the door as he untied his shoes and kicked them off, and removed the lightweight blazer he insisted upon wearing, even though the college relaxed its standards during summer sessions. He padded across the rug and brushed her cheek with a kiss.


She breathed in. No cigarettes. Or booze. Or anything musky, damp, and dangerous. Martin just smelled like himself: soap, a hint of sweat, and in a nod to tradition she found endearing, Old Spice. She jerked her head back—she was pissed, after all—but he’d already pulled away, oblivious of her inner turmoil. In the fading light, she saw him as he’d been when they first met, the lanky frame, the extravagant curls. Morning sunshine would reveal the curls gone gray and steel-wool coarse, the fold of flesh beneath his neck, the unavoidable paunch. The voice, though, that hadn’t changed, still pitched low, intimate.


“What’s up?”


Dinner’s in the fridge. Why didn’t you call? Where have you been? Who have you been with? Or was it With whom have you been? It didn’t matter. She wouldn’t say it. Would not play the shrew.


“Who’s Mandy?” Hello, shrew.


Give him credit. No rearing back in bafflement, hands raised, mouth agape. No exaggerated “What?” or “Mandy who?”


Martin tilted his head, knitted his brow. “Mandy Tarkio?”


Was that it? Liv hadn’t caught the last name of the girl standing on the step, hip cocked, manila envelope in hand. Liv had just gotten home from work, hadn’t had time to loosen her shirt, unhook her bra, trade skirt for shorts and shoes for sandals.


“Is Professor Stoellner here?”


Not one of the scary girls, slouching in Martin’s office chair, cropped T-shirts riding up over hard tanned torsos, their lazy up-and-down inspections taking in Liv’s longish skirts and boxy blazers. She’d endured their condescending smiles, the incredulous laughter that followed as she closed the door behind her on her way out. She always felt she had nothing to fear from those girls, who commanded plenty of attention from boys their own age. It was the needy ones, the ones just shy of pretty, she had to watch out for. Like this one.


The girl had sandy hair carelessly pulled back, a lot of it still hanging about her unremarkable face. Watery blue eyes, a crooked front tooth. A little pudge of flesh peeking between shirt and shorts. Strong legs, though. Field hockey, maybe. Or softball. Girls all played sports now.


“He’s at school.” Liv’s tone dropped the temperature of a sultry day by a good ten degrees. No need for that cool drink now. “Did you try his office?”


“I did? But he wasn’t there? And my paper’s due?”


Tell them, Liv had often begged her husband, not to talk in questions. They came to her in the college library, these students, looking for help with their research. “About this Bede guy? A monk?”


“The Venerable Bede. Seventh-century Northumbria,” Liv would say, in much the same way she’d just frosted Mandy. The girl lingered on the step, sweat beading a full upper lip, shiny with some sort of gloss.


“Why didn’t you just email it to him?”


Mandy twirled a tendril around her finger, her eyes looking everywhere except at Liv. “My stupid computer’s down.” She thrust the envelope toward Liv. “Would you give this to him? And tell him I was here?”


“He’ll know that, won’t he, when he gets this.” No question mark on Liv’s end.


An uncertain laugh. “You’re funny?”


Liv passed the envelope, damnably sealed, to Martin, who remained standing. “Mandy dropped off her paper. She said her computer wasn’t working and that she couldn’t find you on campus.” Even though Mandy could simply have emailed the paper from one of the library computers. Or slid the envelope under Martin’s closed office door.


He tore open the envelope, eased a paper-clipped sheaf partway out, and nodded. “Hers is the last one in. Par for the course.” He shook the paper back down into the envelope.


Liv held out her hand. A test.


He handed her the envelope. Test passed.


“The Effects of Five Years of Taliban Rule on Afghanistan,” she read. She grudgingly revised her opinion of Mandy upward. The girl was smart enough to play to Martin’s main expertise: Central Asian history and politics. “Will it be any good?”


Martin shrugged. “These days, I just pray that their papers are in English and they didn’t plagiarize. That alone gets a C. If she did anything resembling real research, I’ll bump her grade up. But I’m not holding my breath. Wonder why she didn’t just leave it at the office?”


Exactly the right thing to say. Liv set the envelope aside. She worked her jaw, clenched since her encounter with Mandy, and rolled her shoulders, unkinking the tension there. She reminded herself that she had it better than many faculty wives. They were an occupational hazard, these girls, hopped up on hormones and hope, still young enough to mistake pomposity for stature, craving for caring.


She should know. She’d been one of them. Except she’d married her professor, a rare enough occurrence that earned her the occasional raised eyebrow—suspicious from the women, assessing from the men. These days, there were rules against such things. Which didn’t stop them from happening.


Liv considered herself impervious, her wedding band a shield of sorts, proof that her union with Martin was the exception to the rule. That, and the fact that his specialty was sufficiently obscure to attract the dullest of students, the ones who waited too late to sign up for their electives and found themselves consigned to Martin’s class. Maybe that’s how Mandy had ended up there.


“I can nuke our dinner,” Liv said finally. “It’ll only take a minute. I picked up something from the Thai place.”


“You waited for me? You didn’t have to do that. Come here.”


So he summoned her, and so she went, turning her face to him for a real kiss this time.


She forgot to ask why he was late.





Midnight. Liv slumbered beside him, her breathing low and even. She’d fallen asleep almost immediately after their lovemaking. Martin had been smart enough to take her straight to bed, to hell with the Thai takeout.


His stomach gurgled. He eased out from beneath her arm. Waited. Assured himself of her unchanged breathing.


He stole from bed and eased downstairs to the kitchen and extracted a white cardboard container from the fridge. He examined the contents with relief. Liv occasionally tried to nudge him toward her own choices, fiery with chilies, but tonight she’d gone with his reliably bland favorite, pad Thai.


He grabbed a fork and walked naked down the hall to his office. He leaned over his desk, scooped up a forkful of noodles, and switched on his computer. Blue light filled the room, along with a welcome chime, too loud in the hushed house. He swallowed the rice noodles without chewing, hit Mute, and clicked on his email account.


Not the one from the college, his in-box cluttered with reminders of endless faculty meetings, nor his personal account, the one whose password he shared with Liv, even as she told him hers, a bit of nonsense he’d immediately forgotten. He sometimes went days without checking that one. But these days he often hurried back to his office between classes to check historyguy@hotmail.com.


Tonight, he had mail.


“You didn’t tell me she was pretty.”


The sum total of the message. Only one possible response.


“Nowhere near as pretty as you.” Send.


He sat, the chair warming beneath him, and ate his way through half of the pad Thai as he waited for a response to blink onto the screen. Well. Mandy was probably asleep, too. His fingers hovered over the keyboard. He’d had another note in mind, a severe one about propriety and boundaries and for God’s sake, are you crazy?


But he could hardly deliver that message now, not given the flirtatious one he’d just sent. Besides, he knew how Mandy would respond, pale eyes darkening in wounded protest: “But we haven’t done anything wrong.”


And they hadn’t. Just office appointments where the conversations quickly veered off topic. One moment stayed with him. Her hand with its bitten nails, offering a mock-formal shake as she rose to leave after one of those early visits and her shocked laugh as he took it and lifted it to his lips. Heart knocking against his chest with the boldness of it all—despite his calculation that, with a girl like Mandy, he was probably safe. Though even with the safe girls he’d never dared it. Not since Liv. “They’ll forgive you one,” a colleague had said early on. “Make it good. Otherwise, learn how to say no.”


He’d made it good, all the way to the altar, and without the push of incipient scandal, either. Marriage, he’d quickly and correctly ascertained, would be the only way to keep someone like Liv, even as over the years he’d come to realize that what he’d initially seen as an arousing insolence was just her natural reserve, the teasing half-smile merely shyness. The thrill of challenge was long gone; natural enough in a marriage nearing two decades, he told himself. And he knew Liv well enough now not to take her seeming complacency with their settled life for granted. But sometimes it frustrated him.


Goddamn. He’d been stuck in this place forever, done his research, published his papers and his book, kept his nose clean, and what had it gotten him? Another grant application shitcanned. Time for some yes in his life. And this was but a dalliance, nothing more, a welcome reminder that the loins could still tingle, the step could still spring. Still, it could have gone wrong. A complaint to the dean, a warning. Publicity—the worst-case scenario.


Instead, he heard Mandy’s laugh, followed a half second later by his own—of relief. She freed her hand and pressed her own mouth to the spot where his lips had been but seconds before.


So they continued their occasional, ostensibly accidental meetings. They exchanged notes. Martin had set up this new email account just for them, mumbling something about it being more reliable than the college email system.


“Sorry I was late to class today. I couldn’t find anything clean to wear this morning and I know you didn’t want me coming in naked.”


His response: “Try me.”


But she hadn’t. Yet. With Mandy, everything was yet.


He unmuted the computer, awaiting the mail alert. Nothing.


He wondered, not for the first time, if he should get a cell phone, a second one. She’d given him her number, more than once. But he’d never called her and he didn’t want her calling him, even on a hidden phone, leaving a trail that, even if yet never came, could too easily be misinterpreted.


He stared at the glowing screen, willing the chime.


Though he counted to a hundred, it didn’t come. He turned off the computer and plodded through the kitchen to drop the take-out container in the sink, tiptoed up the stairs, and fell into bed with his back to Liv, who in the morning would shake her head in bewilderment over the discarded carton of perfectly good pad Thai.





Four



ISLAMABAD, AUGUST 2001


Her bare arms were the first thing Gul noticed about his bride.


The scandalous short sleeves of her crimson-and-gold wedding finery revealed soft flesh the color of milky chai, swirled with the cinnamon-red mehndi designs spiraling up from her palms to her knobby, childlike wrists. If he shifted his vision, he could follow the line of her forearm, burdened by engraved gold bangles, up past the crook of elbow to the tender place just above it. Unnerved by the sight, he caught his breath and jerked in his seat, ruining the wedding photograph.


His uncle, posing with them, leaned close. “Save the looking for later,” he chortled into Gul’s ear. Loud enough, apparently, for Farida to hear. Gul felt the heat of embarrassment rising from her. So, despite the exposed arms, she was modest after all. Good.


Gul’s uncle rose from his seat and made way for another of the hundreds of guests waiting to pose with them. Gul slid his eyes back toward Farida, this time reminding himself to look at the face he’d seen only momentarily when the mirror was held before them during the ceremony. He glimpsed large, downcast eyes, sharply angled cheekbones above a generous mouth, a dainty pointed chin.


The photographer raised his hand and Gul wrenched his gaze forward for the obligatory flash and resulting blindness. It was only midafternoon, and already his head ached from the late-summer sultriness and the unfamiliar weight of his white satin turban with its showy cockade. The next guest, one of Farida’s chattering cousins, another embarrassment in short sleeves, climbed the steps to the dais where the couple sat above their guests. She took Farida’s hand and imposed a somber expression on her features with difficulty, falling into giggles as soon as the picture was done. Gul noted, again with approval, that Farida maintained her composure as mandated, impassive throughout the several hours of photography.


They left the tent well past midnight, Farida walking beside him, clutching a copy of the Holy Quran as the guests tossed rose petals, which fell like gentle, fragrant raindrops about them. Only then did she begin to weep.


Tears slid down her cheeks as they were driven to the mansion Gul’s father had rented for just this occasion, on this night strung roof-to-doorstep with twinkling ceremonial lights. She cried again after they were ushered into the bedroom, where streamers draped a tall canopied bed with more rose petals scattered across the coverlet.


Gul, aware of the noisy crowd of relatives waiting just outside the door for the deed to be done, could not bring himself to the task at hand. Her breasts were a shock, and he stroked them in wonder as the commotion on the other side of the door grew louder. But it was her arms, finally, that undid him, the memory of the way she had displayed them for everyone to see. He circled her wrists with thumb and forefinger and slid his hands up her arms and squeezed so tightly that she cried out. He rolled on top of her, thinking with satisfaction as she sobbed hard beneath him that never again would she display those milky, beguiling arms for anyone but him, her husband.


THE GRAND TRUNK ROAD, SEPTEMBER 2001


The Toyota taking Farida from Islamabad to her new home in Peshawar slid through streets shrouded with early-morning haze. Farida ignored her husband sitting beside her and dug her fingernails into her palms, trying to follow her sister’s advice.


“You will become hard,” Alia had told her the night before their departure. “On the outside, you will appear tender. You will be like the most delectable of peaches. You will hide the stone within. You will do what they say.” She put her fingers to the corners of Farida’s mouth and urged them upward. “A smile will be your mask. It will protect these.” She raised her fingers to Farida’s forehead and tapped it. “Your head.” She lowered her hand and let it rest on her sister’s chest. “Your heart. These will stay the same.”


“Who will know what is in them?” If Farida expected sympathy from Alia during those final moments together, she was wrong.


“You waste too much time feeling sorry for yourself, when instead you should be thinking about practical things. In Peshawar, you will come to know their servants. You will decide which ones you can trust—or bribe. Take this.” She thrust a roll of rupees toward Farida. “Hide it somewhere. Hide it for as long as you can.”


Farida looked at her, confused. Gul’s family was wealthy.


“If you ever need anything, if there is a real emergency,” Alia said, “you send for me. Use this if you need to. If you still have it.”


Farida’s hand shook as she folded the money in her palm. The past few weeks since the wedding had been bad enough, but she had spent them within the familiar environs of Islamabad. Despite her family’s time in Britain, and their travels through Europe, she had never been to the northern part of her own country, on the border with Afghanistan. “Those people,” her father would say, “they are barbarians. They still stone women to death, chop off the hands of thieves. They are not modern, the way we are.”


“Pay attention!”


Farida reeled from a slap. Tears, suppressed since her wedding day, burst free.


Alia raised her hand again.


Farida caught her breath, dragged a silk-sheathed arm across her face, and straightened.


Alia nodded approval. “You are cold,” she hissed. “You are hard. You are strong. This begins now.”


Gul shifted beside her. “I am ice,” Farida whispered. “I am stone.” She trained her gaze forward, registering sights familiar and comforting: the four soaring minarets of the Shah Faisal mosque, the still-shuttered storefronts of Aabpara Market, the gentle green backdrop of the Margalla Hills. The car swung northwest toward Peshawar on part of the old Grand Trunk Road that linked Kabul and Calcutta.


Gul’s father rode in front with the driver. Gul’s mother and siblings had returned to Peshawar immediately after the wedding. Farida had not seen them since. She wore a new ensemble made especially for this day, with long sleeves and in muted colors, in deference to the more restricted life she imagined she would lead now. Still, it was of the richest material she could find, heavy silk of an appropriately dull green, but with a glinting golden undertone and intricate embroidery about the sleeves, neck, and hem. Instead of draping her dupatta at her throat, she wound it loosely around her head, securing it at the top with a hairpin so that it would not slip. Distracted as she was, she had still noticed Gul’s look of approval when she emerged from the house to the waiting car.


Despite her resolve not to cry, her eyes stung as the car climbed the hills on the outskirts of the city and ascended the heights of the Potohar Plateau. All views of Islamabad vanished and, with them, everything she’d taken for granted. Family, friends, her job, safety. Farida’s eyes and throat burned. She suppressed a cough.


Gul noticed. “It’s bad today, isn’t it?”


“Yes.” She clasped her hands in her lap, studying the henna patterns there, vines and flowers and whimsical dots that took Alia hours to apply. Its beauty would fade, much like the memory of her old life.


Dense smoke wrapped the car. Other vehicles loomed beside them, then vanished into the haze. The murk briefly cleared, and she saw the brickmakers’ tall conical kilns beside the road, discarded tires stacked beside them, black smoke pouring from their mouths.


“Why do they burn tires instead of wood? The smoke is so thick.”


“The rubber is cheaper, and it burns hotter. The hotter the fire, the better the bricks.”


An acrid scent permeated the car. She drew her dupatta up over her nose and mouth. “It’s like nuclear winter. They shouldn’t allow it. It must make people sick.”


“Not any people who count.” Gul’s eyes were as cold as his words.


“What do you mean?” She lowered her voice to match his and glanced toward the front seat. Nur Muhammed reclined with his head against the seat, eyes closed. “That old jackal,” Alia had said of Farida’s new father-in-law. “You watch out for him. He is the one who has control. Not your husband.” Farida decided Nur Muhammed was not asleep.


“The refugees work there.” Then Farida understood. Pashtuns from Afghanistan, he meant. Like him, but lacking Nur Muhammed’s wealth. Sometimes, on their way to various translating jobs at the embassies, Alia and Farida would pass the bus station, bordered by one-room mud hovels where the refugees lived with their chickens and bullocks, the latter treading phlegmatically through the streams of sewage running down the narrow alleyways dividing the homes. Afghan children would swarm their taxi, thumping on its windows, jabbering their pleas for money. Farida flinched at the memory.


They passed through the valley, leaving the kilns behind. The sun climbed higher, and traffic increased on the road, a mélange of buses, horse-drawn tongas, donkeys hauling carts piled high with new bricks, and swirls of cyclists and pedestrians. The driver wove his way through them so expertly that the sedan’s quick feints and swerves left Farida slightly nauseous.


The car slowed through the crush of marketgoers in Taxila, and again as they passed the brick military barracks at the Cadet College in Hasan Aabdal. The road curved sinuously, then straightened and gave way to a high, wide plain. Farida had dozed but woke when the car slowed. Gul put his hand on her arm. She resisted an urge to jerk away.


“I thought you would want to see this.” The driver pulled over at Attock and stopped the car at the edge of a bluff overlooking a river. Gul motioned Farida to join him outside. Across the road, the stone walls of an old Mughal fort rose high above the riverbank.


She tried to look impressed. But Gul directed her attention to the river—two rivers, really. “The Indus”—he pointed to the one at their feet—“and the Kabul.” He indicated the branch that ran into the Indus. The pale blue-green waters of the former caught the sunlight and refracted it to broken prisms shimmering in the mist. But the Kabul! A brown surge, more mud than water, shouldered its way into the dancing Indus, refusing to commingle, unspooling downriver in truculent curls. Across the river, the land rose sharply into hills that funneled the wind through the river valley. It tore past, snatching at Farida’s dupatta.


Gul stood with his hands behind his back. “This is the real border with Afghanistan. Not the Khyber Pass. When you cross this river, you should consider yourself already there. And act accordingly.” He brought his hands forward to show her a flat packet wrapped in cloth and tied in colorful string. “A gift for you.”


She held out her hand. Another gust caught her dupatta, whipping the ends from her shoulders. She caught at them and held them tight at her throat. “Please. You open it.”


He bent his head so that she could not see his face while he worked at the knots. He unfolded the cloth and she caught a glimpse of shimmery accordion-pleated silk the color of the Indus. He shook it out. Its folds billowed in the wind.


The sun was hot, but Farida grew cold. “A burqa.”


He stepped closer.


She leaned away. He raised his arms high, holding the garment.


Farida slid the dupatta from her head. Her hair lashed free in the wind. Then the burqa settled around her. Everything grew dark and quiet. Gul made some adjustments, and she could see again, badly, through the screen before her eyes.


Moments before, her gaze had taken in the sweep of the Indus Valley, the impregnable walls of the Mughal fort, the highlands rising smoky in the distant haze. Now her view was limited to the few inches before her. Her husband’s face loomed, checkerboarded by the shadows of the screen.


“I know,” he said.


She grimaced at the compassion in his voice. “You don’t.”


“You don’t. This is better. This is safer.”


“Safer?” She heard the impermissible rebellion in her words. “Safer than what? You are with me. Your father is with me. You’re taking me to your home and shutting me up with the women. What possible danger can there be?”


She had raised her voice. Gul lowered his.


“You know nothing of the world and its dangers. You call me ignorant—no, don’t deny it, I know how you think of me.” She turned away, but still his words struck her. “You are the ignorant one. You are angry now, but you will learn. You will thank me. This is better. On this point, you must believe me.”


The voluminous folds of the burqa flapped about Farida, and she gathered them in one hand. She took a step, stumbled, then righted herself. “I will never thank you for this.”





Five



PESHAWAR, PAKISTAN, SEPTEMBER 2001


Peshawar appeared before Farida in a palette of brown and beige, with none of the lush greenery softening the concrete boxes that passed for architecture in Islamabad.


The car entered the mazelike center of the Old Town, where wooden homes with shuttered windows and elaborate carved balconies leaned over the narrow streets. Farida peered through the grille of her burqa, studying the faces so different from those of Islamabad’s Punjabi population. She felt as though she had traveled to another country. In Islamabad, men were as likely to wear Western-style suits as tunics. Here, they wore local dress, topped with woolen waistcoats or heavy fringed shawls. A few men in black turbans, their kohl-ringed eyes strangely feminine above their beards, stalked hand in hand, and Farida recognized these from news accounts as followers of Afghanistan’s ruthless Taliban movement.


There were far more tongas and donkey carts than in Islamabad, all of them competing for inadequate street space with impertinent three-wheeled motorized rickshaws that dashed, beeping wildly, among the cars and carts.


She gasped at a realization. Gul and Nur Muhammed turned to her.


“I thought I saw something,” she said, and was relieved when Nur Muhammed resumed his conversation with the driver. Actually, it was what she hadn’t seen: women. There were hardly any on the streets, and the few she had seen were swathed in burqas like her own, most of them the same sky-blue, but some green and even a few white, impractical in this land of churning dust.


But when Nur Muhammed bade the driver to stop outside a sweetmeats shop, she discovered that they were across the street from a cinema, its walls adorned with larger-than-life murals of bare-faced women, their generous hips and breasts outlined by clinging fabric. With Nur Muhammed safely out of the car for a few moments, she murmured a question to Gul about the contrast between the veiled women on the streets and the fleshy display of the murals.


He laughed indulgently.


“Yes, the cinemas are scandalous,” he said. “The mullahs are always trying to shut them down. The murals are a way of showing what the movies are about.”


Farida nodded. The men in the murals, their belts bristling with guns and knives, stood in attitudes of either threat or protection to the women. She thought of the genteel British costume dramas, with their ladylike yet spirited heroines, the only films that her father had let the family watch in London’s cinemas. He didn’t realize that Farida and Alia connived to slip away with their friends to other, far more interesting, features. She examined the murals more closely. Despite their sensuality, the women exuded helplessness.


“Aren’t there any women heroes?” she asked.


“Don’t be ridiculous,” he said. “Ah, here is my father.”


Nur Muhammed returned to the car with a white box wrapped in string, the scent of fresh pastries filling the car, and made a great show of directing the driver through streets the man obviously knew quite well. Khaki-uniformed members of the Frontier Corps were everywhere, even in the wide, quiet avenues of the old British cantonment, watching passersby with suspicious eyes.


Gul explained their presence. “The Khyber Pass is very near. Many Afghan people try to enter Pakistan illegally.”


In the front seat, Nur Muhammed barked a laugh. “Try?” he said. “They succeed. These troops”—he lifted his chin toward one of the trucks—“are just for show, to please the Amriki who make a big stupid fuss about everything. Taliban this, Taliban that. As if the Taliban are a problem to anyone but themselves.”


Farida tried to make her voice timid and questioning. “Surely so many Afghan people would not need to come to Pakistan if the Taliban were not a problem?”


Even through the screen of her burqa, she could see the displeasure that crossed Nur Muhammed’s face. But he said nothing. Only after they had passed several more blocks, into wealthier neighborhoods where plane trees shaded wide boulevards, did she realize that his silence was his response. It was as though she no longer existed. So this is how it would be; she was invisible. For a moment, she was perversely grateful for the way the burqa disguised her distress.


She chided herself, remembering stories of brides beaten, stabbed, set afire. Silence, really, was an occasion for gratitude. At Gul’s whispered “Hayatabad,” announcing her new neighborhood, they rolled up before a rambling stucco villa whose verandas and arches enticed the rare cooling breeze. Here, at last, was the color she’d craved. Scarlet hibiscus nearly obscured its walls, drooping among well-watered bougainvillea vines thick with purple blossoms. She caught the scent of jasmine. Gul held the door for her.


“Home.” Gul bowed, his courtesy nearly disarming her. “It is my home, and now it is yours, too.”


Farida peered toward the front door, where Nur Muhammed waited. No, it was his home. She was merely a guest here, and Gul was little better. Even though the burqa severely curtailed her ability to walk, she tossed her head and lifted her chin high as she followed her husband and father-in-law into this new life.





Gul’s mother, Maryam, a stout, handsome woman, greeted them at the door. She grasped Farida’s elbow and ushered her into the house, simultaneously praising and scolding her for wearing the burqa.


“Ah, I see my son has turned you into a proper Pashtun,” she said in broken yet confident Urdu. “Good, good. But you need not wear that here among family. What must you think of us?” She tugged the burqa back from Farida’s face as they entered another room. Farida was vaguely aware that Gul and Nur Muhammed had disappeared to a separate part of the house. Her more immediate concern, as she smoothed her hair into place, was the crowd of women seated on the floor. They stared in silence, the tea before them forgotten. Even in the extended families of the Punjab, there were not so many aunties as had gathered in this one small room.


Maryam gave the burqa a final yank and tossed it into a corner. Farida saw a heap of accordion-pleated blue and wondered how she would ever distinguish her own from all the others. But the thought passed quickly as the women scrambled up and surrounded her, fingering the bangles on her wrists and commenting upon their number and weight, touching their fingertips to the tiered earrings that swung from her lobes, bunching the silk of her kameez in their hands and exclaiming at its softness. One woman put her nose to Farida’s neck and sniffed at her perfume.


“It’s French,” said Farida. The word ran around the room, becoming two syllables on its journey. “Fer-enz.”


All the while, Maryam stood by beaming, full of pride. She gave an order and the women fell back, resuming their seats on the floor, except for one, barely out of her teens, who remained standing next to Farida. Farida belatedly recognized her as Gul’s younger sister Bibi. Gul had bought gifts for his whole family on their honeymoon trip to the old hill station of Murree, but he bought more for Bibi and her children than anyone else.
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“A rich, haunting, immersive story of cultures at the
crossroads—deeply moving. A heart-smashingly good read.”

—|amie Ford, New Vork Times bestselling author of Hotel on the Corner of Bitter and Sweet
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