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			For my father, Mumtaz, and my mother, Rehana

		

	
		
			
				“You’re going to miss me when I’m gone. You’re so terrible, with your double standards. You like to watch me, and then you like to say, ‘Why don’t you just die?’ Will you be happy when I die? When I die, there will never be another Qandeel Baloch. For a hundred years, you will not get another Qandeel. You’re going to miss me.”

				—QANDEEL BALOCH
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			AUTHOR’S NOTE

			In February 2016, Issam Ahmed, a journalist from the international news agency Agence France-Presse, interviewed a twenty-five-year-old Pakistani woman for a story on how the country’s youth interacted with social media. Qandeel Baloch, the country’s first social media celebrity, had more than 700,000 followers on Facebook, 40,000 followers on Twitter, and a popular YouTube channel. “Young people can communicate online in relative freedom,” Ahmed reported. He described Baloch as a “Kim Kardashian-type figure.”

			Ahmed was curious about whether Qandeel’s social media posts had any greater intent beyond gaining likes and followers. He thought her photographs and videos were funny, refreshing and cool, yet every time she posted something, she would receive a flood of abusive comments. So why did she keep going? It was gutsy, he thought. What did she want people to take away from what she was doing? When he first spoke with Qandeel, she was suspicious of these questions. It was the first time she had been interviewed for the foreign press, but more importantly, it was the first time that she was hearing that her social media activity had meaning.

			Qandeel had caught Ahmed’s attention after a video she posted on Facebook mocking a presidential “warning” not to celebrate Valentine’s Day—deemed a “Western” holiday—was viewed more than 800,000 times in less than two weeks. In the video, made on a cellphone as she lies in bed, Baloch wears a low-cut red dress, and her full lips are painted scarlet. The sheets match her outfit, and her dress rides up her legs to reveal her thighs. “They can stop to people go out,” she says in broken English, “but they can’t stop to people love.” She says the same thing once more, this time in Urdu, with an exaggerated American accent, as though she is not used to speaking the language. “No matter what they do, they can’t stop people from loving.” She whispers the message again: “logon ko pyaar karnay se nahin rok saktay.” These politicians are “ghatiya” (shameless) and “idiots,” she says with disgust. “At least Imran Khan doesn’t do this. That’s why I always support Imran Khan,” she notes. She adds a personal message for the former cricketer turned prime minister: “Imran, happy Valentine’s Day. I know you’re alone and you don’t have a Valentine. I don’t either. I’m also alone. And I don’t want you to be my Valentine. I just want you to be mine…Forever.”

			The video shows us everything that Pakistanis loved—and loved to hate—about Qandeel: she played the coquette, dished out biting critiques of some of Pakistan’s most holy cows, and gave her heart away to politicians, actors, singers, and cricketers. We snickered at her accent and the way she spoke, and marveled at her gumption. She was the stuff of a hundred memes and the butt of our jokes.

			Qandeel’s daily posts on Facebook, Twitter and YouTube were a mixed bag—she had a headache, she was bored, she had a song stuck in her head, she would try on a new dress—and seen by thousands. Her posts went up at night, when Qandeel said she couldn’t sleep, and they were forgotten by her viewers by the time morning came.

			Until they became more risqué—by Pakistan’s standards, at least.

			In March 2016, Qandeel uploaded a video that couldn’t be swept aside so easily. She promised a striptease for her viewers if Pakistan’s cricket team won an upcoming match against India. For many of her fans, Qandeel had gone too far. “Before you post these sort of videos think about your religion and your family…this is too much,” one viewer commented. Others were not so polite. “Please shoot her wherever you find her,” wrote one user. “You slut, if you love getting naked why don’t you go sit in a brothel?” asked a female Facebook user. “Have some shame. I don’t know what kind of family you come from, are they so dishonourable?”

			Four months later, she was dead. Her brother Waseem confessed to strangling her in their family home, in what would be described as an “honour killing”—a murder to restore the respect and honour he believed Qandeel’s behaviour online robbed him of. “You know what she was doing on Facebook,” Waseem said when he was arrested and asked why he murdered her. She was twenty-six years old.

			In the days after her death, many Pakistanis expressed happiness that Qandeel had been “punished” for behaving the way that she did. When he was asked about Qandeel’s murder, the leader of one of the largest religio-political groups in Pakistan, Maulana Fazlur Rehman, stated, “We are Muslims and Pakistan has been made in the name of Islam…shamelessness and exhibitionism are a scourge in our society, spread through women like her.” I saw acquaintances in my own social media feeds having arguments about whether what had happened was right or wrong, whether Qandeel “deserved” what had been done to her. On social media, many women who condemned the murder or confessed that they had been fans of Qandeel faced a torrent of abuse—some temporarily shut down their Facebook or Twitter accounts after receiving threats. Offline, many of the men and women I knew condemned Qandeel’s death but then, in the next breath, followed their statements with “…but if you think about it…”

			In the year before Qandeel was murdered, 933 women and men were killed for “honour” in Pakistan, according to the country’s Federal Ministry of Law. Those are only the number of cases that were reported by friends and families—many honour crimes are not reported or covered up as a family can collude to protect one of their own. The victims are often believed to have broken a code that their community or family lives by, and their “crimes” can include anything from chatting with a member of the opposite sex on a cell phone or marrying someone of their own free will rather than having a marriage arranged by their parents.

			The average Pakistani would find it challenging to recognize the faces or remember the names of any of these men and women. Their stories and our dismay at yet another killing fade with the newsprint from our fingers as we read about them.

			But Qandeel was different. Her murder was splashed across the front page of every newspaper. She had appeared in our social media feeds every day, her videos nestled among photographs, status updates, or tweets by our friends and family. Whether we loved, loathed, or ignored her, it was difficult to turn away from the image of her shrouded remains, her hands and feet covered in henna by her mother—a ritual from Shah Sadar Din, the village she was born and then buried in, that declares that this woman left the world with honour. Her family did not close ranks around their son and brother, the murderer. Even in death, Qandeel was exceptional, it seemed.

			When I began working on this book in July 2016, I asked myself how one woman could crystalize such disparate views on how a Pakistani woman can and should behave and what happens when she breaks the rules. I felt that in Qandeel’s story—her journey from a village in Punjab to the metropolitan city of Karachi and nationwide fame—lay the answer. A media frenzy had followed her death, locally and internationally. While she had been alive, Qandeel had largely been ignored by the foreign press. In death, she captivated it. She was written about by every major media outlet, including the New York Times and Vogue. Her obituaries praised her as a woman who “gave voice to a generation of Pakistani women,” and “an incredibly fearless Pakistani women’s rights campaigner who had zero fucks left to give.” It was the opportune moment to discuss Pakistani society, culture, and an apathetic government that didn’t seem to care about the violence committed against women. The men and women in Qandeel’s life were quickly given roles to fit the news cycle’s narrative: a Pakistani woman who had tried to live life on her own terms and was brutally murdered by her own brother; a father who wept on camera as he praised her as better than his sons; a mother who talked fondly about her whispered confidences with her daughter, the way they would share every detail of their lives with each other. A short documentary introduced us to the benevolent friend of the family who was acting as their lawyer and representative. After months of reading and watching everything put out about Qandeel, I thought I knew what my book was going to be about. I thought I knew the whole story.

			But after my first week of interviews with her family and friends, I was bewildered. By the time I met them in November 2016, Qandeel’s parents were weary of the media attention, and their resolve to punish their son was weakening. The lawyer was not so benevolent. After months of interviews and camera crews and photographers and sound bites, most of the people who had known Qandeel were telling me what they thought I wanted to hear about her. Their memories of her were coloured by grief, or by their desire to appear a certain way. In Shah Sadar Din, the village that Qandeel was from, many people were irritated by the media attention. It was “bringing them a bad name.” As interest in Qandeel’s story grew outside Pakistan, it became more common to encounter people who claimed to have been very close to Qandeel and would swear that they had extensive proof of their friendship with her, although phones were always damaged, stolen, or lost, and the messages they contained from Qandeel irretrievably, conveniently gone. I had conflicting accounts of her life and personality, and I now also had my own perceptions, as a consumer of her photos, videos, tweets, songs, and interviews. I felt frustrated by my inability to verify what I was told about Qandeel, but at the same time was fixated by the idea of truly knowing her, of finding some thread that would lead me to unravel her story.

			It took me some time to realise that even if Qandeel had been sitting right in front of me, it would not have made a great difference to my understanding of her. Many of the articles and documentaries about her that have been published and aired since her death have promised to tell us the “real story” of Qandeel Baloch, and I have been asked many times in the course of researching this book about the inside story of her life and death.

			Today, Qandeel cannot speak for herself, and even when she could, she said very little about her life. I realised that it isn’t my job to provide the reader with every dirty little detail of Qandeel’s life, but to ask why they would want them at all. I began to ask other questions. What kind of place created a woman like Qandeel? Why did her story receive such great attention? Why are we still so fascinated by her, and when we watched her videos or saw her latest photograph, what was her image reflecting back to us?

			Qandeel’s every appearance, video, interview, tweet, or Facebook post was in character. She created a story about herself—part truth, and part lies and exaggerations. The story allowed her to be whoever we wanted her to be, and the small fibs are as much a part of the real story of Qandeel—if not more important—as the filtered memories of her friends and family. Qandeel’s words, translated by me but otherwise unchanged, appear as italicized sentences throughout the book. I feel it is necessary to allow her to have a voice as we tell the story of her life and death.

			I knew that this book wouldn’t only be about Qandeel, but also about the kind of place that enabled her to become who she did—a place that ultimately found that it could not tolerate her. The book uses parts of Qandeel’s life in order to open up into a story about Pakistan and young Pakistanis at this particular moment, when, with the touch of a button, we are connected to the world like never before. While we might tread in a global space of ideas and possibilities online, we’re still very much grounded in a society and culture that may not allow for those possibilities. In Qandeel’s story and some of the others in the book, I have sought to reveal what happens when those two worlds collide.

			This text is adapted from a previous edition and includes editorial changes for the American edition. Some names have been changed to protect privacy.

			Sanam Maher

			Karachi, August 2019

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			She is eight or nine years old when it happens.

			She is inside a room with baked-mud walls, a mud floor. There is little of beauty in this room. Everything is functional, everything is shared, the overwhelming colour is of the beige walls. But there is a television, and she moves and writhes her body like a woman on this television. She doesn’t have the woman’s curves, but she sways her girlish hips in time with her anyway.

			She longs to be outside. But she has been punished and must stay indoors. “What is wrong with you?” her mother had asked as she plucked her from the scrum of boys she had tried to play with. It is hot in the room. She wishes she could be swimming in the canal outside her home, and thinks of the cool slip of water against her skin, how each stroke of her arms and the furious pumping of her feet stirs a rush of mud. She could barely ever see in that brown gloom. The grit stung her eyes and coated her hair and left her skin with a wash of fine silt. Above, the sky would be cloudless, the sun a gold coin. It is a different world under the water. Just imagine, she thinks, if I could glide to the furthest reaches of the canal, past the fields, swoosh into the greater surge of the river and swim right out of this village. For now, however, the whole world comes to her, streaming into her home through a big bowl-shaped satellite dish in the courtyard.

			She puckers her unpainted mouth. She doesn’t know what the woman on the television yearns for, but she wants whatever it is. She knows the words to all these songs and she loves to sing, mouthing each word, her face twisted with the longing, the pleading. Ten years from now, the songs she will love, the ones she’ll sing into her phone and then play back and share with the whole world (or whoever is out there, listening to her sing at night when she is alone in her home and can’t sleep) will sound the same.

			There’s someone in the doorway. Her older brother is leaning against the frame of the door, watching her dance. She wants him to be proud. To marvel at the way she imitates the woman on the screen. He’ll tell her parents and they’ll stroke her hair and tell her she’s more beautiful than any of the women on television. They’ll plead with her to do a little dance for them. No, not just them, but for anyone who comes to the house. They’ll turn on the music and give visitors a glimpse of just how she sashays and sways and knows all the words to every song. Just one, they’ll cajole, just sing one verse for us. Our little nightingale. Let us hear that sweet voice. Do you know how far you’ll go with a voice like that?

			She puts everything she’s got into that dance for her brother. He’s the one who named her when she was born. She loves to watch him as he stands in the courtyard of their home, scowling, scissoring the air with his swift karate kicks. She tries to do it just like him. When he’s not there, she sneaks into his room and tries on his shirts and pants and looks at herself in the mirror, the cuffed hems of the trousers falling fatly around her ankles. He strides towards her and she beams. She looks up at him in anticipation, thinks of how he’ll retell this moment to their parents…and that’s when he knocks the breath right out of her.

			Her cheek smarts, she stumbles to the side, bright motes before her eyes. He raises his warm open palm once more, but she sees it coming this time, feels the gasp of air as his hand rushes towards her and she scrambles away. He is shouting and their mother runs into the room. Will she think of this moment, years later, when she dances in—no, not in, but for—a huddle of men at a wedding, when her fingers brush the rupee notes that these men shower on her? The papers will caress her feet. She will tread on them. The bridegroom, drunk with happiness or actually drunk, will sway. Someone will fire an AK-47 in the air, and the rat-a-tat will startle her just a little. She will be sweating in her tight black jeans and T-shirt. A scarf, fringed with small shiny discs, will feel too snug tied around her waist. Or is that someone’s arm? (Later, she would swear that she hated that sort of thing. She would never do that. She didn’t even know those kinds of dances.)

			Is that what her brother had pictured, what he had feared, when he saw her dancing in that room?

			Will her mother remember that day when she walks back into the same room more than a decade later with small knots of journalists, their cameras slung around their necks, dark blooms of sweat on their shirts in the July heat? The journalists will hear about the time the girl’s brother slapped her when he saw her dancing.

			By then, hundreds of thousands of people will have seen her dance. They will have seen her pull the white bathrobe she stole from a five-star hotel down over her shoulders. It’ll slip to her hips, a single knot holding it together at her waist. In that lime-green slip of a bikini, she’ll caress her breasts and trace the curve of her stomach. “This was just the trailer,” she will tell these people. “Do you want to see more?”

		

	
		
			THE BALOCH FAMILY

			It takes a little over two hours to drive from Multan, a city in southern Punjab, to the village of Shah Sadar Din. After many checkpoints, where officers shake down the young men on motorbikes, some riding two or three at a time, their thin arms curled around each other’s waists, you’ll see a silty brown river snaking past men lounging on charpoys by its banks. On the way, if you admire the fields of sugarcane, each stalk taller than a man, your driver, a local who has played under the green sway of these plants as a child, will scoff. The ganna is short this year because there has been little water. He has seen these plants soar to fifteen feet. On the side of the road men and women stand by smoking steel vats, stirring a muddy treacle, folding crushed almonds and dried fruit into the soupy folds of the molasses. They sell packets of this liquid sugar along the highway.

			You’ll drive past a thicket of short, squat mango trees, sufaidas (eucalyptus) that are chopped for firewood, and date trees that in five or six months will yield bundles of silky-skinned fruit the size of a baby. The grass here is the brightest malachite. It is impossible to know where the sky ends and the azure, cloud-filled pools of water in the fields begin.

			A thermal power station with lazy puffs of smoke curling from its cooling towers powers the entire region. Great swoops of cable arc from one pylon to the next, each tower a child’s line drawing of a robot standing astride our puny world. Within an hour of leaving Multan, you will reach the Recep Tayyip Erdoğan Housing Complex and its accompanying hospital, donated to the people here by the Turkish government after their homes were washed away during the floods of 2010. In the distance smoke plumes from brick kilns, where men, women, and children spend their entire lives on their knees under the sun, cooling, patting, stacking, and packing red bricks that are sent across the country. They will never leave this burning land, always thousands of rupees short of freeing themselves from their debts to the kilns’ owners.

			Beyond the kilns, white canopies hover inches above the ground, protecting a swathe of GM crops. You’ll pass warehouses, built better than most homes here, filled with the government’s wheat reserves. And then you’ll see the blaze of the mustard fields. If you have spent your life in a city, you will struggle to remember seeing a yellow so bright, a yellow like the neon gleam of a McDonald’s sign in the night, like a New York taxi washed clean by the rain. After this, you arrive in the city of Dera Ghazi Khan and it will feel as though that mustard field is the last thing of beauty you will see for some time.

			You will abruptly realise that no women feature in any of the advertisements on the billboards. It is the first time you have seen only men in ads for washing powder. You’ll see women on the streets, but never their faces. Many of them wear what looks like a black ski mask with slits for their eyes under their hijab. The others wear a burqa that makes you feel naked under your dupatta. The burqa’s fabric falls from a skullcap fitted to the woman’s head. A thin funnel rises from this cap. The burqa has no slits for the eyes. The funnel allows air into the burqa so the women do not suffocate. If you have ever been caught in a dust storm, you’ll understand how these women see the world. When you stare at them, your contact in Dera Ghazi Khan, a journalist, tells you about a place not too far from here where the tribal belt of Balochistan province starts, where he says the women are not given any shoes. When you don’t understand, he explains impatiently, “If you’re not wearing shoes and you walk outside, where will your eyes remain? You’ll never look up—never look at any man—if you’re scared of where your naked foot might fall when you leave your home.”

			Less than an hour away from Dera Ghazi Khan, you speed past fish farms and a smashed tractor—five people dead, and no ambulance for miles—then pass a board that welcomes you to the village of Shah Sadar Din. Qandeel Baloch was born here.

			In July 2016, the villagers watched as reporters from all over—not just from Pakistan, but from abroad, from the BBC, the Guardian, the New York Times—turned up in Shah Sadar Din to cover the story of Qandeel Baloch. It was a great time to be a local reporter. If you weren’t covering the story, you were working as a fixer, an interpreter, a driver…the possibilities were endless. The local journalists took the visiting reporters to Shah Sadar Din over and over again. Everyone wanted to see where Qandeel came from. The villagers couldn’t understand it. “My friend, you have come here for nothing,” a man said to one of the reporters. “Strange people, coming here just like that.” What did he mean? the reporter asked. “We have a tradition here that every second or fourth day some girl is killed and thrown in the river. You media guys are creating hype for nothing.” A girl could be stuffed into a gunny sack or the kind of bag used to carry wheat or sugarcane and the bag could be filled with stones. The bag would sink to the bottom of the river. The girl would stay there, buried under the stones.

			

			—

			
				When I meet Qandeel’s parents, three months have passed since the day she died. Any meeting with them must now be organized through a man named Safdar Shah, who introduces himself over the phone as their lawyer. A few days earlier, Qandeel’s parents had told a reporter they have been forced to beg for food in Shah Sadar Din, where they returned after they were evicted from their house in Multan.1 While their daughter was alive, they divided their time between Shah Sadar Din and Multan, and Qandeel paid the 10,000 rupees’ rent for this house every month. Without her, they could not afford the rent. But Shah says the meeting will take place at the house in Multan, where Qandeel was murdered, and not in Shah Sadar Din. “It’s no problem at all,” he says airily. “Just don’t come to the village. People here aren’t happy about all the reporters who have been coming to meet the parents.”

			It takes around twenty-five minutes to travel from Multan’s city center to Qandeel’s home. We pass through the cantonment area and drive past the army club with its fat white onion domes and buildings whose walls bear neat lines of portraits of young men. The photographs change from grainy black and white—soldiers who died long enough ago to have roads named after them and paragraphs devoted to them in textbooks—to rosy-cheeked technicolour. These are pictures of shaheeds (martyrs)—men who have died in the line of duty for their country. Everything is perfectly ordered, from the manicured grass outside the city’s only McDonald’s to the separate line for donkeys and cyclists at the checkpoints to get in and out of the cantonment. Just past the last checkpoint, we pass the sprawling skeleton of a building under construction, the new garrison library, which boasts enough space for 200,000 books, and then banks and a line of schools with names like Blossom Valley and Bloomfield.

			Further on, as the road narrows and deteriorates, there are fewer women. Men crowd the vegetable carts and fruit stands and linger at shops selling household supplies, shoes and clothes. There are signs indicating a textile mill. Dung cakes slapped on the low red-brick walls of houses grow warm in the November sunlight. As we near the Karachi Hotel neighbourhood, the buildings thin out. The area is home to many who have come to the city from villages across Punjab seeking work. Small houses, narrow, one or two storeys high, constructed by landowners who rent them out for five to ten thousand rupees a month, are squeezed together on patches of land.

			Someone is building a house just a few steps from the one that Qandeel rented for her parents. The scrub has been cleared, and the foundations reveal a simple, cramped layout: a kitchen, two rooms and what will probably be a bathroom. It is quiet, with the houses at some distance from the road. There are no squalling cars, no shrieking children playing in the street, no shops around the corner, no gurgle of water in open gutters. It does not have the familiar smells: there is no scent of sewage, no waft of food simmering on a stove, no piles of chicken fat, vegetable skins or cores of fruit festering in heaps on the side of the street. It seems to be deserted.

			Safdar Shah’s white car stands at the end of the lane, just before the sharp right turn to Qandeel’s house. Only one of the four houses here is occupied. A woman emerges from it and narrows her eyes at us. “Media?” she asks. I nod, yes. “Do you have a card? Any phone number?” She takes my business card, and it disappears down the front of her shirt, probably tucked away with loose change and bits of paper with prayers scribbled on them. “Never know when you guys might come handy, right?” she says as she walks off.

			Shah waits at the door to Qandeel’s house. He wears a starched black shalwar kameez that puffs around him and rustles when he moves. His shoes have been scrubbed to a dull glow down to their pointed tips. He probably slicked down his hair this morning, but it has buffeted into wispy clouds. His light skin is flushed pink in the heat and his moustache is a jet black straight from a bottle. He looks like the kind of man who, if you ask him his age, will coyly reply, “How old do you think I am?”

			“I know more about her than they could ever tell you,” he says right away, as though picking up the thread of our earlier conversation on the phone. “Did I tell you I am a Syed? [A Syed is a Muslim who claims to be descended from the Prophet Muhammad’s family.] We don’t lie, you see.”

			Inside, Qandeel’s father, eighty-year-old Muhammad Azeem, perches on a black imitation-leather sofa, his legs, stick-thin within the loose folds of a dhoti, pulled close to his chest. He absently strokes the puckered nub of flesh where one leg abruptly ends. He lost his foot six months ago when a car ran over it. “The daughter came here to have his leg fixed,” Shah explains. “She came to Multan on the second day of Eid and she planned to get his treatment done and then fly back to Karachi. She said she was going to leave for India after that.”

			Qandeel’s mother, Anwar bibi, looks like she is in her fifties. She is small, the hard rise of her collarbones under her kameez hinting at a thin frame. She sits on the edge of one of the two charpoys in the room. Her feet dangle inches above the floor.

			Shah drives Azeem and Anwar bibi here from Shah Sadar Din when he needs them to meet a reporter or appear on a talk show. He brushes off a query about Anwar bibi’s claim that she and her husband have been forced out of this house. The landlord doesn’t mind if they stay here for some time for free, he explains, and anyway they now have around 100,000–150,000 rupees in donations from human rights groups and sympathizers.

			I try to gauge Shah’s relationship with Qandeel’s parents but it’s not clear how he helps them or what he does as their lawyer since they are represented by the district prosecutor in their daughter’s murder case. “I go everywhere with them,” he explains as he sits on the charpoy next to Anwar bibi. “I mean, they refuse to go anywhere without me. They tell me, ‘If you go, we’ll go with you.’ Even if it’s for their son’s bail hearing. You see, we have known each other’s families for generations. We have been together for eight generations. Our fathers were friends and their women come and go from our house. We Syeds don’t usually go to other people’s houses [I assume he means people who aren’t as well off as his family] but we went to theirs. The one time Azeem had to go somewhere without me, he started weeping in the car. I asked him, ‘Uncle, why are you crying?’ Do you know what he said?”

			Azeem is quiet. He does not tell us what he said.

			Shah continues, “He told me, ‘Safdar, promise me you won’t leave me!’ So I swore, ‘As long as I am alive, I’ll never leave your side.’ ” He points to Azeem. “You see, they have cell phones; people can call them, but nobody ever understands what they say.”

			While Anwar bibi seems to understand and speak some Urdu, Azeem responds only in Siraiki. He tends to mumble, his words gummy and sloshing and often unintelligible when he cries, which is frequently and in small bursts.

			Shah says he is the family’s pir (spiritual leader). In rural areas across Pakistan, particularly in the provinces of Sindh and Punjab, pirs offer everything from religious intercession to dispute resolution among their followers, known as mureed. In southern Punjab, where Azeem’s family lives, many political parties turn to pirs—usually landed, wealthier residents of small towns and villages—in order to secure the votes of their followers. “I help them because we are all from the same village. Our lands border each other, and they are my mureed,” Shah says. “Azeem Khan is my mureed. His children are my mureed, and their children and so on.”

			Both Azeem and Anwar bibi only stare at the television as Shah makes these statements. They watched their daughter on that screen in a handful of television dramas and morning show appearances. She would call them to let them know what channel and what time she would be on. “In those moments, while we were waiting to see Qandeel, life would feel great,” Azeem says. As a child, she had told them she wanted to be a star. And now that she was singing, dancing and acting, they were happy for her.

			Shah sighs. “She didn’t talk to them for years. Didn’t talk to the father for three years.”

			“I supported her,” Azeem pipes up. “I used to send her money.”

			Shah continues as if he hasn’t heard him, “Didn’t talk to the mother for six years.”

			“She would call us sometimes,” Anwar bibi says quietly.

			“Oh she just ended all relations with them,” Shah says. “She thought they wouldn’t like what she was doing. She said she would never look back.”

			Qandeel’s six brothers knew about the television shows she was on, and they didn’t like it. “Tell her we never want to see her again,” one of them told Anwar bibi. Qandeel had two sisters, and when she returned to Shah Sadar Din for her younger sister Shehnaz’s wedding around 2010 her parents tearfully welcomed her home but said she couldn’t stay. “Leave, or your brothers will pick a fight with us,” Anwar bibi told her daughter.

			Qandeel’s neighbour in Shah Sadar Din remembers a night, perhaps during that visit, when Qandeel appeared at his house out of breath. Her brother Arif had a pistol and was threatening to kill her. “I had no idea what had happened,” he recalls. “Qandeel had come there with a driver and she took off. After she left the village, her parents had told us all she was working at some mill.” She did not want to come back to Shah Sadar Din after that. She found this house in Multan and told her parents that she would meet them there once a year.

			“Our sons, their wives and children didn’t bother with us after that, and we didn’t bother with them,” Anwar bibi says. “Our daughter took care of us and no one else paid us any attention. We didn’t know much about what she did, and we didn’t really understand it. She travelled to Malaysia, Sharjah, Dubai, and South Africa, but we had no clue why. What she’s doing, what she’s not doing—we didn’t bother asking. It was her life.”

			By June 2016 they were alarmed. Their daughter’s face and voice seemed to be on TV almost every week. These were not appearances that she called to tell them about. “We saw these photos on the news,” Anwar bibi says. “They said Qandeel did an interview with a cleric. There were photographs of her sitting on his lap. Wearing his cap. Every day those pictures were shown on every channel. Over and over again.” While Anwar bibi and Azeem were in Multan for a visit, they found out that some people were taking photos of their home in Shah Sadar Din.

			“These kameenay [bastard] mullahs,” sputters Azeem.

			“Those bearded men,” Shah suggests.

			“Those bloody bearded ones!” Azeem continues. “They asked people, ‘Who is Qandeel? Where is she from? What do you know about her?’ ”

			Qandeel was worried. “Don’t think badly of me,” she told her father. “I haven’t done anything wrong. I’m just fighting with someone.”

			Anwar bibi scolded her daughter. She didn’t want her to do any interviews or talk about the cleric. “These people are bigger than you,” she remembers saying. “Don’t meet these people who are above your stature,” she cautioned. Remember where you come from. Whose daughter you are.

			A few days later, in the last week of June 2016, everyone found out who she was, where she came from and her father’s name. She had been married and had a son. Stills of her passport and national identity card, with her real name, “Fouzia,” were shown on the news. When news broke that Qandeel Baloch was really Fouzia Azeem of Shah Sadar Din, Waseem refused to leave his home. People were coming to the mobile phone shop he owned in the village with their phones. “Can you download your sister’s latest videos on this for me?” they’d ask, sniggering. When Waseem’s friends came to his house to enquire about him, why he hadn’t been out drinking with them, why he wasn’t coming to the hookah pani (shisha) spot any more, he told his mother to say he wasn’t in.

			Up until this point Waseem had kept in contact with his sister. “Whatever he asked her for, she gave him,” Shah claims. “If he said he wanted a mobile phone that cost 80,000 rupees, she bought it for him. If he asked for one lakh [100,000] rupees, she sent it to him. She did everything for him and her sisters. When Shehnaz got married, she sent a truck loaded with things for the new bride, including an air conditioner.”

			“How did she make enough money to buy all those things?” I ask.

			“Allah provides,” Azeem interjected.

			When the media revealed her real name and pictures of her passport and identity card appeared on TV and online, Qandeel called from Karachi. “I want to come home,” she told her mother. Then she vacillated, changed her mind. She would send them money for Eid. She didn’t want to leave Karachi.

			A week later, she said she would come. “She said, ‘I am so tired, I am so worried,’ ” Shah prompts.

			“I am tired, I am worried,” Anwar bibi repeats.

			“I am tired of this life…”

			“I am tired of this life. I want some peace.”

			When she finally did come to the house in Multan, Qandeel was perpetually on the phone. Azeem heard her talking to someone one day. “What have I done for you to hound me like this?” she snapped. “Why are you after me? What have I ever done to Pakistan? Why do you keep calling me?”

			“These media people hounded her,” Anwar bibi says. “They just wouldn”t stop. Hounded her beyond all limits.”

			It didn’t stop even after she died. Reporters and camera crews followed her parents to Shah Sadar Din for the funeral. Azeem didn’t attend but insists that there were hundreds of thousands of people there on the day. However, photographs and video footage of the funeral show just a few people: relatives, villagers, curious bystanders. Qandeel’s body was covered and laid on a charpoy. A cleric stood before her, raised his palms to his ears and led the congregation, four rows deep behind him, in prayer. Shah stood right behind the cleric. “I handled all the arrangements,” says Shah. “Azeem wasn’t even there for the funeral. I was. He told everyone, ‘Shah sahib will be there. I don’t have the strength to come.’ ”

			After the prayers Shah approached one of the reporters who had come to the village for the funeral. “You should interview me,” Shah told him. “I know just what is going on here.” His interview ran as breaking news that day. And since then Shah has stayed in touch with that reporter and others, providing them with nuggets of information and updates as the case progresses. He glues news clippings of his interviews or stories featuring his quotes or photographs into a thick oblong notebook, the kind that schoolchildren use.

			“The media got her killed,” Shah says with a sigh. “She just wanted to be famous. She wanted to make a name for herself. She wanted people to know that Qandeel exists. I once asked her, and we used to speak practically every day you know, if she knew why people spoke badly of her. They are jealous of you, I told Qandeel. They are jealous of your fame.”

			Five days after the world found out that her name was Fouzia Azeem, Qandeel received a letter from Fayyaz Leghari, a lawyer in Gadai, a town twenty kilometres from Shah Sadar Din. He wanted her to stop claiming to be a Baloch. In southern Punjab the tribal and feudal system has strong roots. Men and women use the name of their clan as their family name and defer to their tribal chieftain or the head of their clan on all matters. Political power is often held over decades by the heads of clans, and a tribal chief may be responsible for everything from building a new school or hospital in his village to resolving disputes within his tribe. Shah Sadar Din is home to members of many tribes, including the Ma’arah, which has its roots in the neighbouring province of Balochistan. Qandeel’s family belong to the Ma’arah tribe and believe they are Baloch. However, Leghari did not accept that. “You have no relation [sic] with any Baloch family or tribe,” Leghari wrote in his letter. He claimed that Qandeel’s behaviour was bringing shame to everyone who was Baloch and he threatened to sue her for up to fifty million rupees if she did not stop using the name.

			Safdar Shah spoke with Qandeel shortly after this, and he recorded the call. Their conversation, a little over thirty minutes long, found its way onto YouTube, and Shah often cites it as proof that he knew Qandeel and would chat with her. When I ask why he would leak a private conversation, he insists that “a friend” put it on YouTube. He has a theory about why Qandeel was threatened with legal action for using “Baloch,” and it’s a theory he spoke to Qandeel about in that leaked phone call. He repeats it often. He notes that actresses and models who come from well-known or rich families in Pakistan have found success in the film or fashion industry. “But if Muhammad Azeem’s daughter appears on television, then she’s not Baloch. Why? Because he’s a poor man? Because he’s from a small village? If the daughter of the former governor of Punjab becomes a model, she gets offers to work in films. Her brother doesn’t kill her. Her father doesn’t kill her. But if Muhammad Azeem’s daughter becomes a model…” He trails off.

			I don’t get to find out if Azeem and Anwar bibi really believe this. The most they will talk about for now is their memory of the morning that they found Qandeel’s body. The last thing Azeem remembers from the night before was how sleepy he felt when he lay down on his charpoy on the roof of the house, where he and his wife slept during the summer. “I woke up in the morning and my head was spinning,” he says. Their son would later confess that he had spiked their glasses of milk with a sedative the night before.

			“I was the first to wake up,” Anwar bibi says. “I felt like my body was numb. I couldn’t see very clearly. I held my hand against the wall for support and tried to go downstairs. I remember sitting on the stairs every few steps because I could not stand. The sun was out by this time and it was quite hot. I was sweating a lot and I thought that I might be feeling unwell because I had been lying in the sun for too long. I washed my face. I didn’t feel like I could cook breakfast, so when the servant who worked at our house arrived, I gave her some money and told her to buy some food from the market. I called out to Qandeel. I said her breakfast was ready. I called her three or four times, but there was no answer. I opened the door to her room and saw her lying there on the charpoy.”

			With Shah deftly steering the conversation, Anwar bibi and Azeem’s explanation for why Waseem killed Qandeel comes out as a muddled version of the story that has been told, retold and then untold over the last few months. A month before we meet, Anwar bibi and Azeem were interviewed on a talk show about their daughter.2 They said that Qandeel was scared of her brothers and feared their reaction to the kind of work that she was doing. Azeem told a reporter that his daughter had confided in him about this, saying, “Baba, sometimes I feel my younger brother wants to kill me.”3

			Azeem explains that his daughter tried to placate Waseem. She said she had arranged for him to marry the daughter of a woman who used to come to her parents’ house to give her massages and to oil her hair. But Waseem wasn’t interested in getting married; he wanted his sister to stop the work she was doing. Anwar bibi says her daughter asked for a year, just one year, to cash in on her sudden fame. Qandeel promised her brother she would then leave show business.

			When Waseem came to his parents’ home in Multan in July 2016 while Qandeel was visiting from Karachi, Anwar bibi tried to send him back to Shah Sadar Din because Qandeel pleaded with her to do so. She gave him 20,000 rupees. He left, but returned three days later. Azeem then told his son that he wanted him to represent the family at their neighbour’s funeral because he could not walk without assistance. Waseem agreed, and it was decided that he would stay the night in Multan.

			Azeem and Anwar bibi had no idea about Waseem’s plan for that night—that he had arranged for his cousin Haq Nawaz to come to the house later to help him kill Qandeel. They claim that Waseem and Haq Nawaz stole 200,000 rupees and some jewellery from Qandeel after
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