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

      With thanks for all your stories.

   

      INDIA AND AFGHANISTAN, 1845
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      Some Kiss We Want

      
         There is some kiss we want

         
         with our whole lives, the touch of

         
         spirit on the body . . .



      
         
         At night, I open the window and

         
         ask the moon to come

         
         and press its face

         
         against mine. 
         

         
         Breathe into me.

         
      

      Jelaluddin Rumi, thirteenth century

   
      
      PROLOGUE

      Atlantic Ocean, 1856

      I HAVE ALWAYS BEEN told I was wicked.
      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

   
      
      PART ONE

      In the Shadow of the 
Hindu Kush, 
Afghanistan, 1845

   
      
      CHAPTER ONE

      
      MY GRANDMOTHER WAS called Mahdokht – Daughter of the Moon.
      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      
      ‘Danger?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      
      ‘Who was she?’

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

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

      
      ‘The British Empire is like a powerful woman.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      
      But I would never speak to anyone about either.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

   
      
      CHAPTER TWO

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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