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My fingers fidgeted and picked at each other while I eyed the clock; the skin beginning to bleed slightly next to my nail from all of the nervous scratching. That had always been a bad habit of mine, but one that had calmed slightly ever since Maryam had added some discipline and routine to my life. That calmness had abruptly abandoned me the moment the door had closed behind her and she’d left me all alone in the kitchen; my fingernails were chewed down to the quick swiftly after.
Maryam had departed for the airport roughly two hours ago, and as the seconds ticked by, the feelings of dread were growing. It wasn’t too long a journey, and unless there was an unexpected delay, within the next hour I was going to be confronted with the meeting that I’d been fearing for weeks, ever since Maryam had first announced that her parents were coming for a visit. She’d even offered for me to come along and greet them at the airport with her, but that had sounded even worse. Instead, I found myself pacing around the kitchen, running various scenarios through my head and fretting over making a good, first impression. I was intent on making the best impression, one that her parents would find welcoming and polite, and one that Maryam would be immensely pleased with. That’s what it all came down to. I was more concerned with pleasing Maryam, than her parents, and I was more worried about letting her down. Still, even though I knew I only had to keep cool and be simple and enthusiastic with my greetings, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was going to screw up. I always screwed up, in some way, and it was like a dark shadow at the back of my mind, lingering over me and filling me with dread.

I was particularly worried because I’d heard a lot about Farah, Maryam’s mother, ever since her parents had first announced that they were intent on visiting; and we’d spent the previous day ensuring the house was spotless. While Maryam had directed me around with the toe of her slipper, I’d ensured to get the mop into every nook and cranny of the house. Even when I’d thought it was spotless, Maryam had still been stressing, demanding I give it another once over just in case a few pieces of fluff had slipped through. She hadn’t explicitly set out to act as the boss while I had been ordered around as her maid, but that’s what had happened, and I had found myself doing most of the work around the house while Maryam oversaw and directed. That always seemed to be the relation between us, myself doing the donkey work, whereas Maryam’s main responsibility was supervising me. She had made sure to stop me from slacking and getting distracted from the task at hand, and had spent a lot of the time with her hands on hips, nodding towards anything I had missed. In a lot of ways, it replicated other areas of our lives, where I worked in my low-paying, low-responsibility job, and Maryam collected and decided the best way to invest and spend my earnings. I mean, I had received a pay rise, but the salary still wasn’t comparable to my previous role. She was the blocker that stopped me from wasting my money on things she didn’t approve of, because as we’d established, she knew better than myself when it came to that kind of thing. Instead of squandering my cash, I gave it to her, and instead, she filtered it into more worthwhile and prosperous pursuits. Honestly, I had felt like a servant while scrubbing the floor, and it hadn’t been lost on me while I had been sweating up a storm, that Maryam appeared well held-together, not a drop of sweat insight while she directed me around with the toe of her slipper.

Perhaps her treatment of me during that day of cleaning had been a kindness on her part. Perhaps she had been trying to subtly prepare me for her mother’s arrival, as apparently, Farah had servants back in their home in Iran, and she could be quite anal about cleanliness. Even though the workers were underpaid, according to Maryam, and rarely had any time off, her mother felt no guilt at all with working them to the bone. “They’re migrant workers,” Maryam had said, while I was down on my knees and sweeping some dust into a pan. “They came over from India, Sri Lanka, Bangladesh or somewhere, and my mother has control of their passports. They won’t be returning home until she says so. They really have no choice other than to work for her, and trust me, she doesn’t pay a lot.”

“Isn’t that...isn’t that slavery?” I had asked in surprise, quite taken aback by how nonchalant she had been while telling me. I mean, some of the services I performed for Maryam felt like slavery, especially when I was grovelling at her feet, kissing her toes all over while I slid my monthly earnings beneath her ridiculously soft soles. However, I knew I’d eventually be getting that money back, and at times she was still sweet. There was always this air of righteousness about her, like she was demanding my submission in order to correct my unacceptable behaviour. It never seemed like it was birthed from cruelty and for her own benefit in the way that her mother’s servant situation appeared. “Like, modern slavery? If they can’t leave, and they’re forced to work for so little.” Simply hearing Farah’s willingness to keep her servants in that harsh working climate had made me fear her even more.

“Why do you think I don’t live there anymore?” Maryam had said with a raised eyebrow. “I don’t approve, but my mother cares little for my opinion. Back home, children are not able to speak up and question their elders in the same way that you can here. Maybe things will be different once she arrives here, considering this is my home, but I would not be surprised if my mother is stubborn throughout. You actually have more freedom than you realise, and what do you do with that freedom, Katie? You waste it. You drink it. You throw it away.” She had let out a sigh. “Whenever I protest that they’re underpaid and she’s overworking them, she merely mentions that they have one day off a month, as if that’s anything to be proud of. She insists that life would be so much worse in their own countries, and that they came to Iran for a reason. That no one forced them.”

“That’s awful,” I had said, though I immediately became concerned that I had offended her. “I mean, it seems unfair.”

“It is. It’s completely unfair, and unjust, and goes against common decency. It certainly wouldn’t be stood for in the West, but, that’s the world we live in, Katie, and not everything is all easy like you have it over here. Not everything is fairies, rainbows and unicorns. Besides, Persian mothers can be quite strict and hard to please. As an elder, my mother certainly has no time for my protestations on matters that she deems above my concern: it is her house, after all. So, maybe you should appreciate the privilege you have in this country.” She had kicked off her slipper and pressed her big toe; painted brightly in a pink by myself, right into the corner of the living room near her favourite armchair. “You’ll need to put some elbow grease to remove that stain. I don’t know what it is, but I want it gone because my mother will notice that in a second. She is watchful, observant, and she doesn’t miss a thing. Father often jokes that Mother possesses the all-seeing eye, so don’t expect to slip anything by her.” She had twisted her foot slightly, before lifting it away, and I had immediately wiped the floor where she’d signalled. “My mother used to be a psychologist, before she was married to my father. So, be warned: be honest with her at all times, because she’ll know when you’re lying.” She had placed her foot back down; her pink-painted toe returning to the freshly cleaned area. “Show me the respect I deserve, and tell me you understand,” she had said, crossing her arms and looking away as a demonstration of her authority.

I had leant down slightly, feeling butterflies in my tummy as I had kissed Maryam’s beautifully pedicured big toe. “I understand, Ma’am,” I had said. “Thank you for warning me.”

Maryam had hmphed, before she wiggled her foot from beneath my lips and slipped it back into her slipper. “Just be thankful that you have a nice roof over your head and you actually have some savings to your name, since I’ve put a stop to your wasteful behaviour. Remember, unlike those migrant workers, you’re free to leave here at any time. You’re free to turn away from my kindness and expertise, and instead lead yourself back to ruin. Do you wish to leave, Katie?”

“No, Ma’am,” I had said while keeping my head lowered near the floor. “I am happy with how things are currently.” Constantly being humbled at Maryam’s feet did tear at my pride and dignity, but each passing day had left me feeling more comfortable and natural in the role, because I was most definitely reaping the rewards, financially at least. All that was required on my part was humility, meekness and acceptance of Maryam’s superiority in all adult affairs. Privately kissing her feet, and adhering to her decisions and authority seemed a small price to pay with the improvement in my life. I could have lost everything during my bankruptcy, but Maryam had given me the will to carry on. She’d given me hope of a different future.

“Good, because those workers are in a much worse spot, and you don’t see them wasting their opportunities like yourself, do you?” She had whipped her slippered foot away, before scoffing. “Maybe next time you complain about having to do chores around here, you’ll appreciate how lucky you are to be living under my roof, and not my mother’s. I don’t complain about handling your finances and not charging you a fee, do I? My expertise in that area is certainly chargeable at a higher rate than whatever you could charge for mopping and sweeping a few floors.” Chores were something that Maryam had stipulated were a mutual expectation as part of the new tenancy I’d signed. However, I’d noticed most of my chores involved me being down on my knees, cleaning, scrubbing, washing and the like. Things she didn’t really have time to do. She’d even considered hiring a cleaner, but figured since she was acting as my financial advisor, free of charge, that it was only fair that I mucked in and returned the favour. Maryam’s ‘chores’ were things like cooking; things she actually enjoyed doing anyway. “Are you done complaining all of the time now?” she had said with a snarl, and I had rapidly nodded my head.

I had understood why she seemed so agitated and stressed; the arrival of her parents had been playing on her mind for weeks. I’d heard a lot about how her mother could be quite difficult to please, and had a lot of expectations of her daughter. Perhaps that’s why Maryam was such a success, because she’d been pressured to excel and better herself. Anyway, her nervousness had rubbed off on me, which was why I was so terrified while waiting for her parents’ arrival. To make matters worse, the whole complaining thing had been something that had occurred a few days earlier than the cleaning, and Maryam still had her back up about it.

She had been talking about a lapse in judgement on my part, when I had, much to my regret, whined a complaint out while frustrated in my own issues. Things had really picked up in my job, in terms of work, not pay, and my boss had been shirking a lot of her own tasks towards my desk. I’d hardly been in a position to refuse, and I had found myself a bit snowed under. It hadn’t seemed fair, but I hadn’t had a lot of choice, with me clinging to that role in desperation. That job, as crappy as it may have been when compared to my previous administrative assistant role, was the only thing keeping me in Maryam’s home. It was the only thing that sort of impressed her, with me making my rent and offering my salary every month to her proving that I could actually hold down a job and keep my shit together.

She would smirk every pay day whenever I slipped my earnings beneath her toes, kissed them with reverence and begged her to take it and use it in a way I wasn’t able to understand. Sometimes, I’d wonder if she enjoyed the whole ritual so much, because I was lavishing upon her praise and recognition that she wasn’t able to receive in her actual career; submissive, snivelling appreciation that would be considered indecent and inappropriate outside the safety of her walls. I mean, she was highly regarded, well compensated and respected in her job, but still, her colleagues didn’t kiss her feet and applaud her, did they? They didn’t grovel and beg at her feet, and thank her, as an Iranian immigrant, for coming to our country and blessing us with her intellect and shrewd expertise. For that reason, I suspected I filled a hole in Maryam’s life, one that she hadn’t even realised was there until that day I’d knelt and kissed her feet while begging for forgiveness. She personally relished such treatment these days, and my entire existence had become a kind of ego-boost to her, a power-trip that she was able to savour. Sometimes, while I was pecking my lips all over the top of her toes, my earnings safely clutched between them and the base of her sandals, I’d peer up and notice her eyes were closed. Her lips would quiver as if she was mouthing something, and I’d often wonder whether she had drifted off to some other place, putting her rivals and colleagues in my position and revelling in being respected in the way she truly deserved: to have her peers kiss her feet and acknowledge her professional competence in the ultimate form of humbled deference.

Anyway, as a result of the increased workload, I’d had to stay behind for a couple of hours a few days in a row. Obviously, this had led to a knock-on effect where I’d arrived home late and missed the preparations for Maryam’s early-evening prayer. It had become a bit of a ritual that I helped her prepare, where I knelt down and quietly removed her nail polish and washed her feet. This had been most nights, ever since I had signed the new tenancy agreement, and it had basically become a routine part of my life. It was a demonstration of my gratitude for the way she was investing my money and keeping me on a tight leash; her watchful eye stopping me from creeping away and relapsing to my old vices.

However, on that occasion, I had been tired and grouchy from the ever-increasing demands of my actual boss. I had returned home on an empty stomach, and I had even managed to steer clear of the local pub on the way back. Even though I’d been tempted to nip inside and enjoy a glass of tipple, I’d held off, focusing on my commitment to staying pure and laying my earnings at Maryam’s feet. I’d mentally processed things more recently so that it actually felt like I’d be stealing from her if I drank alcohol with the money that should have been obediently offered to her expectant, Persian feet. So, I had behaved myself, despite my frustrations.

I’d walked through the door in a huff, still overwhelmed from the job and feeling aggrieved by the way my boss had been taking advantage. I’d known there was a lot of work on, but still, it hadn’t been cool with the way it had eaten into my free time. I had just wanted to lay down and rest for a bit, however, as soon as I’d headed into the living room, I’d been caught off-guard by Maryam letting out a delighted squeak.

“Finally,” she had said with a pleased smile while looking up from her book. “Where have you been?” Her wrinkled soles had been facing me as she casually sat back against the arm of the leather couch; her feet crossed up onto the arm opposite. “It’s almost time for me to pray, and I’ve been waiting this whole time for you to come home and assist me in my preparations.”

“Please, Maryam,” I’d said, while dropping my handbag on the armchair and kicking off my high heel pumps. “Could you do it yourself for once?” Part of it had been frustration from work, but another part of it had been the fact she’d been unaware how I’d successfully avoided the pub for her. It had been a big deal on my part, and instead of being acknowledged, I’d simply been expected to do her bidding again. Of course, it hadn’t been her fault: she hadn’t known about the pub and my successful resistance, but still, at that time, my thoughts hadn’t been rational. As soon as the words had left my lips, I’d noticed her joyous expression shift to one of annoyance. I had scrambled to explain myself and rectify the mistake by adding, “I’ve had a long day—"

“For once?” she had said back through gritted teeth, before slapping the book forcefully closed. “What is that supposed to mean, Katie? That is such a disrespectful way to speak to someone who you owe so much.”

Instantly, a tightness had formed in my tummy. “I’m sorry, it’s just—” I had noticed that there was a bowl of soapy water on the coffee table. She’d gone ahead and prepared that, but had actually sat around and waited for me to return. She couldn’t have washed her own feet instead of hanging around for me to do it? Just for that one occasion? I mean, I knew she got some kind of ego, power trip over having me washing her feet every time she prayed, but still, it wouldn’t have hurt for her to do it herself occasionally. “I’m tired, and I just need—”

“You just need to start showing me the respect I deserve, Katie,” Maryam had fired back in a harsh tone. “You chose to stay here another two years, remember? You could have left with the profits I’ve made you and fended for yourself. Did you? No, because you realised you’re unable to do that without my watchful eye, so, if you want me to continue managing your life as if you are an incapable child, then you’ll show me the respect I deserve. You knew what you were signing up for when you penned that agreement, so don’t complain now. I’ve also been working all day, in a much more demanding role with intense pressure and responsibilities. I don’t get to just sit at a desk all day and answer phones. Do you see me complaining? No, I just get on with it because that’s what an adult does. I have bills to pay, so I’ve no time to whine and complain.” She had curled her lip in disgust, clearly losing patience with me. “If we all acted like you, we’d both be out on the streets, wouldn’t we? Remember whose home you’re staying in right now. This is a home bought and paid for by my own hard work. Where’s your home?”

My mouth had already started to dry out as I had become anxious at the turn of the discussion. “Okay, I’m sorry, Ma’am,” I had said in a squeaky whisper. “I was just a little stressed.”

“As am I now, and who we do have to thank for that? I had a lovely, intimate evening planned. I was going to allow you to wash my feet, and then comb my hair after praying, and your attitude has ruined everything, Katie. Just because you had a bad day at work, doesn’t mean I have to suffer for it. Grow up and stop acting like a petulant child.”

I had dropped my eyes. Even though I had felt deep down inside that I had been completely justified in feeling aggrieved at the way my day had gone, Maryam just always had this way of talking down to me and making me feel tiny. It was like I was constantly being reprimanded by a higher authority, and I’d always end up grovelling for forgiveness. “I’m really sorry, Ma’am,” I had said, while tucking my hands into the back of my shirt. “I apologise.”

Maryam had swung her legs down from the couch, then placed each softly on the floor. She had cleared her throat with marked intention. “You can come over here and apologise properly, Katie,” she had said in a stern tone. “Because right now, I’m questioning our whole living arrangement. Do you want me to leave you to fend for yourself again? Are you capable of functioning as an independent woman without me holding you to the high standards of my Persian values? Remember the clause I added to the tenancy agreement? I have the right to revoke the tenancy at any time. You agreed to that. Do you wish to leave? Are you confident you’ll survive without me watching your every move?”

“No,” I had said looking up. Even though it was extremely humiliating to have another woman control every aspect of my life, and literally demand I place my monthly wages at her feet in the most demeaning of ceremonies, I still had little confidence in myself at being able to survive on my own. I had tried that in the past, and it had been a total failure. I simply couldn’t resist the temptation of drinking, partying up on drugs and throwing my money away. The only way my money was ever safe from being wasted, was when it wasn’t in my possession. I’d accepted that while watching the rising performance of Maryam’s investments, and honestly, I was excited at where it was all going to lead. She was more robust and secure than any bank could ever be with my money. Why? Because whenever I tried to foolishly make a withdrawal for some frivolous want, she’d say no in a way no ATM ever would. I could suck up and grovel as much as I liked. I could massage her feet until my fingers were about to fall off, and Maryam would still say no, because her judgement was final. Besides, there was always something so intimate and flustering whenever I crouched down and humbled myself at her feet, and that excitement was enough for me to endure the humiliation of being her subjugated, foot-kissing underling. I didn’t know exactly why it excited me to be so helpless and useless at her feet, but it did. “Please, I’ll be good. I’ll behave, Ma’am.”

“Less talk,” she had said with an abrupt finger pointed towards her feet. “More respect. I think we’ve established the dynamic that works for us in this home by now, haven’t we?”

“Yes, Ma’am,” I had said; and I had felt the familiar tingling within my tummy as I shuffled over towards her and dropped to my knees. Despite the embarrassment, there was always something strangely exciting whenever I had to humble myself at Maryam’s feet. Perhaps it was because she was so beautiful, or maybe it was because I admired her strong-headedness and determination. She was always in control of any situation, in a way that defied my own ditzy, sporadic composure, and I’d never seen her anxious or lose herself to nerves. She was like the perfect example of an ambitious, professional boss girl, and I was actually thankful that there was a place for me in her life where I could benefit from her success.

It was like smooching her pretty feet was my greatest talent, whereas she was more concerned with things like actually making significant money. Over the months, the more I’d been grovelling at her feet, the more I’d found myself enjoying it, and on a number of occasions I’d allowed my tongue to slip from between my lips and caress her toes. Perhaps I was seeking some kind of intimate affection, or maybe it was a strange case of Stockholm Syndrome developing towards the incredible woman that ruled over my life. Whatever it was, each time, Maryam had wiggled her feet free and scowled down at me, demanding that I stop with any of that ‘inappropriate stuff’. The irony being that she saw nothing inappropriate about having me kiss her feet on a daily basis, or freely hand over my pay check to her every month. Neither had she thought it inappropriate that one time she’d demanded I lick her sweaty soles clean, for punishment at having a racist friend. That development had excited me too, to a growing level. Ever since that day, I’d often lay in bed at night, recalling how Maryam’s feet had tasted as I’d licked them apologetically for the bigoted behaviour of my friend. It had been unfair, and unjust, because I’d played no part in the intolerant insults of Jessica. I’d merely been a bystander, but for that, I’d been punished, and I’d oddly found licking my immigrant landlady’s feet most satisfying in some kind of masochistic way. I wasn’t a lesbian, but it was quite hot to lick the feet of an honourable, measured Muslim girl while suffering the consequences of my own cultural prejudices and indulgences; almost like an acknowledgement of her success in my own country, one in which I routinely failed in despite my biased advantages. Perhaps that’s why I’d tried to lick Maryam’s feet multiple times since, attempting to replicate those bizarre emotions, but I’d found myself rebuffed each time.

I had brushed my lips along the top of her toes as I hunkered right down in a servile position. “I’m so sorry for disrespecting you, Ma’am,” I had whispered, before I’d puckered my lips and shivered while placing an adoring kiss against her biggest toenail. “I’m so sorry for being a terrible tenant, my Muslim Queen.” My eyes had widened upon saying that, and I had felt Maryam shift on the couch above me.

“What was that?” she had asked inquisitively; a hesitance in her voice as if she may have misheard me. “What did you call me?”

“Ummm, nothing, Ma’am,” I had whispered as my face reddened. The words had just slithered out naturally, and I hadn’t intended to offend her or anything. “It just slipped out. I wasn’t thinking.”

Her toes had roughly pressed against my chin, and she had tilted my head up so I was looking straight into her big, brown eyes. “Say it again,” she had said. “I want to know what naturally came into that head of yours. You always act without thinking and share your true feelings, the same way you did that night you fell at my feet, kissed them and begged for forgiveness the first time. You broke my rules that night, and your natural instinct had been to grovel and humble yourself.” She had cocked her head. “This whole way we interact with each other, Katie, is due to your actions, not mine. If you had been an honest, respectable tenant from the start, then perhaps we would have a normal relationship. Perhaps if you acted like a lady, we would be friends. Always remember that. You are at my feet because of your own choices. So, say it again. Say what you feel while kneeling down there.”

“I...” I had to lick my lips before continuing, feeling the anxious heat escaping from between. “I called you my Muslim Queen. I’m sorry,” I had added shyly, pulling my eyes away under the intensity of Maryam’s amused stare.

Maryam had at first seemed quite taken aback, and I could hear her humming for a second. When I had looked up, I could see there was a glimmer in her brown eyes. “Say it again,” she had said, clearly not yet ready to let the matter drop.

I had felt a warm rush tickle me, and my breath had become husky as I repeated, “Yes, my Muslim Queen.”

Maryam had pursed her lips, rolling her eyes towards the ceiling as she had looked quite pleased. “I actually like the sound of that,” she had said. “You can call me that from now on. It seems fitting.” She had cocked her head again. “Go on, give it another try. Say it with real purpose.”

I had suddenly felt as if I was on the spot and the pressure had tugged at my chest, causing my breaths to become quite laboured. “Ummmm.” My forehead had wrinkled as I had tried to make my voice as serious as possible “My Muslim Queen.” I had glanced up at her apprehensively, and had been relieved to see her mouth curled in a smirk.

The smirk had disappeared as quickly as it had arrived. “Now, listen,” she had said while pointing a serious finger at me. “You may address me with such a title in private, since it has come so naturally to you, but never in public, do you understand? I have a professional reputation that I have worked hard to establish and wish to maintain in this country. I appreciate you respecting me so much and holding me in high regard, but it is my wish to keep this private.” She had tilted her head. “I will admit that Muslim Queen is most definitely preferable to Muslim Cow.”

“Of course,” I had said while blushing. I had hardly wanted anyone else to know that I was addressing my Muslim landlady in that way, treating her like absolute royalty while I bowed and kissed her feet. It had been bad enough when Jessica had accosted us in the supermarket and flung around her bigoted insults. Just imagine she actually knew that I kissed the “Muslim Cow’s” feet as she had called Maryam. Imagine she knew that after that meeting, Maryam had made me lick them too. That I had dragged my tongue along her sweaty soles and shivered at the salty taste in some kind of atonement for Jessica’s ignorance. My old friends would have had a field day with that sort of information.

All of this had come rushing back to me as I stood there in the kitchen, awaiting the arrival of Maryam’s parents. The progression in our relationship, and the way we interacted with each other, had seemed almost natural in its development. Maryam was the accepted boss between us. She was the leader, and I was almost child-like in my adhering to her decisions. She was the Muslim Queen, and I was her paltry servant. That was the understanding that existed between us now, and if Maryam was a queen, well, what were her mother and father going to be like? Farah, who so comfortably had her own servants back in Iran, what was she going to expect of me upon her arrival? The thought terrified me and made me queasily nervous. She was probably going to hold me to even higher standards than her daughter, and I was convinced I wouldn’t live up to them.

I was so fearful of disappointing them both, particularly the apparent stern and strict Farah. “Hello, Ma’am. Hello, Sir,” I repeated, having practised for the past hour or so. I wasn’t even sure that’s how Maryam’s parents would prefer to be greeted. Did they have any grasp of English? I couldn’t be sure of that either. Maryam certainly spoke with fluency, but she’d mentioned her parents were more traditional and conservative. I wasn’t sure about how widespread English was in Iran. They’d surely understand the basic pleasantries, I gathered? Perhaps I should have used my initiative and learned some simple phrases in Farsi to make them feel more welcome, but I didn’t use my initiative much these days; I pretty much looked to Maryam for all guidance and instruction.

I should have prepared better, but I was simply terrified by the fact that Maryam’s parents were apparently so conservative, and demanding, especially in her mother’s case. It decimated all composure. Maryam herself could be incredibly strict in regards to my own behaviour, and I didn’t want to do anything that would upset her mother and make Maryam look bad. What if Farah was actually expecting me to greet her in Farsi? What if she was going to be disappointed and judgemental of me? What if I accidentally said something ignorant, or heaven’s forbid, racist? What if I was going to completely blow it and let Maryam down? Was I supposed to have brought a welcoming gift? Was that expected in their culture? I looked down my body over my simple sweat pants and t-shirt. Was I even dressed appropriately?

I began to pace around the kitchen with increased worry, feeling lightheaded as some kind of social-anxiety hit me. I hated having to meet people in this way. It was bad enough when I had to meet the family of a boyfriend, or interview for a job, but this just felt so much worse. When did I usually meet new people? When I was so drunk or drugged up that all inhibitions were abandoned. Maryam always held me to such high standards and I really didn’t want to let her down and embarrass her. I held out a hand, and it was trembling so much that it was literally shaking in the air. I desperately needed to settle my nerves so that I wouldn’t make an idiot of myself. The pressure was immense. I knew I was prone to saying the wrong thing when my nerves got the best of me, and I really didn’t want that to happen.

I looked through the fridge but we only had juice, tea and water as Maryam didn’t approve of any other drinks. Sodas contained too much sugar, and she didn’t like all of the added artificial flavourings. Along with her seizing control of my finances, she’d basically formed a strangle-hold on my diet too. The usual junk that I munched down wasn’t permitted in her residence, and I found myself eating a lot of fresh fruit and vegetables, as well as various Persian dishes that she prepared for the two of us as one of her ‘chores’. As a result, my skin had actually become a lot clearer and less prone to pimply outbreaks without of all of the McDonald’s, alcohol and drugs I was usually shoving down my throat. Still, that didn’t stop the temptation from arising whenever I was left to my own devices.

“I need an energy drink or something,” I said out loud while looking through a few of the cupboards and finding nothing of use. I still had a couple of quid left over from the allowance of £25 Maryam had given me that week, and I could drink a Red Bull or something without her even knowing. It would perk me right up, see off the nerves, and I’d be a friendly, welcoming bundle of smiles. I nodded my head at my reasoning. Maryam wouldn’t approve, I was sure of that, but I had sufficient grounds to go ahead with the decision. Pleasing her parents is what was most important. Being confident, welcoming and friendly, and I needed to be in peak physical and mental condition to do that. An energy drink was just what I needed: a much-needed hit of caffeine and taurine. Maryam would understand. She’d definitely understand. She could be reasonable, after all, and it was all about making a good impression. I would not be drinking it for myself. I’d be drinking it for her.

I stepped out and headed towards the corner shop around the block. There were various energy drinks on offer, from the top of the range Red Bull and Monster to some knock-offs which were basically the same thing. I scooped up a can and headed towards the counter. However, as the guy behind was scanning my choice, my eyes lingered over the shelves behind him, and already my tongue was beginning to salivate. There was vodka, and whiskey, and gin, and all kinds of wines, liqueurs and spirits. I saw a flash of Maryam’s disapproving face, and I tried to look away. I swear, I really did try, and my hand was shaking as I clutched the pile of change in my palm.

The guy looked at my hand as the coins jingled against each other. “You alright, love?” he said. “You look like you’re a bit unwell?” He had a quick gander down my scruffy t-shirt and sweatpants. “You from around here?”

“I just need something to settle my nerves,” I said.

The guy blinked, then tapped the top of the energy drink. “This a good idea, then? This is just gonna flare you right up and have you buzzing. You know, my nephew drank three of these one time and it played havoc with him till he shit himself.” He thumbed over his shoulder. “You’re better off getting a bit of the hot stuff to calm you down. Scotch on the rocks, ain’t nothing like it.”

“I don’t drink,” I said, and I actually flinched; surprised by myself as such words had never left my lips before. “I’m teetotal. I don’t go near that stuff anymore.”

“Pfft,” the guy replied, before flicking his hand at me. “You’re one of those, are you?”

“One of what?”

“One of those feminist vegans or whatever. Trying to save the planet and thinking that a little drink is going to destroy the world. It’s alcohol, love, it’s not napalm or whatever.”

“I just don’t want to drink, alright?” 

“That’s what they all say. I’ll put it in a brown, paper bag if you don’t want anyone knowing, love?” He gave me a wink. “That sound good?”

I glanced at the shelf again, before I licked my lips. “I shouldn’t.”

Maryam was going to be so proud that I’d resisted the hard liquor, I thought, as I took a slurp from the can of beer in my hand. I had a carrier bag dangling from my elbow, with the remains of the six-pack I’d spent the last of my allowance on. Walking back along the street, I necked the can in my hand, before tossing the empty in a passing bin. I was already onto the second and feeling the calming in my nerves. I knew I’d made the right decision. The guy had led me to the fridges, and picked out the cheapest, worst beer available, but at least the alcohol percentage was less than the scotch he’d first recommended. The six-pack had cost barely more than the energy drink, and tasted as if it was better suited to clean the oil from a driveway. Still, already the shaking of my hand had settled down, and I knew I’d made the right decision.

Once back home, my eyes flicked to the remaining four cans, and I quickly snapped open another before sinking it with an expert gulp. After months of sobriety, it had taken the arrival of Maryam’s parents to turn me back to the booze. Of course, I hadn’t just plunged right into going back to my old ways. The walk from the off licence had been filled with pauses as I turned back and considered Maryam’s thoughts on my behaviour. She’d certainly disapprove of me turning to the booze again. I’d even thought about getting a refund as I worked my way through the first can. However, I was a trembling mess and that first beer had settled me. I’d already bitten my fingernails down to nubs and my teeth were constantly chattering. I’d spent close to an hour sat on the toilet; my body evacuating everything in some kind of fight or flight defensive action. As soon as that beer had hit my lips: I was calm.

Therefore, I had legitimate reasoning. I was a bag of nerves while wanting to make a good impression, and I had figured a can or two would settle my worries and fill me with confidence. It was completely logical. The guy in the store had just been so convincing, and he’d reminded me how whenever I was tanked up on booze: I had no worries. I was always forward and talkative after having a drink, and that’s the kind of person I wanted to be when meeting her parents. I wanted to make a good impression. I wanted to be as measured and confident as Maryam always was.

My hand was still and calm as I reached out and ripped another can from the six-pack, before gulping that down too with an audible belch. “One more won’t hurt,” I whispered, and then I closed my eyes in bliss as I snapped open another and wolfed down that gorgeous, amber liquid.

It was another half hour before I heard Maryam’s keys jingling in the door, and by that point, I was already feeling a little tipsy. Clearly, I’d miscalculated the amount I needed to drink for the sweet spot. Since I hadn’t drank in months, my tolerance must have waned, and I was already feeling as if my vision was becoming a little blurry.

“Katie,” I heard Maryam call out. “Where are you?”

“I’m in here,” I slurred, and I tried to stand from the seat, almost knocking the final can over in the process. Crap, I thought, in a panic; I needed to clear that stuff away before she came in. I grabbed the empty cans and dunked them into the bin beneath the sink. The final can, I poured into a glass, before depositing the tin away with the rest. I thought about tipping it down the sink, but that would be a waste wouldn’t it? Maryam hated when I wasted my allowance, so I figured I could just pretend I was drinking apple juice or something. I sat and tried to look normal and innocent, just as Maryam waltzed into the kitchen. She looked so elegant, with her maroon headscarf covering her dark hair, above a rather expensive-looking, traditional silk dress that she’d worn. I knew it to be an abaya, as she’d educated me on one time, and she had a number of them that she kept for special occasions. Clearly, she’d been intent on impressing her mother, and she appeared as a truly majestic, Persian beauty.

“What’s going on?” she asked, crossing her arms while cocking her head. “Why are you sat there all strange like that?” She squinted at me in thought. “Are you up to no good?” Her eyes danced over my t-shirt, and she pursed her lips. “Couldn’t you have worn something a bit nicer?” she whispered while dipping her head forward. “You know this is an important day.”

“I’m sorry,” I said, while I kept one hand pressed to the table. I tried to remain as casual as possible as I took a sip from the glass. “I’m just having some juice while waiting here to greet your parents.”

Maryam lifted an eyebrow, and was about to ask something else, when a figure moved through the doorway behind her. At first, I thought it was a shadow, as the figure was completely black, but then I saw a pair of eyes looking at me and I realised it was Maryam’s mother, dressed in a traditional, face-obscuring outfit which I presumed to be the same sort of niqab I’d seen in photos of her. Maryam had mentioned that this sort of veil wasn’t actually common in Iran, with most women wearing headscarves and hijab, however, Farah was persistent in her traditional, conservative wear, despite the majority choice. I recognised the dark silky dress as also being an abaya, but the niqab covering her face made it seem way more intimidating to me than Maryam’s usual fashion choices. Due to the covering, I couldn’t make out any facial expression, but the dark eyes hovered over me for a second, before they darted to the kitchen table; focusing on the glass in my hand. I stood instinctively, taking a final sip, before I sheepishly swilled it out in the sink while the eyes looked on with interest.

“My father will not be joining us,” Maryam said with an obvious annoyed air about her. “There are some medical problems with my aunt, and he has had to attend the hospital with her. So, it will be my mother that joins us alone.”

“Sure,” I said with a smile, looking over my shoulder as I washed the glass out. “The more the merrier.”

Maryam paused as she was ushering her mother towards one of the chairs, and she adjusted her headscarf before squinting at me. “The more the merrier? Whatever do you mean, Katie?” She stood upright, with her hands on hips, all while I shied away from the piercing stare of her mother’s eyes through the slit in her outfit. They seemed almost furious as she stared at me, and I found myself shrinking even though she hadn’t said a word.

“Oh,” I said with a hesitant stutter. “I just mean that it’s great your mum is here.”

“Without my father? Because my aunt is unwell?”

“No, that’s not what I...ummm...sorry,” I said, as I felt my face blushing. “I didn’t mean it like that.”

There was an awkward silence, before Maryam tutted, but then she rolled her eyes down towards her mother in the chair, who was still staring straight at me. “Are you not going to welcome my mother? It’s polite to at least offer a greeting, Katie.” She bit her lip, and I could tell by the intensity of her frustrated glare that she was annoyed I’d forgotten everything she’d told me about the expected etiquette.

“Oh, of course,” I said in a fluster, and I stepped forward and clasped my hands together, pretty much gawping down at Maryam’s mother as she continued to sit there in silence, simply staring at me in a most intimidating way. I was about to say something else, something simple such as ‘hello’, but my words caught in my throat and were abruptly replaced by a hiccup; which seemed to echo in the kitchen between the three of us. I slapped a hand against my mouth in surprise, while Maryam’s eyes seemed to match the force of her mother’s.

Maryam cocked her head and took a step towards me. “What have you been up to while I was collecting my mother, Katie?” She looked around the kitchen, scrutinising every inch, before her eyes came to rest on the freshly-washed glass draining near the sink. Her nose twitched; her skin wrinkling in a deceptively cute way. “What is that smell?” she asked, while looking around suspiciously. Her eyes centred on me, before her nose twitched a final time. “Have you been drinking, Katie?” She took a step towards me, leaning in close as her nostrils flared in an investigative way. “You wouldn’t do that, would you? Not today.” She shook her head. “Certainly, not today?”

“No...no...” I whispered sheepishly. “Of course not.”

“Because you know how I feel about alcohol in my home, don’t you?” She bit her lip and indicated towards her mother behind her. “You know what a grave insult it would be if you chose to drink to mark my mother’s arrival.” Her cheeks reddened slightly, and I could tell she was immensely embarrassed.

“Yes,” I said hurriedly. “Of course. I know you don’t like alcohol.”

“I thought we both didn’t like alcohol these days?” She crossed her arms and raised an eyebrow; her sandaled foot tapping the floor softly; red-painted toes on display; so expertly applied by my own hand. “I would find it most disappointing if you had reverted to your old bad vices, Katie, especially with my mother being here.” She waited for me to speak, before she let out a sigh. “Katie, tell the truth. I can smell the alcohol from here. You reek of it with every breath. You’ve obviously been up to no good.”

I glanced between the pair of them, my heart quickening in its beat as I tried to muster up some kind of excuse that would explain away the smell. Could I pretend it was a new perfume? Unlikely, since that wouldn’t be believable and would only draw further questions about how I’d been able to purchase it with so little money. I could pretend I’d been cleaning and it was just the smell of the polish, but again, that held little merit in reality. My lips were twitching; my tongue dancing along my bottom teeth as I erred around what was the best thing to say. Whatever I came up with, Maryam would see straight through it. She always did. I looked towards her mother, then quickly averted my eyes beneath the scrutiny of her own. My gaze dropped towards Maryam’s sandaled foot, and everything inside me wanted to just drop down, smother it in kisses and beg for forgiveness. Her red-painted toes, which I had carefully attended to that morning, were almost demanding my grovelling lips to make up for my infraction. I knew if we were alone, I’d already be down there, smooching and whimpering while I snivelled my apologies. That was my usual course of action, but that didn’t seem advisable with her mother looking on. Even with the alcohol flowing freely through me, I had enough sense in me to know that would be a mistake.

“Your silence is really loud,” Maryam said with a shake of her head as she noted where I was looking; my eyes lingering all over her toes being an obvious mark of my guilt.

An older voice suddenly broke in between the two of us, in a language I didn’t understand, and it was only when I noticed the cloth jiggling around on her face that I realised it was Maryam’s mother. She was probably talking in Farsi, the same Farsi that constantly rang out whenever Maryam was watching television, but I wasn’t able to understand a word of it. From the way her eyes were narrowed though, and the heated nature of her tone, I could tell that nothing good was being said.

Maryam was listening while nodding her head, before she turned and looked at me. “I understand, Mother,” she said. “Frankly, I am quite embarrassed by the whole thing.” She dropped her arms and stepped around me, circling my trembling form as she spoke. “I had spoken so highly of you, Katie. These past weeks, I have been singing your praises to my parents. We’ve spoken about you, numerous times, and Father was most impressed that someone of your status was able to turn their life around at my hand, though Mother had insisted I was wasting my time on you. My valuable time that I could have spent investing in my own further development, but I assured her that she would understand once she met you.” She let out a deep sigh. “How wrong I was.”

“Maryam,” I whispered through a trembling voice. “Please. I was just nervous. It didn’t mean anything.” She tightened her lips in a snooty way, before she deliberately averted her eyes from my own. “Maryam, please. I’m really sorry. I swear it didn’t mean anything. It was a mistake.” I was about to continue rambling, but my cheeks took on a flush with the nature of what I was saying. It sounded like we were lovers, and I was desperately apologising for cheating or something. In the midst of my hazy, slightly-drunken head, I hiccupped again, before blustering, “I don’t mean it like we’re dating or anything.” I looked towards her mother and felt my stomach sink. “It’s not like that I swear. I’m not into girls.”

“Dating?” Maryam asked in surprise. “Whatever are you talking about?” She made a strange sound as if she was blowing air from between her lips, before she turned towards her mother. “I’m afraid, Mother, you are witnessing the problems with British society. This is the result of the drinking culture over here. It is rampant.” She shook her head in disapproval. “I have noticed white powder in the bathrooms at work too.” She shook her head at me. “I can only hope she hasn’t reverted back to drugs as well, but from the nature of her waffling, I wouldn’t be surprised.”

Her mother muffled something out from beneath her veil. Obviously, I couldn’t understand what she was saying, but the tone sounded impatient and annoyed. Her languid hand gestures didn’t help either; even though her fingers were completely shrouded beneath a black pair of gloves.

“Yes, Mother, I understand that’s why you didn’t want me to move here. I know you warned me, but I thought I’d made progress in educating Katie here.” I blushed, listening to her speak, because obviously there was only one reason that she was answering in English: so I could hear how disappointed she was. This only confirmed that her mother could speak English too, but had chosen not to. “Clearly, my good intentions have been misplaced. I am terribly embarrassed.”

“No,” I said desperately. “No, they weren’t misplaced. I’m sorry, Maryam. I was just trying to give myself a boost so I’d have the courage to meet your parents. I’m sorry, I’m just so shy and—” I suddenly let out a large belch, before I stumbled slightly to the side and had to grab onto the back of a chair. “Oh God,” I said, having regretted drinking so many beers on an empty stomach. “I don’t feel so good.” I swayed from the side, before dropping down onto one knee, and then, perhaps because it had worked many times before and it had become the expected way of relating to each other, or perhaps, as on the first occasion, it was because of the alcohol flowing through my veins: I wilted. Whatever it was, all feelings of hesitance and embarrassment dissipated, even as Maryam’s mother looked on disapprovingly, her eyes ever judgemental through that slit in her niqab. I dropped to my knees and prostrated myself at Maryam’s feet, wrapping my arms around her ankles and placing my forehead against her sandaled toes. “I’m so sorry, Ma’am,” I whispered. “Please forgive me, my Muslim Queen.” It was stupid, and careless, and desperate, but, that’s exactly what I was. After six beers, my inhibitions were lowered to the point I couldn’t even grasp any sense of consequences.

I heard Maryam’s mother gasp, and then I could feel her leaning over me as she spoke in Farsi once more.

Maryam replied in her native tongue, before she said, “Yes, Mother, she always grovels like this when she’s done something wrong. It is most unbecoming, but who am I to stop her if she wishes to embarrass herself? I had thought this was something we would build up to and I could introduce slowly, but evidently, Katie here has decided to make a fool of herself as a first impression.” She scoffed as her toes wiggled slightly beneath my forehead. “Welcome to Great Britain, Mother,” Maryam said with a nonchalant arrogance. “Here’s a shining example of their commitment to lethargy.”

Thankfully, with my head hunkered to the floor, I didn’t have to face the two of them as I burned up in shame. It was quite the awakening to hear Maryam speak so harshly of me while I was pathetically grovelling.

“Show me the respect I deserve then, Katie,” Maryam said with an air of authority. “I wasn’t intending to have you do this around my mother this soon, but since you feel that you deserve to be publicly embarrassed, then go ahead. You’ve disrespected me. You’ve disrespected my mother after she’s only just arrived, and I will not tolerate it in my own home.” She nudged me slightly with her foot. “Show my mother how you show me respect, since you’re apparently so desperate to do so mere minutes after she’s arrived.”

“Yes, Ma’am,” I mumbled against her toes, and then without saying another word: I was kissing them. I smooched all over her toes while I moaned and groaned, snivelling and begging for forgiveness through my wheezy, drunken breaths. I closed my eyes, wilting under the embarrassment, but I could still hear Maryam’s mother gasping and then speaking in frenetic Farsi, likely asking questions and wondering why the drunken white girl she’d just met was now on the floor and kissing her daughter’s feet. It must have been quite the welcome indeed, and confirmed all of the rumours she’d heard about the rampant drinking culture here.

“Yes, Mother,” Maryam said, somewhat grandly as she steered the toes of her other foot beneath my puckered lips. “She always shows me respect in this way. It’s quite a thing to witness, isn’t it? You hear so much about the British Empire, and their history of imperialist conquests, and here we are, down on her knees and kissing my feet in desperation while I conquer the banking industry in her country. A real sight to behold.”

Whereas I was being consumed by my own mortified embarrassment as I remained prostrated at her feet, Maryam appeared completely comfortable while receiving such treatment in front of her mother. I wished I could just curl up and drift off into hibernation, but instead, I found myself pecking all over her deserving feet, snivelling and grovelling and hoping I was going to be forgiven for my most abhorrent crime. What the hell had I been thinking? Was I so easily led by the guy in the shop? A guy I didn’t even know for that matter. I’d thrown everything away for nothing. It would have been better if I was a nervous, fumbling shy girl, than a careless, drunken buffoon. Now, as I remained crouched down and pathetically kissing Maryam’s feet, I’d made things so much worse. Maybe Maryam had been intent on hiding this whole thing from her mother for the duration of her stay. Maybe she’d actually been teasing me about showing her the same kind of ‘respect’, and had no intention of revealing the truth of our relationship. It didn’t matter anymore, because the secret was out there for her mother to witness.

“That’s enough,” Maryam said, and she wiggled her sandaled foot from beneath my lips, before placing the sole against my forehead and pushing me back.

I sat back on my heels; my cheeks throbbing from the intensity of the situation. It always felt so intimate whenever I grovelled at Maryam’s feet. There was this understanding, where we both knew why I was doing it. It wasn’t just to earn forgiveness, as I was doing now, but frequently, it was simply a way of humbling myself at the feet of the better woman. Acknowledging the fact that she had her shit together, whereas I was lucky to even be living beneath her roof. It frequently made me feel hot and woozy inside, but as I glanced towards her mother: all of those feelings abandoned me, instead replaced by regret. I looked back towards Maryam, almost pleading with her to take pity on me and put me out of my misery.

Despite having suitably grovelled, I hadn’t yet been told I’d been forgiven, and I stewed there before them. I kept my eyes lowered while they spoke in their native tongue, only glancing up momentarily to note that Farah had opened the face covering on her niqab, pulling the veil aside that had been obscuring everything but her eyes. I noted the similarity with her appearance to her daughter and I almost felt like I was seeing something I shouldn’t. There was the same dark hair slightly visible at the top of her forehead. Her eyes were a deep brown, and she had lightly tanned skin, though her cheeks were slightly wrinkled. To my surprise, she was wearing a purplish lipstick. For some reason, that really shocked me, as I hadn’t expected her to bother with make up while hiding her face behind the veil. She clearly led an easy life as she was quite attractive, considering her age, and it was an insight to how Maryam would probably look over the years, aging most finely. She honestly looked more confused than anything at what she’d just witnessed, as if my behaviour had completely blown apart all of the assumptions she’d made before arriving. I didn’t know whether that was a good or bad thing.

But, I did know that I’d made a terrible first impression, and severely let Maryam down. I needed to correct that. Something about seeing how attractive Farah was, despite the niqab that had initially left me feeling a bit uncomfortable, led me wanting to make up for my poor behaviour and bad first impression in the way I knew best. The way that always worked with Maryam, and the way that Farah had just witnessed. Maybe it was desperation. Maybe it was the alcohol. Whatever it was. I shunted over in her direction, and dropped my head towards the bottom of her abaya, slipping a hand forward in search of her shoe. I intended to humble myself, as I had done with Maryam, figuring that Farah would enjoy the experience of having a local citizen down at her feet within hours of arriving in the country. However, she abruptly pulled her dress back, before scowling down at me. She said something short in Farsi, and it almost felt violent in its delivery.

“It’s not a good idea to touch my mother without her explicit permission, Katie,” Maryam said while looking on. “I would advise you not to make another mistake on top of the many you have already racked up this morning.”

“I’m sorry, Ma’am,” I whispered, and my eyes were immediately back on the floor.

“I will show Mother to her room,” Maryam added. “You stay here. I wish to talk about your lapse in judgement today. You may think that kissing up to my feet has absolved you of any punishment, but I’m afraid you are gravely mistaken. You can’t kiss your way out of this one. You have let me down immensely, Katie.”

“I’m sorry my Muslim Queen,” I added, resorting to another of my trusted tactics to earn forgiveness, and Farah’s eyes darted towards me; her mouth twisted up into a sneer. She seemed utterly disgusted with my presence, and she flapped a gloved hand at me, almost as if she was done with tolerating me in the same proximity as her. I gulped as the pair of them left, before wiping my sweaty brow with the back of my hand. My meeting with Maryam’s mother couldn’t have gone any worse, and why had it been such a clusterfuck? Because, as usual, I was a moron that was unable to resist my self-defeating need for intoxication.

Being alone in the kitchen was most unnerving, especially as I listened to them carrying Farah’s luggage to the guest room. I considered helping, wondering if that might make up for it, but thought better of it. They were conversing in Farsi the whole time, and though the conversation sounded civil, and without any arguments, I was still paranoid that I was the major topic of discussion. I knew I had screwed up in a way I never had before, and I felt a deep, sickly sinking in my stomach while considering what was to come. Maryam had been clear in how important her mother’s arrival was, and I had committed the worst possible sin, especially within a Muslim household: I had been drunk on the premises. If anything, this was actually worse. In the past, I’d gone out drinking and then come home inebriated. This time, I had brought the booze back with me, and if Maryam noted the number of cans in the bin, she was likely going to be furious.

Crap, I thought. I scooted over towards the sink and pulled the bin out, before lifting out the black bag. I was just in the process of tying it off, when the slap of Maryam’s sandals beat across the kitchen floor.

“What are you doing, Katie?” she asked with yet more disappointment in her voice. “Are you trying to dispose of the evidence before I find it?”

I looked back over at her sheepishly, averting my eyes in shame before mumbling, “No, of course not.”

“You’re a terrible liar,” she said while strutting up towards me, and she’d already snatched the bin bag before I could tie it off; the notable jangle of empty beer cans ringing out. “As I expected,” she said while lifting the bag up. She dipped her head inside the bag slightly, before wrinkling her cute nose and sighing in disgust. “I don’t know what a brewery smells like, as I’d never step foot in one, but I imagine it smells something like this.” She nodded her head as her eyes danced between each can. “I count six. How impressive at eleven in the morning. Are you proud of yourself, Katie? You’re quite the champion of weak indulgence, aren’t you?”

“Ummm, right,” I whispered, feeling like a small child that had just been caught stealing the last cookie from the jar.

Maryam put the bag down, then looked at me through narrowed eyes. Even when she was serious and disapproving, she still always looked immaculately beautiful. She let out a huff, before she fidgeted with some pins in her headscarf, removing it before folding it nicely and placing it upon the back of the chair. She shook her head, allowing her long, straight dark hair to spread out and settle on her shoulders; instantly transforming her from elegant modesty to intimidating beauty. “Right?” she finally asked. “Is that all you have to say for yourself? I thought I had instilled in you some self-awareness, but it still seems you lack any accountability for your actions. What is with you people here? You always blame everyone else. It’s not your Government’s fault the country is a mess, right? It’s the poor refugees ruining everything?” She raised an eyebrow. “Right? That’s the word you like. Right?” She placed her hand against her chest. “Let me guess. This is my fault for being a Muslim and holding you to too high standards? Are you going to plaster that all over your bigoted newspapers? This is my fault for not wanting you to drink for your own benefit. Are you a child that needs to rebel against all sense and reason, just for the sake of it? Your frail, little composure couldn’t handle my high expectations, right? I pushed you to the alcohol, right? This isn’t your fault at all, right? Right, Katie? Right?”

Each time she said that word, my body seemed to wince with further embarrassment. I was stood with my hands at my sides; fingers balled into fists as I looked down towards the floor. The alcohol was still leaving my arms feeling all tingly, like pins and needles were stabbing all along my skin, My head was a little woozy, but the nature of Maryam’s reprimand, and the seriousness in her tone was seeming to sober me up. “I’m sorry,” I whispered. “This is all my fault. I won’t do it again.”

Maryam scoffed while my eyes remained down. “Well, that’s not at all believable, is it? Your word counts for nothing, Katie. You’ve already demonstrated that.” She jeered again. “How much of your allowance do you have left? I want the truth for once in your life.”

I gulped. My first instinct was to lie through shame, but if she asked to see my purse, she’d quickly know the truth. “Nothing. I spent it all.”

There was silence, until Maryam’s sandaled foot tapped the floor. “So, I give you the bare minimum of an allowance that I think is reasonable for you to survive the week, and you spend it on beer? What are you trying to communicate to me through your actions, Katie? That £25 is far too much for you to be trusted with? That I should give you less?”

“No,” I said in a panic as I darted my head up. “No, please don’t do that.”

“Why shouldn’t I?” she said with a sneer. “It seems you’re incapable of decent behaviour when of your own volition. You can’t even stick to a budget with the simplest of requests. Do. Not. Drink. Alcohol. Especially under my roof. How difficult is that to understand?”

“Please, Maryam,” I said, and I felt utterly pathetic that I was begging her for continued access to my own money. Sometimes, I’d feel a warm rush run through me as I gained a new awareness of the situation I was in; having another woman completely in control of my personal finances. This felt different, however, as she seemed genuinely annoyed with me.

Maryam rolled her eyes, then she pulled the chair out and sat down. “I think I should reduce your allowance another £10. I thought limiting your access to money would stop the alcohol dependence, but evidently, I underestimated how weak you are. Do you know this is why we don’t allow alcohol in Islam? It is a retched drug that turns one away from devotion to one’s faith.” She threw a hand out indolently. “I should have known better. After all, a homeless on the street still finds enough change to buy himself a bottle and I allowed you £25. Perhaps this really is my own poor judgement.”

“I’m sorry, Maryam,” I whispered, and there was a real, genuine seriousness in my voice. With the way she was speaking, it was obvious that I had really disappointed and upset her. Perhaps she had spoken of me fondly with her mother, and then I’d come along and ruined everything. I hadn’t just embarrassed myself, but I’d embarrassed her too. I’d shamed and disgraced her. I quickly dropped to my knees, and placed my hands on both of hers; her petite knee-caps sinking into my palms. “I’m really sorry, Ma’am,” I said with a slight waver in my voice. “I’m sorry I let you down.” I cleared my throat. “I’m sorry I let you down, my Muslim Queen.”

Maryam looked me in the eye, and then she placed both of her hands on top of my own as my fingers clutched her knees with desperation. For a second, there was a slight weakness, almost as if she was about to relent and forgive me. However, her mother walked past the door, stopped, and looked inside. The both of us turned towards her in surprise, and Farah immediately scowled at what she was seeing, before putting her nose in the air and trouncing off back towards her room as she grunted something in Farsi.

Maryam instantly released my hands, and when I looked up at her, she too was scowling down at me. “You have treated me with complete disrespect, in front of my own mother, and I will not tolerate it.”

“Maryam, please—”

“Remove my sandals,” she said abruptly. “You need a reminder from the last time you allowed me to be disrespected in company. This is just so much worse.”

“When?” I asked, while screwing my forehead up as I tried to figure out what she was talking about. “What? You mean with Jessica? This isn’t the same as that. This was a mistake, and that was so long ago. This really was a mistake.”

“And one for which you need to be punished. Sandals. Remove them, now.” She pointed downwards towards her feet, before crossing her arms and glaring at me. “Right now, Katie.”

“Maryam—”

“Remember, I’m the head of this house, and you need to respect that. I was insistently overt in that you’re not allowed to drink in this house. This respectable, Muslim home. You, Katie, drank in this house, and now you need to face the consequences. Remember what I told you? If I let you step out of line, even the smallest amount, you'll be straight back down that road to the bottom you seem so intent on following. You need a reminder to stay within the lines I set.” She flicked her head towards the doorway. “Unless you want me to rip up the agreement and evict you? Does that sound preferable?”

“No,” I said while swallowing a lump in my throat. “No, I understand, Ma’am.”

“Then remove my sandals and show me the respect I deserve.”

I looked shyly towards the door again, praying that Farah wasn’t nearby still. She’d already seen enough, more so than Maryam had intended, but now I’d made such foolish moves, it seemed as if Maryam was intent on leading by the example I’d set. “Yes, my Muslim Queen,” I said, already stepping upon the road to sucking up to her. This was all my fault, and I could hardly complain about the punishment that lay head.

I fidgeted with the straps of her sandals, then removed each and placed them aside. Each time, she lifted her foot slightly to help me, and then she placed both of her heels against the floor, keeping her soles up and bared in my direction.

“Get down,” she said. “You can do it right here on the floor.”

I looked up at her uneasily. “But...what if your mother comes in?”

Maryam let out a sarcastic laugh. “Oh, now you’re worried about offending my mother? Well, it’s too late for that. She already knows what a foot kisser you are due to your marvellous performance earlier, so you may as well go ahead and show her what else you’re willing to do so save your skin whenever you mess up and break my simple rules.”

I gulped, realising that she was incredibly annoyed with me to an unexpected level. I hunkered down and noticed how clammy her soles were. Clearly the ride to the airport had been quite humid, and I was already imagining how much hot her feet had got with the long journey on the tube line.

“Lick my feet clean,” she said with an air of arrogance. “Lick my feet clean and apologise for your behaviour. Grovel, and beg to be allowed to continue living in my home, because, right now, I’m thinking it would be better if you moved out.”

“Lick them?” I asked in surprise, again shifting my eyes to the door. “With your mother here?”

“You heard me,” she said while peering down her nose. “You better do it quickly before Mother comes in, because she already thinks you’re pathetic from the little she’s seen so far. I wanted you to make a good impression, and instead, because you’re a useless drunk, you made the worst one possible.”

“I’m sorry,” I said in desperation, and I shamelessly pressed my face right into her warm, moist soles. There wasn’t the same hesitance as had occurred the first few times I’d been made to do this. It wasn’t often, and it only happened when I broke one of her rules or severely let her down. Each time, it was used as a punishment, designed to demean me in the worst way possible, and I noted that her face would always be contorted in disgust throughout. She seemed to gain no physical pleasure from the feel of my tongue, instead, the only gratification appeared to be the justice of teaching me a lesson for my perceived disrespect.

“Lick them,” she said again. “I want to see you licking up all of the sweat from my feet. Since you put alcohol through your lips without my approval, then it’s only fair that you have some foot sweat too, since you care little about putting such filth in your mouth. It must all be the same to you, right? Right? You must be desperate to lick my Muslim Cow feet, since you’ve gone out of your way to infuriate me. Right?”

“I’m sorry,” I whimpered, feeling devastated at having let her down. The whole Muslim Cow thing seemed unnecessary, as that was long in the past, but I supposed it was just a clue to how annoyed she was. I shivered while dragging my tongue up the length of her foot, from heel to big toe; the salty flavour really hitting home. As it stung my senses, I kept focusing on the fact that this fate I was suffering was entirely deserved. I had let her down, and she had every right to be angry with my behaviour. I mean, it was a weird punishment, and most people would have long moved out after being put through it, but our whole way of relating to each other was weird. Through my own actions, I’d made this dynamic the normalcy between us, and Maryam thought nothing of making me kiss and lick her feet these days, safe in the knowledge that I was desperate and depended on her. However, her mother seemed absolutely disgusted with me, and perhaps, therefore, my disgusting punishment was more than suitable.

“That’s it you spineless, inconsiderate drunk,” Maryam said harshly. “Lick my feet clean and show me respect.”

“I do respect you, my Muslim Queen,” I groaned, while dragging my tongue up along the length of her sole again. I cringed while feeling a few morsels of lint roll up and stick to my tongue; likely from the leather of the sandal. “I respect you so much for being Muslim,” I pleaded, before kissing the ball of her foot.

“You respect me for being Muslim?” she asked curiously, her arms crossed as she looked down with defiance. “Alcohol is not tolerated in my religion. How can you respect me as a Muslim when you freely intoxicate yourself in my kitchen, and then try to hide the evidence? This is sneaky, dishonest behaviour, Katie. It’s the kind of behaviour expected from the girls without morals here, and the kind of behaviour I thought I had eradicated from you.” She uncrossed her arms and shrugged. “Clearly, I was mistaken, and there’s no hope for you at all. Maybe it’s better you’re out on the streets, begging for change to buy your next fix.” She lifted one foot and flexed her toes back, before peering down at me from the side with a raised eyebrow. “Is that the life you want, since you refuse to be a good subject for your Muslim Queen? If I’m your Muslim Queen, as you keep proclaiming, then start acting accordingly and obey my decisions. Do you want to be on the streets?”

“No,” I said, terrified by that idea. “I’ll be a good subject.” I frantically took another lick of her foot as her toes remained flexed. “I’ll be a good subject for you, my Muslim Queen.” It was the first time she’d referred to herself in that way, and there was something about the glint in her eye communicating that she had enjoyed it, despite her commitment to punishing me at that moment. It had become increasingly obvious over the months, that Maryam didn’t enjoy supervising me just for my own benefit, but she loved the power trip it gave her having absolute authority over my behaviour and finances. Being able to make me grovel at her feet, and lavish them with kisses at the snap of her fingers was the icing on the cake. Sometimes I’d wonder if I was a source for her to ease her frustrations at work too. She often mumbled how her peers didn’t always respect her ideas or decisions. She suspected it was because she was a woman, and also because she was Iranian. Whenever she encountered such professional disrespect, once she returned home, my lips would be expected to make up for it while she griped about her colleagues or clients.

“That’s good to hear,” Maryam muttered while continuing to peer down at me. “Do you accept a reduction in your allowance due to poor behaviour?”

I gulped down another mouthful of sweat-saturated saliva, and at that moment, as the acrid, salty taste stung my senses, it seemed like I was in no position to object. “If that’s what you think is best, my Muslim Queen.” I ran my tongue around the inside of my cheeks. “I respect your decision.” Yes, it would suck that I was going to have less to spend every week, but it wasn’t like she was taking the difference for herself. Whatever was kept from me, was probably just going to be invested on my behalf. Therefore, it really was for my own best interests, wasn’t it? Rather than being poured down my throat, like her foot sweat was currently doing, that money was going towards my future instead. “You’re so wise, Maryam,” I said while kissing the ball of her foot again. “Thank you for stopping me from wasting my money. I’m so grateful for your watchful eye and strict hand.”  

“As you should be,” she said imperiously. “Because I know what is best for you, don’t I? I know that drinking is bad for you, and look where it has got you today. Do you regret disobeying me? Maybe if you’d listened and followed instructions, you wouldn’t be down there licking my feet right now.”

“Yes, my Muslim Queen,” I whimpered.

“Good,” she said with a nod. “Now, lick the sweat from between my toes.” The way she said such a depraved thing so casually was jarring, but my nose was crammed up into the sweaty groove between her toes in seconds.

I whimpered. I grunted. I moaned, almost animalistic as I snivelled and grovelled, accepting how pathetic and untrustworthy I was. Maryam was the definitive example of what an independent, successful woman should be, and it seemed only fitting that I stuff my nose between her clammy toes and inhale the funky scent in testament to the fact I was beneath her. That I was forever a let-down, not living up to the shining example of womanhood that she constantly set in all her Persian glory. I felt her slippery toes grip my nose, and she steered my head to look her in the eyes. I felt helpless, and droopy, perhaps because of the alcohol, or maybe because of the intoxicating submissiveness that she was able to induce within me. Licking sweaty feet was such a humbling experience, and it always suitably destroyed my unfavourable attitude. As my nose remained crammed into her stinky, moist flesh, I widened my eyes, realising how tragic it was that I, a native of this country, had to suffer at the feet of my Muslim, immigrant landlady because I was such a screw-up.

“Lick them,” she said with fire in her eyes. “Lick between my toes and swallow down that sweat. Think about what a disappointment and failure you are to me, after all the effort I’ve put into shaping you into a decent, human being. Let that taste be a symbol of your failure which you can think about the next time you consider disobeying my rules.”

I was already plunging my tongue deep between her biggest and second toe, gurning and rolling my eyes back as I slurped up the sticky, salty substance. As my body shivered, I accepted the fact I was indeed an utter failure. Why? Because no winning, successful woman like Maryam would ever have to taste something like this. She wasn’t a complete fuck-up. She wasn’t a weak, depraved glutton for punishment. She wasn’t a constant disappointment that couldn’t help but fall back into the same, detrimental vices. She had her shit together and was the defining example of what a strong, feminine woman should be. That’s why she was currently sat there, sneering down, in her modest clothing and ladylike posture, while I was on my knees, desperately tonguing the sweat from between her majestic, Muslim toes.

“No Muslim woman would ever do this,” she said, seeming to recognise what was going on in my head. “No Muslim woman would ever drink themselves to stupidity. No Muslim woman would ever wear clothes befitting of an exotic dancer.” Her toes gripped my tongue between them. “No Muslim woman would ever lick feet to save their skin. You lack all honour and respect for yourself, Katie, so at the very least, show me the respect I deserve for being a proud Muslim woman and not embarrassing myself like you.” She sat back in the chair, lifting her other foot and roughly clutching my nose into the sweaty trench beneath her toes. With my tongue still trapped in the other foot, the fresh stinging odour of vinegar from her skin slapping around in her sandal all morning hit me hard, and suddenly, my entire being was consumed by and devoted to Maryam’s stinky, hard-working, successful Muslim feet.

My tongue moved with enthusiasm, wiggling and frantically licking the gap between her toes to do exactly what she was cursing me for: licking her feet to save my own skin. I rolled my eyes up, scrunching my nose in distaste as the sour scent of Maryam’s feet overwhelmed me. My drunkenness just seemed to make everything more heightened and intense. It was a fitting punishment for my infraction, and it truly felt like an ordeal to get through the unsavoury, sweaty nature of her feet. I got to kiss them at their best when I was well behaved, and now I was licking them at their worst after breaking her trust.

Her toes relaxed slightly around my tongue, and she looked down at me through narrowed eyes as I came to life and began desperately plunging the tip between each of her dainty digits, slurping for my life and frantically wolfing down whatever I found. There was chewy lint, and crunchy morsels of crud from her journey on the tube, yet I freely scooped it all between my lips and swallowed it down as she sneered at me with disgust. All dignity was abandoned, and all that mattered was stemming Maryam’s disappointment and anger and maintaining my position in her household.

“You deserve this,” she said cruelly. “I don’t want to do this to you, Katie. You made me do this to you when you left the house and bought that alcohol. You brought this upon yourself, so remember that while you lick my feet totally clean.”

And I did, keeping that stinging thought throughout. Even as her soft, flawless skin began to glisten from my saliva, and she lazily switched feet, offering me a freshly, sweaty sole and grubby toes to work my tongue over: I kept in mind that this was all my own fault. Maryam may have been willing to inflict such punishments on me, but she was also reasonable. If I stuck to her rules, I only ever had to show her respect in the mildest of humble acts. A simple bow, and polite kissing on her feet was usually enough to satisfy her ego. It was only when I tested her patience that licking was demanded, and each time, I was reminded that I only had myself to blame.

Yet, as I gradually removed any trace of her foot scent via my obedient lips, licking and slurping around each of her toes with dedication as a fitting penance, I began to focus less on the stifling, salty taste, and rather, the softness and texture of her feminine toes as they slipped freely in and out of my mouth. They were deliciously supple and well-defined, and her skin smooth and blemish free. It probably helped that I washed her feet a number of times throughout the day, and I often massaged them with oil while she was reading or enjoying a Persian TV show, or catching up on events back in Iran. At first, I’d only done so whenever I wanted something. I’d diligently soothe and pamper her tired feet while she considered my request. However, these days, I simply rubbed her feet as a form of intimacy between us and because I knew she liked it. A way for us to bond as housemates, and show her just how much respect I had for her as a successful Muslim woman in my homeland. I tried to convince myself that I did it to keep a roof over my head, or to show her how welcoming and tolerant our country was. However, the truth deep inside me was scary: I liked touching her feet, especially seeing the way it relaxed her and how she’d moan with approval whenever I pressed my thumbs into her arches. It was like I was useful to this determined, conqueror of a career woman, and that, in itself, gave me purpose that made up for the pathetic waste my life had been so far.

Without thinking, I surrendered to my growing, carnal needs and began to uncontrollably moan, as I was overcome by how soft and smooth her toes felt as they easily slipped inside my hot, moist mouth. I suctioned my lips around her delectable big toe, slurping it with an intensity that went beyond the demand of simply cleaning. I was worshipping her digit, in a most intimate and sensual way, and I snaked my tongue beneath, caressing and massaging the soft flesh with a real adoration. This was the closest I’d had to any real intimacy with my lips since I’d pulled back from my drunken escapades with my friends. The days of casual hook-ups were behind me, but still, my body was crying out for satisfaction and I’d been growing ever closer to Maryam. She was gorgeous, and perfect in every way, even if the local society failed to recognise it through cultural prejudices, and sucking her toes was quite fulfilling. It should have disgusted me, but it felt fitting to nibble and suckle at her cute little Persian toes, like I was worshipping at the feet of a much better woman.

Maybe she didn’t realise what was I doing, but for once, Maryam didn’t abruptly wiggle her toes free and yank her foot away, all while likely scowling at me in disgust for having the gall to place my lips upon her with seedy motives. Instead, she simply watched with interest, as I moved between each of her toes, devotedly slipping my tongue between until the tip touched flesh, before engulfing the entirety inside my lips and sucking as if I was French-kissing a stud-like lover.

As she offered me the first foot again, and I repeated my devoted, worshipful performance, she cocked her head, watching me with interest while her chin rested upon her upturned palm. “Are you enjoying this, Katie?” she asked. “Did you do this on purpose so you could lick my feet again? Do you think you are able to trick me?”

I glanced up at her in surprise, my eyes wide, not because I’d been caught in the act, but rather, because I was questioning the authenticity of her suggestion. Had that been why I’d disobeyed and disappointed her today? I already knew that these foot-licking punishments were her preference whenever I gravely annoyed her, so was that in the back of my mind when I’d slinked away to the off licence?

There was suddenly the sound of a foreign language being spoken, and Maryam’s toes abruptly popped from my lips. She adjusted herself in the seat while I remained kneeling there, bashfully peeking up to see that Farah was stood in the doorway. How long had she been there, and what had she witnessed?

Maryam awkwardly cleared her throat, before she wagged a finger at me. “Do not drink again in my house, do you understand, Katie? It will not be accepted, and I will have no choice other than to evict you. It’s specific in the tenancy agreement, no alcohol in my home, and it’s a grave offence to my culture and faith. Is that clear?”

“Yes, Ma’am,” I whispered with a sunken head; my cheeks swelling to pink balloons while in the presence of her mother. “It is clear.”

Farah hovered by the door for a second, her eyes jumping between the pair of us, before she said something again in Farsi.

“Yes, Mother. I’ll be there right away,” Maryam said, and she slipped her glistening feet back into her sandals before standing up. She was about to walk away, before she turned and looked at me again. “You’re on perilous ground, Katie,” she said. “I imagine my mother isn’t pleased with you already. If she insists she doesn’t want you here during her stay, then you will have to find somewhere else to live. My mother’s comfort is of the utmost important. I made that clear to you, and you disregarded it for your own selfish wants.”

A dizzy nausea hit me hard as she left me all alone. Maybe it was the alcohol. Maybe it was the taste of Maryam’s foot sweat. More likely, it was that feeling of dread. I couldn’t fend for myself in the world, that had been established already. I was useless to society without Maryam keeping me in order. If she shunted me back out into the world all alone: what would happen? I’d have a bottle to my lips within minutes. I knew it. If I had access to my own funds, at my discretion, I’d be partying it up until the account fell into minus. Regardless of the size of the portfolio she’d managed for me, I’d plunder it within weeks.

Eventually, I stood, cleaning up the kitchen and taking the bin bag out. The two of them remained in Farah’s room, and I could hear them talking in Farsi through the door. Even though I was safely out of sight; I couldn’t help but blush. Farah had seen my lips wrapped around her daughter’s toes: was she going to be disgusted by that or intrigued? Would she reprimand her daughter for participating in such a depraved act in me, or was she patting her back, proud that as a confident Muslim woman, she’d brought a stupefied Westerner to her knees? I hid in my room for the rest of the day; drowning in my own shame.

***
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Thankfully, Maryam must have reasoned with her mother, as I wasn’t asked to leave. That brought a sigh of relief, however, the next week was quite awkward. I often found myself quietly sneaking off to work, as whenever I was in the same room as her mother, I could just feel the disdain secreting from her lingering form and prickling my skin. I kept my eyes down, stewing in embarrassment and unable to meet her gaze, fearing both judgement and disapproval. She tended to wear a loose, flowing silk abaya around the house. As the trail of her dress flayed around with her steps, I’d catch quick glimpses of the house slippers she wore; a traditional Persian pattern obscuring any peek of her toes. There seemed to be no need for a head covering with us all being women, so she allowed her dark hair to hang freely. Not that it mattered, as I couldn’t look her in the face anyway. I was just too embarrassed, and I was convinced that whenever she looked at me, she imagined her daughter’s foot shoved in my mouth, punishing me for having the gall to drink alcohol without her permission.
Therefore, I kept my eyes locked to the floor whenever she strode into the room. Often, I’d hear a disappointed tut, and she’d leave as soon as she’d entered. Not once did we speak the first few days, with myself lacking the courage, whereas she seemed to lack the courtesy of friendly politeness. Maybe seeing me slurp the crud from between her daughter’s toes had dehumanised me in her eyes. I’d hardly given her a glowing account of my merits, had I? All she’d witnessed was me stumbling around drunk, before I pathetically tongued Maryam’s toes to make up for it. I must have been the lowest of the low, as far as she was concerned, even lower than the migrant workers she’d trapped in service. I mean, they were likely reluctant in their servitude, but I doubt they licked her feet?

Farah did spend a little time going out and exploring the city. It was evident that Maryam’s parents were wealthy, as I noted that a flashy car came around every day to chauffeur her around. I was well informed enough to know such a thing wasn’t a cheap hire. She went off exploring the usual sights, as far as I knew, though after a few days, she seemed to grow tired of the adventure. With Maryam so busy with work, she was rarely able to join her mother, and I supposed that it just wasn’t the same for Farah without her husband being present. Maybe it had been Maryam’s intention for myself to act as a guide, but my behaviour had obliterated any chance of that kind of bond.

That’s when things shifted slightly, and having lost interest in the charms London had to offer, Farah was around the house a lot more. She was quiet, and observant, often sat reading soundlessly in Maryam’s favourite armchair or watching one of the many Persian television shows that Maryam put on for her before heading off to work. I routinely returned from work to find her in the living room or the kitchen, and as a result, I mentally excluded myself from those rooms. It was always so uncomfortable when we crossed paths, with a real tension between us, and I steered clear of her as much as possible. It wasn’t the harmony that Maryam had been hoping for, but I only had myself to blame for making a complete inebriated cartoon of her arrival day.

I’d been apprehensive about the ‘dynamic’ between myself and Maryam, particularly after her mother had observed my tongue all over her toes. I’d figured that Maryam had been as embarrassed as I had, however, she made no motions to keep things on the downlow. She still expected me to assist with her prayers on a daily basis, and when she wanted something, I felt powerless to refuse. Whenever I was attending to Maryam, whether it be helping her remove her nail polish she was wearing with increased frequency, or washing her feet before prayer, I often felt Farah’s eyes in my back, quietly taking in the scene and almost analytically calculating our dynamic. She seemed to have this talent of sneaking up and appearing from nowhere. She’d barely said a word to me after the first day, and whenever she spoke to her daughter, it was usually in Farsi, so I was always excluded and ignorant of their discussions. But I could always feel she was there, lingering, watching and absorbing and processing everything she witnessed.

Over the last few days, occasionally, she’d ask me where something was, slowly breaking the communication barrier, and I’d quietly point while keeping my eyes lowered, but other than that, she seemed to hold little interest in actually getting to know me. That saddened me somewhat, but I felt like I only had myself to blame. I’d made the worst possible impression, and I found myself counting down the days until her departure, when I could finally get back into the swing of the usual interrupted routine with her wonderful daughter.

When the weekend hit, things took a little turn. Maryam was called in to attend to some emergency matter to do with an unexpected financial crisis owing to a governmental oversight in national policy, and though she was annoyed at the interruption to her plans, she was apparently going to be compensated very well. Still, her mother was more important to her than money; it was only after Farah’s insistence that she go deal with it, that Maryam eventually left. She eyed me suspiciously before departing, pausing at the door. “Behave yourself, Katie,” she said, “and show my mother the utmost respect.” I wasn’t sure whether that meant what I thought it meant, but I nodded all the same.

As a result, I was to be alone the whole day with the older Persian woman. I had a small breakfast of fruit, but then I retreated to my room, sacrificing the living room and television for her to use as she pleased. Since we were alone, with the whole day ahead of us, I didn’t want to put myself in a situation where I accidentally offended her. The last thing I wanted was for Maryam to come home after a stressful day, just for her mother to complain about me. Therefore, it felt safer to just keep to myself and leave her in peace. She seemed to be comfortable in her own company anyway, so I decided to just lay around in bed and enjoy the weekend and some freedom from work. I didn’t even bother getting dressed, just staying in my pyjamas until I’d switch out to something later ready for Maryam’s evening prayer routine.

I was enjoying the warmth of my blanket, until I was shaken by a thudding knock on my bedroom door. Had Maryam returned home already? Perhaps the emergency was easier to solve than she’d worried. It would make sense, she was always so exemplary when it came to her performance at work.

“Katie?” I heard from outside the door, and I froze beneath the sheets. The voice definitely wasn’t Maryam’s, sounding older and with a thicker accent. It was most certainly Farah outside my room, but why had she randomly come to speak to me? The only reasoning, I could think of, was that there was something she needed help with and she had no other choice than to come to me, not wanting to bother her daughter at work. Perhaps there was something I could assist her with as a local, and maybe this would be a good way to extend an olive branch and settle the awkwardness between us.

I pulled myself from the bed, and approached the door with caution, just as I heard Farah thump on it again. “Katie?” she asked. “Are you in there?”

“Yes,” I said through the door. “I’m coming.” I turned to check my mirror, and I was satisfied that I was wearing appropriate pyjamas. I didn’t want to open the door wearing something considered too revealing in her culture, resulting in my offending of her even further. I opened the door, and caught a glimpse of Farah stood there. She was wearing her usual traditional abaya, though this time in blue, with her dark hair hanging freely around her shoulders. There was quite a stern expression on her face, or maybe she just had one of those natural, resting bitch faces. Whatever the reasoning, it threw me off guard, putting me on the defensive as if I was about to be interrogated and judged all over again.

“Katie?” she asked, her command of English seeming educated as much as Maryam’s. “That is your name, correct?”

I was quite surprised at her starting a conversation as if we were cordial, especially with how she’d basically been ignoring me all week. Whenever we crossed paths, she’d rudely turn away, almost like I was one of the servants back in her residence in her homeland of Iran. It was almost as if I wasn’t worth her time, and she felt affronted by having to share a home with me. I mean, I understood I was to blame for making her so uncomfortable. Still, I’d sensed her lingering in the shadows on a number of occasions, watching the way I interacted with her daughter, and I’d wondered if it was a matter of time before she was going to start asking questions. She’d popped her head in and observed my washing of Maryam’s feet a couple of times before they prayed together. Apparently, curiosity had got the better of her, and that moment of confrontation had arrived now that we were alone for the entire day. “Yes,” I said after clearing my throat. “That is correct.”

“Why are you living here?”

I blinked, most confused by the question and the way she so brazenly asked it. “Ummm, what do you mean, um, Ma’am?” I was trying to be polite in the way I was addressing her, particularly as she was Maryam’s mother, but I found the question quite confusing. “I’m Maryam’s lodger. Umm, her tenant. I’m renting here.”

“I understand that,” Farah said. “But, why are you here?” She spread her arms. “You could rent a number of apartments in this city. Why are you staying with my daughter?”

I stared at her blankly for a second. My lips quivered as I considered a number of responses, before eventually I bit the bullet and embraced my confusion. “I’m sorry, Ma’am. I don’t understand. I needed a place to stay, and Maryam had a room for rent.”

“You have nothing in common,” she said, finally bringing to attention everything she’d observed over the previous week or so. “My daughter is Iranian. You are British. My daughter is committed to her faith. You are faithless. My daughter is successful. You are not. My daughter is honourable. You are promiscuous. My daughter is sober. You are a drunk.”

I blushed as she listed everything so matter-of-factly. I had some objections to the words she’d chosen, and some of the labels were quite unfair. However, she’d spoken with such assurance and conviction, then I felt my throat strained; my voice strangled and unable to speak up under the scrutiny of her disapproving glare.

While I remained flustered, Farah pressed on, “You have no similarities at all. It is like a beggar living with a director. Why are you here?” She scratched her chin and seemed most uncomfortable, almost as if she was distraught. “Why does Maryam allow you to live here? I don’t understand what she is gaining from this.” She let out a deep breath. “How much rent is she charging you per month? At least, I hope, your presence is to her financial benefit.”

My throat remained quite constricted around that point. “I, umm, has she not told you?” I wasn’t sure whether it was a secret or not, or whether Maryam would be comfortable with her mother knowing the whole dynamic between us. How I didn’t just pay rent, but rather, handed over my entire pay check every month and lived off a paltry allowance of Maryam’s choosing. How any time I actually wanted to spend my own money, I had to grovel up to and basically smooch Maryam’s pampered, Iranian feet and beg for it. “I pay, umm, £500 a month rent, Ma’am, I think.” I honestly couldn’t even remember how much the rent was these days, considering I handed over my monthly earnings and Maryam sorted all of that out. Was it actually £500? Was it £600? Was it £300? I had no clue, and I wasn’t even bothered because I knew whatever it was, it was better off being dealt with by a shrewd, financial expert like Maryam.

“That’s so little,” Farah said while scratching her chin again. “Why does she allow you to live here and corrupt her?”

My eyes widened. “I’m not—”

She waved her hand at me quite rudely, and before I could finish what I was saying and explain that was actually close to the market rate, Farah had arrogantly stridden off while mumbling to herself. I shyly closed the door behind her, and remained in my room for the entirety of the day. Even when I felt thirsty, I lacked the courage to venture outside, worrying that I would be accosted and reprimanded once more. 

Later that evening, once Maryam returned, I finally found the spine to creep from my room, and waited patiently with a warm bowl of water to wash her feet ready for prayer. Maryam looked tired, and most thankful as she approached, however, Farah intercepted her near the door and the two of them retreated to Maryam’s room as the older woman led her away. They didn’t come out again for the remainder of the night, but with my ear to the door, I heard the frantic exchanges of Farsi, broken up by occasional gasps from Farah as Maryam spoke at length. It must have been an important discussion, as the bowl of water had long run cold by the time I headed to bed myself, the two of them still at it. I didn’t even know if they’d paused to pray, Farah seeming to have a lot to say.

***
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The next day, Maryam left again for work as apparently the emergency situation was enduring on. I still had the remainder of my weekend to myself, though, this time, my door was thudded not long after Maryam had departed. Not again, I thought. Not another lecture coming my way. I’d promised Maryam I would treat her mother with respect, but it was difficult when she was just shooting accusations at me before running off before I could even defend myself. I mean, I’d made a drunken fool of myself, but I certainly wasn’t corrupting her daughter.
This time, I jumped up out of bed as if a soldier being inspected by their drill sergeant. I opened the door, and saw that Farah was stood with her hands on hips. Purple was the colour of the day for her favoured abaya; matching quite nicely with her lipstick.

“Do you sleep in every day, Katie?” she asked accusingly. “Is this the life you want to lead?”

I squinted slightly, while wiping my eyes. “It’s the weekend,” I said. “I have no work.” Even though Farah was Maryam’s mother, it was hard to accept her judgement of my behaviour. This wasn’t her house, and even if I did have some weird thing going on with her daughter, I was still a paying tenant. I still had a tenancy agreement.

“Is that a suitable excuse to be idle? Do you wish to sleep through the day and never see the sun?”

“No,” I said. I thought about telling the truth; that I was only staying in my room because I was terrified of her and uncomfortable with her lecturers. However, sense took over and I thought better of uttering such facts, figuring it would only stir up a further stink. “I’m just recovering from my week at work. I like to relax.”

Farah narrowed her eyes and seemed perplexed by my response. “You are a receptionist, correct?”

“Well, not exactly,” I said. “I’m a junior at a law firm. I’m still learning my way in the business. I had to start from scratch because my previous role as administrative assistant—”

“What are your responsibilities?”

I paused for a second, wondering why we had to do this so early in the morning. Why was it even any business of hers? I mean, Maryam knew every detail of my life, because that was Maryam. We had an established understanding between us. Farah may have been her mother, but she was still a guest. Still, her bitchy face just had this way of unnerving me and taming any thoughts of defiance. “I take calls. Arrange meetings for the senior solicitors. I organise calendars and handle some of the administrative tasks. You know, copying important documents. Making sure they’re correctly notated. Chasing up invoices. That kind of thing.”

Farah nodded as she listened. “I was mistaken,” she said glumly. “You are not a receptionist.”

I actually smiled, without thinking, because it was an instinctive moment of joy. She was actually admitting she was wrong and correcting herself? That was a most welcome surprise, and not what I’d been expecting from the way Maryam had described her mother’s personality. “Yes,” I said with another smile. “I’m not a receptionist.”

“You are a secretary,” she said while rubbing her chin. “My daughter is allowing a lowly secretary to live with her. This does not make any sense.”

“I’m not a lowly secretary,” I said forcefully, as the offence in her words got the best of me. “I’m working my way up. I work all week. I’m not a layabout or anything.”

Farah nodded her head, then looked behind me and into my room. “You were not lying about when I stirred you?”

“Now, hold on,” I said with some frustration, closing the door slightly to hide the unmade bed. “It’s the weekend and I’ve had a hard week.”

“I understand. You work all week so you can drink and make a scene of yourself.”

“That was a mistake,” I said, “and I apologise for that.” A simple reminder of that incident humbled me. “I’m sorry, Ma’am,” I said, while dipping my eyes, recalling how embarrassing I’d been while slurring in the kitchen. Now, after the previous day’s interrogation, I felt even more intimidated by Farah. Clearly, she wasn’t afraid to speak her mind, and she just had this air of uncompromising authority about her. Ever since she’d arrived, she’d swanned around the house as if she was completely in control, and it was interesting to note how Maryam completely adhered to whatever her mother’s opinions and observations were. Even though Maryam was a confident and independent woman, with an impressive amount of success, she still feigned to the authority of her mother. As a result, I, in turn, felt as if I should surrender to that authority too. After all, I had been living under the steady hand and tutorship of Maryam for over a year now, and it felt almost natural that I should respect her mother in the same way.

I heard Farah hum to herself in an approving way. “Eyes lowered,” she muttered. “That’s certainly appropriate. Particularly after the way you behaved when I arrived. You may be a lowly secretary, but at least you know how to show the appropriate respect when your behaviour is called to question.”

“Yes, Ma’am,” I whispered, feeling immensely embarrassed about that whole scene. I felt a strange little murmuring in my tummy; the kind that occurred whenever I prostrated myself at Maryam’s feet and grovelled for forgiveness. Its emergence unsettled me, and I tried to shake it off and focus on the fact I was being chastised by her mother. “I’m so sorry about that.”

“As you should be. No respectable lady should be acting in such a manner. You embody the exact concerns I had when Maryam first suggested the idea of coming to this country to work. You Western women have no honour.” She waved a hand towards me. “All of this alcohol consumption and wearing clothes befitting of whores. It’s not an honourable way to live, is it? Have you no shame?”

“No, Ma’am, it wasn’t an honourable way to live,” I said, feeling utterly ashamed that she’d summed up my previous life in a couple of disparaging words, even as I stood there in pyjamas covered in cartoon animals. “I don’t live my life like that anymore. Not since I’ve met your daughter. She has been a positive influence on me.”

Farah seemed most surprised, and she stood back, crossing her arms. As I shifted awkwardly while leaning on the door, she looked down, before rolling her eyes up in disgust. “Really? You believe so?”

“Yes, Ma’am,” I said with a nod of my head. “I have improved, and Maryam has helped me save a lot of money.”

“I have seen no evidence of this improvement. I arrived to a home with a drunk to welcome me.” Her eyes rolled down again. “Now, I stand before a girl that sees no problem in baring her flesh.”

“That was a mistake, Ma’am. It will not happen again,” I said, while shrinking in posture to hide my legs behind the door. I was wearing pyjama shorts, and they were entirely appropriate, but the scorn in her eyes made me doubt myself.

“I should hope not.” There was a pause as Farah considered me, her eyes continuing to roll up and down the length of my pyjamas, even as I awkwardly leant behind the door. “Despite my misgivings, I hear you have a lot of respect for my daughter? We spoke at length last night, and she assured me that you are appreciative of the pity she has taken on you. You are thankful for the opportunities she has granted you?”

“Yes, Ma’am,” I whispered with deference, caving beneath the weight of her imposing authority. “I have a lot of respect for Maryam, and I am thankful for everything she’s done for me.”

“Do you respect me?”

My eyes shot towards her own, and saw they were boring straight through me, the darkness of her irises seeming intimidatingly intense. “I...umm...” My throat became as restricted as the day before, as I tried to figure out exactly what she was asking me. Was this just a general, innocent query? Was she talking about respect as an older woman? Or, was she insinuating something between the lines? What exactly had she and Maryam spoken about at length the night before? She’d witnessed me on my knees; her daughter’s toes shoved in my lips. She’d snooped on me washing Maryam’s feet on a number of occasions. Was she now prying, seeing if she could receive the same level of ‘respect’ from me? I didn’t know what the correct response was supposed to be. If I said the wrong thing, I’d just offend her all over again, and then I remembered Maryam’s words the day before. How I should show her mother the utmost respect. Had there really been a deeper context? “I...umm...Yes, Ma’am. I respect you.”

“As much as my daughter?” Her eyebrow was raised in expectation, which caused me to shyly look towards the floor.

“Well, I don’t know. I just...I have a lot of respect for Maryam, Ma’am. I have only just met you, but, of course, I do respect you.”

“I should expect so,” she said. There was an awkward silence for a second, before Farah cleared her throat. “My daughter has assured me that you’re respectful of our culture and religion too. That I should have no worries in settling in as if this were my own home?”

“I am,” I said with a nod. “Very much so.”

“She has assured me that you’re supportive of our right to prayer.”

I gulped, slightly worried at where this was leading. “Yes, Ma’am. I try to be supportive and encouraging whenever it’s Maryam’s prayer time.”

She tucked her tongue into the corner of her mouth, turning her head slightly to eye me with curiosity. “She has assured me you’ll assist me with my prayer, should I require it. Is that so?”

I couldn’t help the submissive drop in my eyes, while a brewing heat began to throb in my tummy. The suggestion was just so assuming and arrogant, especially between us, whom were basically strangers. However, I’d long found preparing Maryam for her prayer to be a humbling and rewarding experience, enjoying the intimacy of the act. Performing the same service with her strict and demanding mother, well, it was likely to be an even more fascinating affair. It fascinated me more than it should have, especially while looking upon her in her traditional abaya; her stern expression facing me blankly and expectant. “Yes, Ma’am,” I said with a shiver in my voice. “I’d be happy to assist you.”

“With that in mind,” she said without any hesitation, as if she’d been expecting the answer, “would you care to join me in the living room? It is almost time for my midday prayer.” Farah turned and strutted down the corridor before I could even respond; her hips swaying within the beautiful, silk abaya she was adorned in. She had quite the shapely body, with her modest clothes not able to fully hide her womanly charms. “Come, Katie,” she said over her shoulder. “I require this assistance you’re so willing to provide.”

I stepped out into the corridor, before I turned and wondered whether I should change into something more suitable. Farah had sounded displeased with my sleeping attire, and I knew they were quite rigid when it came to prayer time. Part of me was a little affronted that she just expected me to help her, in the same way that Maryam did, but I also saw it as an opportunity to bond, and her strict assumption was actually somewhat enticing. There was something mesmerising about her natural authority. Through my many interactions with her daughter, I knew I was no leader, and was more comfortable being led, so it felt almost natural for Farah to take control. Also, maybe Maryam had given her permission the previous evening? Maybe she’d disclosed the nature of our dynamic, and now Farah felt comfortable to take advantage of it. She was a strong, confident, Muslim woman too; perhaps it was natural in their culture to use someone like myself in such a way. She had servants back in Iran, so she was likely used to nonchalantly dishing out orders and expecting them to be followed. Even if they hadn’t spoken about such things the previous evening, she’d witnessed my willing foot washing service of her daughter, so perhaps this was the natural course for a strong, determined woman to take, capitalising upon the weakness of a less-imposing personality.

That way of thinking seemed correct as I tentatively stepped into the living room. Farah was sat in Maryam’s armchair, with her bare feet already up on one of the matching Persian-embroidered footstools. There was a bowl of warm, soapy water on the floor, and with the way she was waiting, it was clear she had expected me to come through as she’d demanded. She hadn’t proceeded to washing her feet herself, because she was waiting for me to do it for her. She was so arrogant in her right to order me around, and have those orders followed, that she was waiting for me to obey. I suppose that’s the life she was used to back in Iran, and it was apparently the life I was about to have forced upon me. I could have stood up for myself, but instead, I wilted beneath her snobby expectation of someone like me.

I entered the room, and Farah watched me walk over with the same blank, pensive expression. Even as I took a seat on the floor before her; her response was muted, no pleased smile in sight. I moved the bowl forwards, then reached for one of her feet, noting that her nails were unpainted, though they were neatly trimmed and filed. It felt so odd to see her feet bared in such a way, especially since they were usually hidden away beneath her flowing abaya. It was almost like she was naked and exposed before me. “Ma’am, may I?” I asked sheepishly, not able to look up at her, but feeling absolutely submissive beneath her resolute posture.

Farah didn’t say a word, instead just lifting one foot in my direction. I gently cradled her by the heel, feeling a slight warm, fuzzy feeling inside when our skin touched for the first time. It was so odd, for our first physical touch since she’d arrived to be my hands touching her feet. I’d tried to reach for her foot that first day in desperation, and she’d rejected me. Now, she was willingly sliding her bare foot straight into my fingers.

“I’ve noticed you do this for my daughter regularly?” she suddenly said.

“Yes, Ma’am,” I said, keeping my head bowed as I began to dip her foot into the bowl. I scooped up a handful of water, while allowing it to drizzle down onto her skin. I didn’t know whether to be concerned by that revelation, learning that this hadn’t been encouraged by Maryam, but rather, Farah was acting upon her own initiative. She’d observed how submissive I was with her daughter, and now she was testing my subservience herself. There was something impressive about her forthrightness, but it left me feeling mildly scared too.

“She informed me that she does not pay you for this service. I found that to be quite curious.” She tilted her head while watching as I rubbed my thumb over the top of her foot. “Now, I see that is true.”

“Yes, Ma’am,” I whispered, my cheeks reddening. Perhaps Maryam had encouraged this to happen? I was becoming most confused. “She does not pay me.” I lathered some of the soapy water into the soft flesh above her toes; before sliding my fingertips between each.

“Why would you provide such a service without financial compensation?” She stroked her chin. “It is most troubling to me. Even my own servants are paid. Paid as little as possible, but paid, nonetheless.”

My mouth became a bit dry. Did she want the whole truth? How much had Maryam told her? “Ummm, to show her the respect she deserves, Ma’am,” I said. “To show your religion and culture the respect it deserves.”

“You respect my religion and culture?” she asked as she wiggled her toes in the water. “Is that the truth?”

“I do,” I said with a nod, while looking up at her for a moment. “I apologise for the drinking. That was a minor blip. I have been every respectful towards your daughter for many months now. For over a year, actually. I assist her by washing her feet for every prayer.” There was already a tingling running through my body, the submissive symbolism of what I was doing not being lost on me. I was routinely serving in the most intimate ways prior to Maryam’s prayer. I wasn’t just respecting her religion and culture; I was surrendering to and supporting it with devotion and dedication. That always left me feeling bashful and quite humble when in Maryam’s presence. It was even more so the case with her elder, more conservative mother.

“You wouldn’t lie to me, would you, Katie?”

“No, Ma’am,” I said, and so far, I hadn’t. I was so afraid of her, and what Maryam may have already told her, that I was too scared to lie.

“Good. In that case, I will not be compensating you for this service, since you are washing my feet to support my religion and prayer. Since you are doing it because you want to do it.” The corner of her mouth curled slightly. “I compensate my own servants to a minimum level for performing expected, acceptable chores, but I will not be compensating you at all for washing my feet.” She let that hang in the air, waiting patiently, with interest, as if to see how I was going to respond.

“Yes, Ma’am,” I said with a gulp, feeling a warmness in my throat. She had seized upon my treatment of her daughter, and taken it upon herself to make use of me. It was forthright, arrogant, and assuming, and I tried to process it in a way as a kind of penance to make up for my ill behaviour, the same way I had initially done with Maryam all those months ago. It was somewhat exciting too, to see how Farah was so industrious in her use of servants. She’d recognised my role in her daughter’s home, and had now taken it upon herself to act upon it, as if it were her right. Also, she seemed to be glowing in the idea that she would not be paying me a penny for such humble treatment.

She kept her lips sealed, and simply sat in silence while she watched me wash her foot. When I reached for the second, she offered it my way willingly, sighing as I plunged it beneath the warm water and ran my fingers all over her skin. I even made sure to dig them between her toes a couple of times, ensuring every inch was clean and prepared for her prayer.

“Why did you drink that first day?” she suddenly asked. “I had thought you to be inconsiderate and selfish in your desires. It makes little sense, considering how accommodating you’re being towards my prayer right now. It is not common for someone to wash another’s feet, and most unheard of to see someone of your race treating Muslims in this way.” Her mouth curled slightly further into a smile. “Maryam has informed me of the bigotry she has endured since arriving here. It is most refreshing to see you humble and attentive at my feet. I had wanted you out of the house while I was here, but my daughter convinced me to be patient and look for your more favourable virtues. I believe I have found them.”

That caused me to blush again, and I became shy, my throat tightening once more. “Yes, Ma’am,” I whispered, head remaining dipped as I busied myself with the final stages of cleansing her feet. I usually performed this service for Maryam in silence, and it was most uncomfortable to have Farah ponder every detail and question my motives. It was so strange to be spoken of in this way, like I was cattle being considered for purchase.

“Why were you not like this upon my arrival? I would have much preferred similar respect from the start. Why did you not welcome me into this home with the same humble attention?”

“I was nervous,” I said sheepishly. “And afraid.”

“What is there to be afraid?”

“I’m sorry, Ma’am,” I whispered, before hesitance hit me. “Umm, may I be honest?”

“I expect nothing less.”

I took a breath. “Maryam told me you wore a face covering and that you were quite conservative before you arrived. I guess that made me anxious about not living up to your expectations. I foolishly turned to alcohol to help calm me. I realise that was a mistake and I apologise.”

“That sounds as if you’re blaming me for my culture and religion. My clothing choices are of modesty and honour, not to intimidate others. It sounds like your own bigotry and bias has shaped your behaviour and I accept no responsibility for it.”

“Of course not,” I said anxiously. “I wasn’t suggesting it was your fault, Ma’am.” I bit my lip before continuing further, even though I was desperate to explain myself. It seemed that every time I opened my mouth, I offended Farah in some way and just made things so much worse. She wasn’t as calm and tolerant as Maryam, and there was an evident culture clash whenever we were together. I had the urge to splurge out some spiel about our ignorant mainstream media and their bias against Muslims and immigrants in general, but I knew I’d mess up my point and likely cause further conflict. Instead, I bit my tongue.

Farah reached over and took a folded piece of material from the chair’s arm. I remained kneeling, as I watched her slip it over her head, before she fastened it in place on her hair. Next, she pulled another piece of material across, and at once, nothing was visible except her alluring brown eyes. Still, I could tell she was smiling from beneath the veil. “What is there to be afraid?” she asked again. “I’ve never understood why your people find this so threatening?”

“I suppose fear of the unknown. Maybe not knowing who is under there.” I looked up at her. It was the same niqab as before, but it felt different now I’d already seen her face. “I guess it’s quite mysterious, only seeing your eyes, Ma’am. I was foolish in my concerns.”

Her eyes met mine, and she smiled gently; the shape of her mouth evident, seemingly pleased by my curiosity. She began to explain, "My dear, my niqab is a symbol of modesty and devotion to my faith. For many Muslim women, wearing it is a personal choice. There is nothing to be feared. You should look inward; feeling threatened by my arrival in this religious attire makes little sense when I had not even spoken a word. Did you consider me a terrorist, like most of your bigoted, misinformed ilk?"

“No, Ma’am,” I said in a panic. “Of course not.”

She watched me for a second, before she spoke again, “My daughter informed me of the time you did not defend her from such narrow-minded prejudice. She was quite upset as she told me how you stood by and allowed her to be insulted and labelled a cow.”

“I apologised for that, Ma’am,” I said. “And I was punished.” I gulped having accidentally revealed such a thing.

“Punished?” Farah asked, her eyebrow clearly raised despite the narrowness of the slit in the material. “How were you punished? I demanded that Maryam have you leave immediately upon disclosing that event, but she convinced me that you learned the error of your ways.”

“I, well, I...I’m...did Maryam not tell you, Ma’am?” I was hoping that Maryam had disclosed everything by now, to save me embarrassingly from having to do so myself. Part of me kept wondering if Farah already knew everything, and she was just asking me these provocative questions to toy with me.

“She did not.”

“Well, it was...” I trailed off, unsure whether I was about to make a mistake. I noted her eyes widen slightly, and it was almost like she was compelling me to continue. “It was similar to what you saw last week, Ma’am. Umm, in the kitchen.”

Farah nodded her head slightly. I thought she was going to enquire further, regarding that sordid scene, but instead, she veered in an unexpected direction. “Do you know in our culture, it is expected to show respect and reverence to the aged, and to preserve our honour. That is the duty of a young person.”

“No, Ma’am. I did not know that.” I was thankful I hadn’t had to elaborate on the whole foot-licking incident further.

“Of course, you didn’t,” Farah said, her eyes taking a sinister turn through the narrow opening of her veil. “That does not surprise me at all. You’re living in my daughter’s home. A home she paid for herself in your country. You’re benefiting from her prosperity and work ethic, and yet, you repay her by dishonouring me.”

I swallowed under the barrage of her casual accusations. “Actually, Ma’am,” I whispered in defence. “I apologise wholeheartedly for that, Ma’am.” I felt like a broken record at this point. How many times was I going to have to apologise to her before she just accepted it? Did she delight in making me sweat? “I am trying to honour you now.”

I felt Farah’s warm hand touch against the top of my head, patting me slightly. "My dear,” she said warmly and without a hint of hostility for the first time. “I accept your apology.” I felt a relief run through me as I remained bowed, her hand atop my head as if she was magnanimously blessing me and issuing some kind of pardon for my perceived offensive crimes. “I forgive you for your awful, insulting welcome.”

“Umm, thank you, Ma’am,” I responded, while feeling totally embarrassed beneath her hand.

“I understand now how uneducated and uninformed you are. Perhaps it is now your fault, and merely a consequence of your environment. It's essential to enjoy life's moments, but always remember to do so with moderation and responsibility. Life is a beautiful gift, and taking care of yourself and others is a way of showing gratitude for this gift. You act selfish and arrogant towards this gift. Both my daughter and I would prefer that you correct your behaviour indefinitely. You do not consume alcohol again, understood?” she said, casually dishing out an order as if it were her right. “Instead, you focus on taking care of her and showing the appropriate gratitude for the gift of life you have received. Despite your best efforts to squander this gift, my daughter has taken pity upon you. I know you were throwing your life away, but my daughter has given you a second chance." She sighed slightly, as she swirled her feet around in the water. “I do not approve of you living here.” She sighed again, spreading her arms as she rested back into the armchair. “However, since my daughter insists upon it, and we’re in her home, I expect you to treat her with the utmost respect while you’re permitted to reside here.”

“Yes, Ma’am, of course,” I said, blinking as I stared down. I’d been treating Maryam with the utmost respect for months; for over a year, so it felt redundant for me to be lectured in this way.

“As her mother, I expect a similar level of respect. Is that understood?”

“Yes, Ma’am,” I said, while nodding solemnly. I was most surprised that she no longer seemed to hold a grudge against me, and it was definitely a relief, even if she was reprimanding and belittling me as if a child.

“Would you like to redeem yourself for your behaviour last week?” Her hand pulled away from my head, and I popped up, staring up into her brown eyes.

“Yes, Ma’am,” I said with an affirmative nod. Even though I was confused, as she had just forgiven me, it seemed like it was better to go along with whatever she was thinking. “How can I be redeemed?”

She removed her dripping feet, and placed them back on the footstool. “I am pleased with how you have humbled yourself and washed my feet today. I would most appreciate that you continue to make me feel welcome in your country by assisting me in the same way from now on. I have read many things about your country recently, things that could be considered most unwelcoming. It would please me if you demonstrate that you are open and tolerant of my culture.” She tilted her head slightly, looking down at me with thought. “That you show the appropriate level of respect and gratitude during my stay. That not only are you comfortable with my praying in this house, but that you are fully supportive and encourage me to do so without any fear of bigotry or intolerance. That you do not look at me with fear, but rather, respect and reverence.”

“I will do that, Ma’am,” I said eagerly. “I will show you the appropriate respect.”

“As you do with my daughter?”

“Yes, Ma’am.” I swallowed nervously; fearing the obvious. “As I do with your daughter.”

There was an awkward silence while I looked up at her, both of her feet still resting upon the footstool. It seemed quite odd, to see her feet displayed all bare, especially since the rest of her body, other than her eyes, was completely shrouded from view. I licked my lips nervously, staring up at her through the tension and waiting for some kind of clue as to what she was thinking. She adjusted herself slightly, before her eyes suggestively rolled down towards her feet, almost seductively and seeming quite unbefitting of her conservative and uptight exterior. “Well, Katie, my girl,” she said. “Show me the respect I deserve, just like you do for my daughter.” 

I flinched, my eyes following hers and landing on her feet, just as they flexed slightly; pulling the skin of her soles tight as her toes arched backwards. My cheeks suddenly became warm with embarrassment, and the pressure prickled my skin. Was I supposed to kiss her feet? Was that what she was suggesting? She hadn’t explicitly told me to kiss her feet, but was that what she was insinuating with her words? She wanted me to respect her like I did with Maryam. That meant kissing her feet, didn’t it?

I ducked my head slightly, looking up at her for approval, and only seeing her brown eyes staring down with a fascination. She made no moves to stop me, or question what I was doing. So, I continued to bow down slowly, looking up at her unsurely as my lips neared her foot. Still, she looked on, until I was kissing the wide, meaty balls of each of Farah’s feet, my body trembling with nervous trepidation throughout. I closed my eyes as my lips remained pressed against the bottom of her foot, waiting for her to erupt. I was so fearful that I’d misunderstood what she was insinuating. If she hadn’t wanted me to kiss her feet, then I had surely opened a can of worms and life was going to become a lot more difficult.

Yet, there was nothing but silence, and as I opened my eyes, I sat back on my heels. A sigh of relief left my lips; Farah’s smile visible through the thin material of the veil. “Perfect,” she said, and she allowed her feet to relax. “Now, you may leave me to my prayer.”

I awkwardly scampered out of the room, feeling immensely embarrassed at having just kissed such an older woman’s feet. Yet, it had felt like I’d had no say in it, as if Farah had completely controlled the narrative since the moment she’d knocked my door.

While she prayed, I returned to my room and sat with my back against the wall, replaying the interaction over and over in my head while an unsettling tingling tickled my tummy. Twice more she knocked the door that day, and both times I washed her feet before her prayer. There was a lot less talking than the first, and she kind of sat above me, comfortable and majestically, relaxed as if she had a servant attending to her. As if she were back in the comfort of Iran. She wore the niqab on both occasions, why? I wasn’t sure. I spotted her watching television mid-afternoon and the niqab was nowhere in sight, teasing that she’d deliberately covered herself for prayer time. Perhaps it was because she enjoyed seeing me at her feet while she was fully veiled in her religious clothing. Perhaps it was a demonstration of the submission of my culture to her own. Whatever the reasoning: I kissed her feet even more that day. On the final occasion, she even lifted her foot and presented me her sole expectantly without saying a word; her brown eyes watching in anticipation as I humbly pressed my lips against the ball of her foot. I kissed a second time along her arch, and a third on her chunky heel. When she presented the other foot, I repeated the caresses with my lips, simmering amongst the anxious silence, and she swiftly waved me away with a bat of her hand. 

Once Maryam returned home, her mother almost excitedly pulled her aside, evidently pleased with all of the ‘respect’ she’d received. On my part, I felt a relief too. The tense atmosphere of the previous week had disappeared, faded into the shadows and replaced by something else. Kneeling to another Muslim woman’s feet may have been humiliating, but the atmosphere was a lot more bearable now that an understanding had developed between us. A similar understanding to the one that existed between Maryam and I. An understanding where it was expected that I kneel and kiss their feet to make up for my transgressions. An understanding where, as a local, white, British citizen, it was my role in this house to show them the respect they deserved. They may have been from Iran, and considered foreigners in my country, but I felt like the foreigner whenever I was kneeling before them.

This routine continued throughout the rest of the week. Whenever I returned from work, I found that I now had two Muslim women to assist with their prayers. Maryam was at first bemused when her mother joined us for the foot-washing prayer ritual, however, she quickly adapted to the situation, and I found it further humbling to kneel there and obediently wash their feet while the pair of them conversed in Farsi. I had no idea what they were talking about. They could have been talking about me, for all I knew, but it didn’t matter. My entire focus was on preparing their feet for prayer, and they both seemed pleased that this was an activity that they could endure together; particularly while smiling and quietly laughing together as I obediently kissed each of their feet. Maryam had gasped the first time my lips had pressed against her mother’s sole, but she quickly accepted the show of respect. If anything, she encouraged it, thankful that her mother was finally settling in. They spoke at length as I alternated between each of their feet, smothering them in reverent kisses, all while they conversed in Farsi; Farah likely delighting in informing her daughter how she’d so effortlessly brought me to heel.

With each instance, Farah’s hostility towards me seemed to soften even more, and on the occasions when Maryam was away from the house, and I was left to assist her prayer alone, she became even more open and talkative with me. No longer did she seem like a reclusive snob, but rather, a wise scholar. She seemed intent on using the moments when I was chastened and submissive at her feet, to educate me on the benefits of her religion and repeatedly remind me that my willingness to humble myself at a Muslim woman’s feet was the reason why my life had now taken on a positive turn. When I served them together, I noticed that Farah would dish similar wisdom and commentary towards her daughter.

On one occasion, I’d just returned from work when Farah had immediately beckoned me with a finger. She hadn’t even bothered to greet me, and I was quite tired after a long, exhausting day of being at my desk. Still, the serious nature of her stare was enough to force me to swallow down any ideas of protest. I was about to head to the kitchen to prepare the water, when we were both startled as Maryam came bundling through the door behind me. She appeared quite agitated, a few strands of her hair dangling across her forehead beneath her loosely clipped hijab. There was a notable sheen of sweat along her cheeks, with a slight pinkish tone to their usual brown complexion.

“Come,” Maryam said, while ushering me towards the kitchen, in the direction I was already heading. “Prayer time is approaching and you have duties to attend to.” She glanced towards her mother, almost as if she was trying to show that it was her in control. It made me wonder if she’d raced home especially, just to put me in my place. I’d been serving Farah a lot recently, particularly when Maryam was away at work, and it made it seem as if the younger girl was jealous. I couldn’t help but feel a little giddy at the thought. Was Maryam threatened that her mother and I were now getting along too well?

I was already obeying, but Maryam pointed at me sternly. “Remember, Katie, your place in this household is to support and encourage my religious activities, understood?”

“Yes, Ma’am,” I said, while dropping my head in acceptance. It seemed a pointless statement, considering I already knew it well. “I fully support your prayer activities, Ma’am.” I cleared my throat. “I will prepare what is needed to wash your feet.”

“Perfect,” she said. “I’m glad my mother being here has not distracted you form your duties.” She cleared her throat. “From your priorities.” She had momentarily glanced towards a sheepish looking Farah. “Preparing my feet for prayer.”

“I know my duties, Ma’am,” I said obediently, before I stepped towards the kitchen. However, I paused, and felt compelled to say something else, almost like I wanted Maryam to feel reassured. “Your feet are my priority, Ma’am,” I said, and her smile was reward enough for my apparent loyalty. I smiled back, however, it rapidly disappeared upon seeing a sneer of disapproval on the face of her mother. She appeared quite annoyed that I’d been distracted from her summoning, and it was almost like she was affronted and now petty.

However, once I brought the bowl of water through, and found the pair of them relaxing together, catching up in Farsi while Maryam likely spoke of her busy and tiresome day, any feelings of competition and jealousy wafted away along with the steaming water at their feet. It made sense, what did they have to argue about when they had a willing servant kneeling and ready to wash their feet? A servant that wasn’t even of their culture or faith, but who had committed herself to assisting their prayer.

“Well, this is wonderful,” Farah said with a smile as I helped her dip her feet into the water. “The first week was a little disappointing, but I am really enjoying my time here now. I have missed you, my dear,” she said, while affectionately squeezing Maryam’s knee. “It’s so wonderful we are able to relax together in this way.”

Maryam smirked as she watched me delicately stroke and caress her mother’s foot in the soapy water. “It is most convenient, not having to wash my own feet five times a day, and I have to say, it’s quite fulfilling to be attended to in such a way. Is that egotistical of me?”

“Not at all,” Farah said. “It is a perfectly understandable response to such a service.”

“That’s reassuring, Mother. Sometimes I doubt myself. Katie can be so willing and obedient, when she’s not drinking herself to a stupor, that I sometimes feel like I’m taking advantage too much. I’ve had to deal with so much bigotry from a certain, ignorant element of the population here, that it’s rather refreshing to have her attend to me in this way. Perhaps, for this reason, at times I have become carried away.”

“I think it is appropriate,” Farah said with a nod as I helped her second foot into the bowl. “You allow her to live under your roof, so it’s only right that she respects our culture and religion. This is your home, after all, dear.” She glanced down at me, offering an approving wave. “Look how calm and focused she is when given a worthwhile task to occupy her mind. She’s not running off and intoxicating herself, is she? If anything, her service is the key to her decency.”

I blushed slightly as they spoke of me openly and freely.

“I suppose you are right, Mother,” Maryam said, and she watched with impatience as my hands worked all over her mother’s feet with dutiful care.

They conversed again in their native tongue, perhaps because they didn’t want me to know what they were talking about. I just busied myself cleansing Farah’s feet anyway, and once she was suitably satisfied, I dipped my head, before heading to the kitchen to refresh the water. Upon returning, I helped Maryam out of her sandals, and I looked up at her with a smile as she sighed upon feeling the warm water on her toes.

“This is so relaxing,” she whimpered while closing her eyes and settling back into the seat. “For this reason alone, I’m glad I took a chance and allowed her to move in. I know this is a process of prayer, but still, her fingers feel so soothing and calming.”

“I wish I had a Westerner to wash my feet before every prayer.” Farah smiled at me provocatively as she watched how my fingers worked between her daughter’s toes. I made sure to remove anything that had become caked up in the gaps during her work day. “Perhaps I’ll take this one back with me to Iran. I could use another in my service, especially one that is so attentive and devoted to my feet.”

“Don’t even think about it, Mother,” Maryam said as she spread her toes, and the pair of them chuckled together. “I’ve grown to adore this attention after a hard day at work. It takes a lot out of me, but coming back home to this makes it bearable.”

I looked up, and couldn’t help but smile. The motherly/daughter bond seemed so lovely between them, and the atmosphere was lighter and more jovial, a far cry from the farce I’d welcomed Farah with on that first day.

“Isn’t my daughter such a marvellous example of success?” Farah said as she licked her lips. She poked me in the knee with her freshly cleaned foot. “My beloved daughter is rather shrewd when it comes to financial matters,” she mentioned resting her foot atop my knee with a certain familiarity. “Wouldn’t you agree?” I was blushing as I felt her fingers snuggly settle beneath my chin, and she encouraged my face upwards so I was forced to look straight into her brown eyes. For once, she hadn’t had time to put on her veil, and I was greeted by her attractive, Persian facial features. Her eyebrows were dark and thick, just like Maryam’s, and her cheekbones were quite pronounced, leading to a slight wrinkling near her eyes: the only clue to her age. "Having a clear financial plan allows you to enjoy life's pleasures responsibly while securing a brighter future," she said with a knowing smile. “We are quite comfortable with our life in Iran, and my daughter’s financial astuteness has played a big part in that.” She flicked her eyes towards Maryam who was pre-occupied with the way my fingers were dancing all over the top of her feet. “I hear you were financially illiterate until my daughter came into your life.”

“That’s true, Ma’am,” I said, and then I blinked. “I still am actually. That’s why Maryam handles everything for me.”

Farah looked surprised, and she turned towards her daughter expecting her to elaborate. However, Maryam was simply listening quietly, but seemed pleased at the prideful way her mother had spoken of her part in her parent’s financial security; a small smile creeping on her lips, despite her eyes remaining closed.

I continued in silence, soothing Maryam’s feet, more in a massage than the washing I was supposed to be providing. There was just something about seeing her so relaxed, especially with the way her hijab was still messily tied over her hair. She’d been in such a rush, that she hadn’t even removed it upon coming home. When the water had began to cool, I lifted her foot out, and kissed the top without even being prompted. That caused her to be shaken from her relaxed state, and she looked down at me dreamily through narrowed eyes. When I kissed the other foot with similar devotion, she sat up and stretched her arms with a yawn.

“I have to say,” Farah whispered as she watched the entire interaction play out. “It is quite pleasurable, the way she so willingly humbles herself and kisses feet with such respect.”

“It is indeed,” Maryam said. “A most pleasant change from the way the majority of her peers have welcomed me here.”

Farah lifted her foot towards me, her wide sole coming into view. I looked up at Maryam, and when she flickered her eyes towards her mother’s foot, I bowed my head slightly, placed her own foot on the footstool, then leant over to give her mother’s foot its own respectful kiss. She made no efforts to move it away, and instead, she spread her toes and flexed it back; offering me the wrinkled sole to kiss once more. From there, I progressed to her toes, continuing to kiss until told otherwise, all while Maryam looked on with a hint of bemusement. Farah cooed as I continued to move my mouth along each of her toes, pecking her strong, pampered digits with the same level of respect that I constantly lavished Maryam with. “It reminds me of a massage, wouldn’t you say?” Farah mused. “It makes me wonder how her tongue must feel. I wonder if it would clean my feet more efficiently than the water.”

“Mother!” Maryam said, while clutching a hand to her mouth. “I can’t believe you would suggest such a thing.” She dropped her manicured fingers to reveal her lips were curled in disgust. “That’s most definitely haram.”

“Why is that haram?” Farah asked, while looking quite confused. “How is it any different from a massage one would receive at a spa?”

“Because...” Maryam blinked while struggling to comprehend her mother’s words. “Because it’s sexual, and it’s intimate. It’s most blasphemous.”

Hearing that accusation made me pause in my kissing, and I retracted my lips away, not wanting to cross the line with my adoration being misinterpreted as inappropriate.

“It is absolutely not,” Farah insisted. “She is faithless. She is a non-believer. This is no different than having a non-Muslim in our service. That is exactly what it is. It is a service of relaxation. It is a service of reverence and devotion. I have watched her closely, and I am confident that there is nothing sexual involved. She is just heaping upon you the respect you deserve, dear. I don’t see how her tongue is anything different than her hands when it comes to your feet. How is her tongue any different to her lips? It is not as if she is nuzzling her face into your intimate areas, is it? It is just feet. Stinky, sweaty feet, and if she’s low enough to want to lick them as a sign of her respect for you and show her appreciation for everything that you have done for her, what’s the harm in allowing her? I think it would be a wonderful and respectful element in supporting our prayer. The ultimate sacrifice in recognition of our devotion to our faith.”

Maryam was scratching her head, and she seemed confused by everything her mother was saying. It was like I had felt, whenever listening to Farah. She always seemed to speak with a wisdom and natural air of authority. Perhaps it was due to her age, but I noted a shift in Maryam’s demeanour, and she stared down at me with consideration, licking her lips while she wiggled her toes before me. “It’s not haram?” she asked with hesitance. “To feel another woman’s mouth on my feet in that way? And to find it pleasurable?”

“I know she has licked your feet before, dear,” Farah said. “I know what happened that day I arrived. I saw it with my own eyes. It is quite unbecoming of you to act as if this thought is of my creation.”

“I did make her lick my feet, Mother,” Maryam said, and for the first time in a while, she appeared quite flustered and embarrassed. “I confess it has happened a number of times, all of which were regretful lapses in judgement. I was overcome by anger after her behaviour and I allowed my emotions to get the better of me. I wished to teach her a lesson, and at the time, having her lick my feet while they were in an unhygienic condition seemed a fitting punishment.” She crossed her arms and nodded. “I sought guidance each evening during prayer regarding my actions. Alas, there were still reoccurrences.” She narrowed her eyes. “I am not sure she saw it as a punishment, however. Her enthusiasm in licking my feet while they are most offensive in both smell and appearance is quite bizarre. At times I wonder if she actually enjoys it. Whenever I subject her to that punishment, her tongue becomes quite familiar. Almost eager, I would say.”

“Was it sexual?” Farah asked after listening intently, almost with as much concentration as I was as I knelt and soaked up Maryam’s intuitive understanding of my growing infatuation with the scents and flavours of her feet.

“What?”

“When you made her lick your feet?” Farah shrugged. “Was it sexual in nature?”

Maryam screwed up her face in disgust. “Of course not. There was nothing sexual about it. I was annoyed because of her being wasteful with her allowance and being intoxicated for your arrival. The same way I was annoyed when she stood by and allowed someone to insult me in public. I wanted to punish her and I went too far. There was nothing sexual about it. I just wanted to teach her a lesson, and I just wanted to feel respected after her poor behaviour. The moment I considered the efforts of her mouth to be untoward, I immediately brought a conclusion to it all.”

“As I thought,” Farah said while turning back to me. “So, there was nothing sexual or intimate about feeling her tongue on your feet. It was to feel respected.” She nodded her head. “I believe it is an appropriate way to demonstrate respect, especially from a non-believer, and it will most definitely make me feel welcome here. Feet are the lowest part of the body, after all, and if one were to lick them, well, it would be a clear sign of humility, don’t you think so, Katie?”

I was too busy struggling to keep up with the conversation to actually answer. My cheeks felt like they were on fire. I could barely believe that mother and daughter were talking about something so weird as licking feet, especially with the way they were considering its appropriateness within their culture and faith. It was like they were lost in a debate, where they sought a justification for regularly having my tongue on their feet. I mean, this was Farah, and she was supposed to be a traditional and conservative Muslim woman. I had figured her to be an uptight prude upon first meeting here, but she seemed intently interested in experiencing my tongue on her feet.

“Katie?” Farah asked again, seemingly having no intention to let the matter drop.

“I guess so,” I said with a gulp, lowering my eyes with embarrassment. “I guess so, Ma’am.”

“See. It was correct that you punished her for her behaviour that first day. You have been generous with your home, and she broke your trust. That was a most unpleasant way of welcoming me into your home.” Farah leant forward and grasped my chin between her fingers once more, turning my head to look towards her daughter. “You have to understand, dear, that these Western women are not like us. They have no morals and consistently act in an unladylike way. You would never catch an Iranian woman arriving inebriated to an arranged meeting.” She turned to look at her daughter. “Would you allow yourself to make such a first impression, dear?”

Maryam scowled at the suggestion. “Of course not, Mother. I have multiple meetings throughout the week, and I am always punctual, professional and appropriately behaved.”

“Because you’re a proud, honourable, Muslim woman,” Farah said with a nod. “Not like this one here. Not like this faithless, lost soul without any direction.”

“She is making good progress, Mother,” Maryam said in my defence, to which I was thankful while her mother’s glare continued to pierce through me. “She has come a long way. I believe her when she insisted the alcohol was a blip.”

“I agree, and I have been impressed, but she hasn’t come far enough, dear.” Farah released my chin, before sitting up straight. “You need to treat her with a firmer hand, otherwise she’ll embarrass and shame you, as she did upon my arrival. Your reputation is on the line, living with someone that is prone to making mistakes and acting like a liability.” Farah cocked her head. “Are you a liability, Katie?”

I really didn’t want to be, but with the way I’d let Maryam down, well, I didn’t really have much of a defence. I almost looked solemn as I glumly nodded my head. “I try not to be, Ma’am, but I am, at times, yes.”

Maryam tutted. “Well, that’s most disappointing, Katie.” She uncrossed her arms. “Though, impressively honest and self-aware.”

“Do you think you deserve to be punished for your behaviour?” Farah pressed further.

I thought about lying, but the discussion had been so honest so far. “I do, Ma’am,” I whispered, recalling how it had felt while Maryam had demanded that I lick her feet. Despite her protestations of the opposite, it had definitely felt intimate and erotic to me, and I had really been getting into it before she’d made me stop. The time I had sucked her toe had felt natural too, almost as if I was showing an appropriate level of gratitude to her as a Muslim woman. She had been keeping me in line and on the straight path, and I was thankful for that.

“See,” Farah said with a smile. “She believes it’s right that she licks your feet, dear.”

Maryam was staring at me with pursed lips, and she considered me for a moment, before she rolled her eyes. “Let’s talk about this another time, Mother,” she said, and the two of them stood and stepped passed me as they rolled out their mats and prepared to pray.

Meanwhile, I scooted away, an excitement brewing inside me after the nature of the discussion. I hadn’t liked Farah when she’d first arrived, finding her harsh and intimidating. However, I was quickly recognising the psychologist within her. She seemed to analyse my every move, and she always spoke with such wisdom and conviction. It was evident that she harboured a detestation towards my own culture, and to her, having me beneath her feet was just and appropriate. I’d witnessed the hesitance in Maryam’s eyes as she’d considered her mother’s words. Perhaps licking Maryam’s feet was going to become as regular a service as washing and kissing them.

***
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The next few evenings followed in a similar fashion, and I returned from work to attend to my Muslim ladies and assist with their prayer. Each time, Farah quietly and firmly floated the idea of having me lick their feet, however, Maryam, despite hesitating to an increasing degree, continued to balk at the suggestion. It was if there was some kind of mental block within her, where she couldn’t justify such an intimate activity if it wasn’t framed as a punishment. 
I was conscious that we were nearing the end of the month and that pay day was approaching. Obviously, this filled me with apprehension as I was unsure of Maryam’s intentions. Deep inside, I hoped that she was going to allow the whole ritual to quietly slip by, where we would proceed when Farah was out of the house. Farah was astute and seized upon things, and she’d only received an inkling that there was something going on in regards to my finances and her daughter. Perhaps Maryam would ignore it entirely, or maybe she would permit me to discreetly slip the envelope of cash into her hand and be done with it without any need for ceremony.

All of my worrying was brought to a head when I returned home from work on the Friday evening. I was tired, after another long day. Sometimes I became quite frustrated, as though my work wasn’t mentally stimulating, and I certainly wasn’t as talented as Maryam, I still put in considerable hours. Therefore, it was annoying that I was still basically on a pitiful wage. I knew I was on the bottom rung of the career ladder, and Maryam was near the top, but it would jar me on occasion. The fact I was from around here and struggling in such a lowly role, whereas Maryam had come over from Iran and was visibly bossing it: well, that in itself was a humbling reflection that constantly made me feel inferior in her presence.

I stepped into the hallway and removed my shoes, just to see Farah excitedly pop her head through her bedroom doorway. She was actually smiling, and despite her age, she appeared somewhat giddy, as if she was about to witness something she’d been building up to all week. They’d been speaking again, gossiping in their native tongue behind my back, and I was sure I was the number one topic of conversation. Farah couldn’t help but call out something, which I assumed was in Farsi, and her eye remained on me as I heard Maryam’s door open shortly after.

At that moment, Maryam stepped out of her room, heading towards the living room, and I gulped to see that she was wearing her expensive, luxurious, Persian dress; the one with all of the patterned fabric and accompanying jewels. I feared the obvious, and I darted my eyes to Farah in a panic. She was biting her lip and still acting excited. Had Maryam told her about our little ritual? That private, intimate ritual? I mean, things had softened somewhat between myself and her mother, but still, this all seemed too soon? I’d kind of let slip when I’d mentioned that Maryam handled everything for me, and I realised that Farah wouldn’t have let such a snippet of information drop. She’d probably been hounding and picking at her daughter to spill more details, and now, I was about to face the culmination of her relentless badgering and need for specifics.

Maryam paused at the doorway of the living room, and she turned to look at me through her sultry eyes. “Come, Katie,” she said expectantly. “You know what needs to be done. For your own good.”

I nervously swallowed. The envelope of cash was bulging in my purse, and I was more than happy to hand it to her without any need for the ritual. I looked towards Farah, and just wished she’d give up and head back into her room. It was perplexing that barely days before I was thankful of her persistence in pushing our boundaries, but now, I was regretting her interference. “Now?” I asked, almost pleadingly. “When we’re not alone?”

“This is my mother,” Maryam said without sympathy. “This is not some stranger. You know what needs to be done. You know what’s best for you. You need me to handle everything for you, don’t you?”

I swallowed once more, my skin beginning to prickle as I shyly looked towards Farah’s leering expression. “Yes,” I whispered, while dropping my eyes, and I sheepishly dug my hand into the bag, removed the envelope and hurriedly followed my Muslim Queen into the living room.

Maryam sat in her usual armchair, and she shifted her legs so her sandaled feet were side by side. She grasped the skirt of her dress, and bunched it up so the pretty, jewelled hem came to rest up above her ankles. Her feet were looking gorgeous, with her toenails painted a fresh, glossy white that contrasted beautifully with her naturally brown skin. She was wearing some kind of traditional ankle bracelet, somewhat bangled in nature, and it was rather fetching and audible as it moved around.

“Come, kneel,” she said majestically, and she pointed down towards her feet.

“Yes, my Muslim Queen,” I whispered, and I got into position, just as Farah scurried across the hallway and came to watch near the door. Even though her presence threw me off slightly, it was so exhilarating to be at Maryam’s feet in this financially submissive way, that I remained focused and committed to seeing the ritual through.

“Bring me your earnings,” Maryam said casually. “I want my mother to witness how accepting you are of the natural order under my roof.” She nodded smugly, before flicking her glimmering eyes towards her mother. “We have developed absolute trust. Katie here understands that I know what is best for her. She won’t even socialise with her friends without my permission, and she obeys my decisions absolutely. You were concerned with her living here, Mother, and in particular the disparity in our cultures and faith. Let me demonstrate Katie’s commitment to the calm, measured, organisation and direction I bring to her life. Your worries will soon be put to rest. She is my little project, and a most fulfilling one at that.” She looked down her nose at me, before sliding one foot closer. “Come on, Katie,” she encouraged as her mother watched quietly. “Put your money where it belongs, because I know what is best for you, isn’t that right?” She lifted her sandaled foot and pressed her toes against my chin, easing my head up so I was forced to look her in her striking, brown eyes.

“Yes, Ma’am,” I whispered through heated breath. “You know what’s best for me, Maryam.” I reached back and pulled the cash from the envelope. I slid the money on the floor as Maryam sat majestically above. I was trembling, my fingers truly shaking atop the stack of bills as I moved it towards her. I’d settled into this routine over the past months, and it had become a real intimate occasion between us; a truly submissive and trusting act. She hadn’t let me down in the faith I’d put in her, and that reassured me to continue each month. However, Maryam’s mother being present continued to throw me off my stride; as if there was an unwelcome voyeur. I suddenly felt dirty, like I was doing something wrong and embarrassing.

Maryam released my chin, and she positioned her sandaled foot back next to the other. Her toes lifted slightly, allowing me a glimpse of the dark, footprints that had sweated into the leather of her sandals. I knew that signal well enough by now, and I tried to put Farah’s presence out of my mind, submissively reaching forward and placing the cash snuggly into the gap. Maryam’s toes immediately clamped down, almost possessively, holding my cash in place as her white toenails faced me. I kissed each of them with devotion, before whimpering beneath the weight of the submission as a third party looked on. “Please accept my earnings, my Muslim Queen,” I muttered. “You know what to do with it more than I do. Please,” I begged pathetically. “I need you to handle it for me. It’s too much pressure and temptation to have access to so much money. Please”—I paused to kiss each of her pretty toes as they continued to grip my money forcefully—“Maryam, please, take over the responsibility for me. I can’t handle the stress and I can’t be trusted. I need you to handle everything.” 

“You have no qualms placing your hard-earned money at my feet, do you?” Maryam mused as I gave each of her toes another heartfelt, desperate kiss. “Because you know I am qualified to spend and invest it in ways that your irresponsible, careless self never could.”

“That’s right,” I said, and without even being prompted further, I wiggled my head down and placed a soft, respectful kiss upon to the top of Maryam’s big toe. I kept my puckered lips in place for a few seconds, before repeating the performance with her other big toe. “Thank you for handling my money for me, Ma’am. I would only waste it otherwise.” I sat back and looked up at her; my tummy twisting and swooning as it always did during this intimate and heated ritual.

“Indeed, you would,” Maryam said with a delighted nod as her mother looked on in total shock. It was as if she didn’t quite believe what she was seeing; her purple lips parted in fascination as she witnessed for herself the total control her daughter had me under. She’d been excited to watch, but the reality had hit her harder than she’d imagined.

Farah whispered something in Farsi, and Maryam nodded while biting her lip. “That’s right. Every pay day, Katie crawls on her knees and hands me her entire pay check. I am essentially her financial manager, and it is entirely up to me how I choose to spend and invest her money.” There was no reason for her to be speaking in English, other than to delight in rubbing her mastery in my face.

“Are there others like this?” Farah asked in fascination. “Could you have more of them doing this?” Her eyebrow was raised, almost as if she was considering some kind of ongoing business opportunity.

“I’m not sure,” Maryam said. “Somehow, I doubt it, but this one’s willingness to accept my authority is most welcome. I have encountered all kinds of obstacles in my line of work, where the local people believe that simply because they’re English, that they know better than myself. It’s most refreshing that this one shows me the respect I deserve. It makes me very happy that she recognises I know what’s best for her.” She smiled over at her mother. “It’s quite beautiful, isn’t it?”

Farah was still watching wide-eyed, all kinds of thoughts likely swirling around her head, and it seemed that she was beginning to realise she’d underestimated the control her daughter truly had over me.

I clasped Maryam’s ankle delicately, and I began to trace my lips all over the top of her foot, kissing with both adoration and devotion. “I respect you so much, Ma’am,” I whispered. “You’re so strong, and intelligent, and I am so thankful that you keep me in line.” I was truly gushing while thinking of all of the positive changes in my life recently. “You make me a better person.”

“I do try,” Maryam sneered. “Despite your best efforts to undo all of my good work.”

I blushed in shame at that, and concentrated on kissing her feet; the scent of the money beneath her toes filling my nose.

“What do you do with the money?” Farah asked curiously. “What do you spend it on, dear?”

“I invest it for her. I invest it for her future, because she’s terrible with money herself. If I didn’t control it, then she would waste it,” Maryam said while she allowed me to continue smothering her little pretty toes with worshipful affection. “Just like the day you arrived, Mother. She’d spend it on something wasteful like alcohol.” Maryam smiled down at me, and she raised one foot and placed the sole of her sandal upon my scalp; the money still securely seized beneath her toes. “Thank me,” she said again. “Thank me and beg me to handle your money for you.”

“Thank you so much”—I lowered my voice shyly since I’d become consciously aware of Farah standing so close—“my Muslim Queen. Thank you so much for handling my money for me. It’s such a stress off my mind.”

“You invest it for her?” Farah asked, and her face had soured towards a frown. “Whatever is she going to do with it?”

“That’s entirely her choice, Mother,” Maryam said, and she lightly patted my head with the bottom of her sandal.

“That sounds like a terrible waste,” Farah quipped. “A terrible, terrible waste.” The fascination suddenly disappeared from her face, and was instead replaced by a frown. She crossed her arms and chewed her lip, almost immaturely, before she huffed with frustration, turning and striding back into the hallway.

Maryam seemed momentarily irked with her mother’s attitude, but she didn’t allow it to spoil the moment. I watched as she eventually removed her sandaled foot, before she leant down and took the money, safely putting it at her side. “I’ll add this to your portfolio next week,” she said. “You can trust I will invest it well.”

“I trust you, Maryam,” I said with a nod. “I have complete faith in you.”

Maryam smiled, then chuckled to herself. “I guess my mother was incorrect in her assessment,” she said. “You do at least have faith in something.” She then reached over and took a twenty from the pile. “This should be enough for this week. The same as last week,” she smirked, reminding me of the paltry £15 I’d had to live off the previous week, nonchalantly tossed down towards me one evening while I was massaging her feet with effort and determination. I’d kept at it for an hour while she’d read her book, hoping to squeeze a few extra pounds out of her for my efforts, but receiving no favour. Even though I’d rubbed her feet until my fingers were sore, she’d taken no pity on me, and I’d struggled to afford the bus to work as well as the occasional snack. “Don’t think I haven’t forgotten about lowering your allowance after your recent behaviour. It will be £15 for the considerable future.” I glanced at the twenty between her fingers, and she noted my confusion. “I’ll be expecting change,” she said with a raised eyebrow. “I want a £5 note back at my feet as soon as possible. Understood?”

“Yes, Ma’am,” I whispered, and the next Monday, after breaking the twenty to buy myself a weekly bus ticket, I placed that paltry £5 at her feet and she stared down at it as if it were a thousand. To me, it may as well have been. After all, I couldn’t be trusted with £5 over my allowance; it was safer in Maryam’s possession; stomped beneath her feet so I couldn’t waste it. As she’d slid it towards her herself with her possessive toes, I’d accepted it belonged nowhere better.

Farah was a bit quieter the rest of the week. She still partook in the foot-washing rituals, and quietly savoured the kisses, but she wasn’t as vocal and asked fewer questions. It was almost like something was on her mind the whole time, and while I lathered her feet in soap and drizzled them in water, she routinely stared off into space.

Even Maryam seemed concerned, and on one occasion while I was massaging her feet as she watched television, she confided in me her worries. “Perhaps the pay day ritual was a step too far,” she whispered. “Maybe my mother wasn’t prepared for such a thing.” She lightly stroked my shoulder with her toes, and I blushed and shied away. It was so strange, the way she would comfortably put her feet all over me, almost in a familiar display of ownership.

However, to me, it didn’t seem like Farah had been shell-shocked. She was more contemplative, as if she was plotting something and fully thinking it through before making her move. Clearly, she’d absorbed a lot of information while watching me freely hand over my money to her daughter and kiss her feet with reverence. It was simply not a reasonable thing to occur between two adults, especially from different corners of the world, and it had seemed to rock her entire view of people like myself. Non-believers, as she called us. Faithless. She seemed to look at us with disdain, but now, she was staring at me with something else written all over her face: was it, opportunity? Had my subservient behaviour completely shifted her opinion of Westerners?

“Katie,” she said the next Saturday morning when I was brushing my teeth. The weekend had arrived, and Maryam had already disappeared somewhere, likely for work again. That was the consequence of being in such an important, high-profile role, she was basically a workaholic and her free-time was limited. I found it a bit rich that she was annoyed with me regarding my mistake during her mother’s arrival, considering she’d been out of the house for most of her Farah’s stay. That could have been considered rude and unhospitable, but I wasn’t about to air my thoughts.

Farah had crept up on me from behind, and I was still wearing my pyjamas. She gave me a quick, disapproving look up the length of my body, particularly focusing on the fact that my pyjama shorts came to rest a few inches above my thighs. That always seemed to draw her attention.

She was wearing her usual modest, silk abaya, this time in a rather boring black, and as I looked back at her image in the mirror, I noted how much more revealing my clothes were. I mean, they were pyjamas, and compared to some of the other things I wore, they were actually polite and decent. It was only in comparison to Farah’s outfit, which covered her completely from neck to the floor, that I would have been considered as exposing too much of my flesh.

I was immediately nervous, partly due to the judgemental grimace she was flaring in my direction, but also as a result of the previous week’s activities. After the whole money-presenting ritual, I’d retreated to my room and hidden away with embarrassment that night. As I’d mentioned, there had been an awkwardness ever since, with stilted conversation. This was the first time I’d seen her approach me alone all week, and obviously, I must have appeared even weaker and pathetic in her eyes since she watched me willingly slide my entire earnings beneath Maryam’s feet. Her view of her daughter had no doubt escalated, and though this was an established dynamic between myself and Maryam, still, it felt weird being alone with her mother now that she knew about the full extent of our living relationship. How I wasn’t just Maryam’s housemate and tenant, but rather her submissive, that extended to the handling of my finances. Perhaps that could have even been brushed off due to Maryam’s profession, but the fact we went through the whole kneeling, kissing of feet, and surrendering of the pay check; it definitely added a whole weird, dominant and submissive element to it. It certainly teetered on being sexually intimate in my eyes, despite Maryam’s protests, and from the look on Farah’s face, I wondered if she sensed it too. Had she spent all this time processing that information and mulling over how to interact with me going forwards?

I removed the toothbrush, and was about to say something, however, with my mouth filled with toothpaste, she’d caught me at the worst possible time. I didn’t know whether to wait her out, or awkwardly lean over the sink and spit out the contents. When she continued to linger, I shielded my mouth with my hand and discreetly spat the mouthful beneath the running tap. “Good morning, Ma’am,” I said while giving my lips a wipe. “How are you?”

Farah continued to stare at my reflection, almost predatory and hostile in her glare, but then, her expression instantly softened. A somewhat mischievous smile appeared, and she adjusted her posture as to be less imposing. “Would you like to join me for a walk today? I would like to appreciate the fresh air and sunshine with some company. Due to Maryam being busy with work, and without my husband, it has been quite lonely while exploring this city.”

I would have hardly considered London as top of my choices when it came to fresh air and sunshine, but she was being so polite that I felt it hard to refuse. It almost seemed like she was making a real effort to be cordial, and after the embarrassing events of the previous week, I was most appreciative of anything resembling normalcy. At least if we were out in public, none of the weirdness would be obvious. Farah was hardly going to demand I get down and wash her feet in public, was she? “Sure,” I said with a smile. “That sounds wonderful, Ma’am. Do you have anywhere in mind?”

“There is one place in particular I would like to take you. I’ve run it by Maryam, and she’s not interested.” She widened her eyes. “She thinks it isn’t appropriate at this time, but I have an instinct you’re ready.”

I cocked my head as I stared at her in the mirror. Everything she was saying was so cryptic that it made me deadly curious. “What is it?”

“You’ll find out when we get there,” she said with a smile, and then she turned and left me to finish up in the bathroom.

Even though I was hesitant, particularly by the fact that this apparent excursion didn’t have Maryam’s approval, I really wanted to get along with Farah. The first week or so had been extremely uncomfortable, and it had felt like we’d taken a few steps in the right direction since. It was almost as if she’d realised I was no threat to her daughter, and she seemed to enjoy the fact that I was so respectful and courteous when it came to their culture and religion. Sure, kissing the older woman’s feet was immeasurably embarrassing, but it was progress, nonetheless. Now she knew that Maryam controlled my finances entirely, it did fill me with a little worry regarding her intentions.

I felt as if I wasn’t in my own country as we walked down the street in tandem. Farah was quite majestic as she strode in front, looking ever the elegant, confident woman in her silky abaya and niqab face covering. Her hips shook from side to side as she waltzed along the cobbled stones in her sandals, managing to keep her balance despite the uneven surface. She had a natural way of fusing her heritage with her current environment; her outfit remaining modest while still somewhat fashionable in its integration of her religion and traditional beauty, perhaps due to the way she strutted with determination and confidence. 

Meanwhile, I waddled along a few steps behind in the plainest blouse and trouser pants. Throughout the journey, I felt as if I was going to be recognised. That someone from my old life would stride right up and point at me with accusatory fingers, declaring me a traitor and spitting at my feet in disgust. Yet, as we passed by a number of our neighbours, none of them seemed at all bothered that I was a white girl mentally shackled to the will of the Islamic, veiled woman who strode a few feet ahead.

A few eyes briefly glanced in my direction, though most passers-by sheepishly looked away, averting their stare. As this happened more and more, I felt somewhat empowered, as if Farah’s veil was protecting the both of us. No longer were people leering at me. The guys that passed by avoided my eyes, rather than ogling my breasts or turning to check out my ass. It was like she was wearing a protective armour, and by-proxy, I too was shielding my female form and keeping myself modest. Maybe their reactions were born of out racism and bigotry, or maybe it was a result of ignorance. Whatever it was, I liked the result and felt like I could walk along without fear of anyone.

However, that fear swiftly returned as I noticed we were approaching a building I didn’t recognise. I may not have been the most educated girl around, but I wasn’t completely stupid, and the amount of bearded men and women wearing hijabs gave a clue to what was happening as we approached the towering building with the dome-like roof. There was also a pointy tower with two loudspeakers attached, and when it began projecting a man’s singing in a language I couldn’t understand, I knew exactly where we were. I instantly froze, feeling like I was out of place and not welcome. Though no one was paying me any particular attention, I still felt like an imposter.

“Come, girl,” Farah said. “You may accompany me. Today is a special day for prayer and I wish to immerse myself in the local community. I have so dearly missed being back home.”

I was already feeling a trembling in my tummy as I imagined having to wash Farah’s feet in view of an entire mosque full of bemused Muslims. However, she kicked off her shoes, then pointed towards a bench nearby. “Sit and wait,” she said. “As a non-Muslim, you’re only permitted for visits outside of prayer time.”

I nodded, and secretly breathed a sigh of relief as the pressure had really gotten to me. I would have felt like I’d pass out if I had to perform such a submissive act in front of the entire Muslim community.

I watched as multiple Muslim women came over, and kicked off their shoes, slotting them into the rack that was nearby. Despite my best efforts, I found myself constantly looking down and sneaking peeks at their feet, judging them and comparing them to the feet of my own Muslim Queen. None of the women had painted nails, which made sense considering Maryam always had me remove her polish prior to her prayer, and I imagined how much of an inconvenience it would be for her if she had to do that herself. With me around, she was able to walk around and enjoy the femininity of having beautiful, painted nails, while shirking off to myself the bothersome task of cleaning them. It was a win-win for her, and I strangely beamed with pride as I noted my place in Maryam’s life allowed her to stand out in comparison to all of the other Muslim women. Something as simple as having polished nails set her apart, and it seemed a fitting and appropriate symbol of my commitment to assisting her prayer.

I sat around for a while, alone, thinking things over in regards to my current situation. I’d never have considered I’d ever find myself sat outside a mosque. If anything, I’d always found them intimidating, especially from all of the hysteria I read in the local rag newspapers. They were constantly demonising the religion, but as the worshippers eventually began to filter out from inside once prayer had concluded, I noted how friendly and cordial everything was. There was a lot of conversation going on, and a few people were exchanging gifts and snacks. Everything seemed pleasant and at ease, and Farah in particular moved around the groups, getting to know some of the local people and particularly enjoying a conversation with an elderly couple that evidently spoke her native language.

I was honestly confused about the whole thing, especially why Farah had brought me along. I’d assumed that she was intent on humiliating me in some way, demonstrating her control over a local, British girl and putting me through the wringer in front of other Muslims. I’d been verging on a panic attack as we’d approached the building and reality hit me. However, she hadn’t demanded anything of me or put me in any awkward situation. Instead, I’d found my short stay to be quite relaxing, and it was actually nice to be away from the house for a little bit. I rarely got to have free time outside these days. Maryam had a stranglehold on my time, and she rarely granted me permission to socialise with my old friends. As well as my restrictive allowance, there wasn’t a lot I could do to entertain myself. My days were filled with work, household chores, attending to Maryam and reflecting quietly in my room. It may have seemed boring, but it kept me out of trouble.

As I watched some of the worshippers, and the devotion they seemed to have towards their time praying at the mosque, I realised my own devotion was entirely focused towards Maryam. The entire purpose and direction of my life was being carefully seized and steered by my Muslim supervisor, and I was allowing it to happen. Not only that, I was constantly cowering at her feet, smothering them in kisses and begging her for it to happen.

When Farah slipped her feet back in her sandals, then came over to me, she peered at me through the niqab, before crouching slightly and looking at me. “Did you enjoy your time at the mosque today, Katie?”

“I guess so,” I muttered, I hadn’t really done a lot other than sit around, but it was a refreshing break from the house. “It was interesting.”

“That’s wonderful.” Her eyes flickered to my handbag clutched at my side. “What allowance has my daughter granted you this week?”

“I had £15 for the week,” I said quietly.

Farah blinked through the slit in her face covering, seeming most surprised. “That’s so little,” she said. “Particularly with London prices. My daughter is far stricter than I realised.” She tilted her head, and I could see the shape of her smile beneath the material. “She really has you on a tight leash, doesn’t she?”

“I guess so, Ma’am.”

“How much of your allowance remains?”

I fingered through my purse. “About £3, Ma’am.”

“When do you receive your next allowance?”

I gulped, looking around at the other visitors and wondering if they were listening in to this embarrassing conversation. I felt so small and vulnerable, having my paltry allowance discussed so openly by an older woman; the mother of the very woman that kept me on such a restrictive budget. I already looked out of place considering I was a white girl, sat amongst women wearing headscarves. “Probably tomorrow, Ma’am.”

“What have you been spending it on?”

“A bus ticket, and some small snacks. I think an apple and a banana.” I was quite confused by the nature of the conversation. Why did she care what I spent my allowance on? It was a tiny amount of money.

Farah snorted. “I imagine the beggars on the street receive more than this every week.” I thought she was about to reach for her own purse, and offer me some change out of pity. I mean, I had been polite and respectful while accompanying her to the mosque. Instead, she nodded her head with approval. “I’m most impressed with my daughter’s hold on you. Perhaps I was mistaken and she’s more ruthless than I realised. Your allowance is possibly less than I pay my workers.” She caressed her chin through the veil. “She’s really brought you into line, hasn’t she?”

“Yes, Ma’am,” I said. “She has.”

She watched me closely for a second, before her eyes narrowed. “Are you comfortable with that? Having no control over your own funds?”

“I am,” I said. “It’s a relief to know my money is in safe hands. Maryam invests it very wisely, whereas I probably would have wasted it all by now.” I grimaced as a man walked by and I lowered my voice. “It’s difficult budgeting on so little, but when I see the returns she’s making, it’s all worthwhile.” I shuddered. “I wouldn’t want to go through that whole bankruptcy again. I mean, I have £15 a week now and I get by. When I had access to everything, well”—I gulped while recalling that horrid period of my life—“I just couldn’t resist spending it. It was like because I could see it in my account, I needed to spend it until it was all gone. I wouldn’t like to be like that again.” I looked at her and suddenly felt embarrassed at having let my lips run away from me.

“I understand,” she said sympathetically. “I’ve heard that drinking alcohol is like borrowing happiness from the next day. It’s a temporary ignorance.”

I cocked my head, before pursing my lips, reminiscing on my tanked-up nights of partying followed by torrid, regretful hangovers. “That makes a lot of sense.”

“Perhaps, your spending of your money on meaningless things, was you stealing opportunity from your future?”

I nodded while listening. “That also makes a lot of sense, Ma’am.” I glanced around the square in front of the mosque, and watched as all of the people walked away. Many of them had come as families, and they all seemed relaxed and at peace.

“You don’t want to do that anymore, do you?”

“No, Ma’am. I can’t throw everything away again.”

“That scares you, does it? Losing everything?”

I thought for a moment. It was strange to be so open and honest about my feelings, especially while we were out in public, but it was like a weight off my mind. “It was more the embarrassment of it. The shame I brought to my parents. I didn’t really think much about having no money while I was spending it. It was only when I lost the house when the consequences became real. It was awful. My parents wouldn’t even speak to me after I threw their deposit away.”

“That’s interesting,” Farah said with a squint. “So, you’re more concerned about other people knowing you’re a failure, than actually losing the money?”

I hadn’t really thought about that. “I guess so, Ma’am.” I hesitated, staring at her through the narrow slit in her veil. “Money always stressed me out. It’s less worrying knowing that Maryam is handling it for me. She knows what she’s doing.” I chuckled to myself, and it almost felt like we were talking all comfortably, like two friends. “I barely have any money right now, and I feel more relaxed than ever about my finances.”

“She’s certainly level-headed and smart,” Farah said in a merry tone. Even though I wasn’t able to see her mouth, I could tell that she was beaming from behind the face covering. She tapped my purse with a certain familiarity. “Perhaps it would be wise to offer a donation in gratitude for this visit?”

There was a donation box near the door of the mosque, and Farah turned and nodded towards it. I looked at the box presented on the wheeled table; a slit in its top. “This is my last £3,” I said, looking at Farah and wondering whether she was being serious. I hadn’t even stepped inside the mosque. “I won’t have anything left.”

“And that doesn’t scare you, does it?” she said in a kind, soothing voice without missing a beat. “Think how pleased my daughter will be when she knows how sensible and logical you were with your money. That you didn’t waste it, but instead, put it generously towards a good cause?”

I pursed my lips again while considering that. Maryam would definitely be ecstatic that my allowance had gone towards the support and prosperity of her religion, rather than being poured down my throat. She’d probably be pleased that myself and her mother were seemingly bonding and spending time outside of the house too, especially when considering where we had attended. Unzipping my purse, I pulled out the remaining coins and slotted them through the hole in the box. Each plopped inside, crashing down onto an already fruitful pile. She hadn’t even instructed me to deposit everything I had, but strangely, I’d just naturally done so.

“How did that feel?” Farah asked curiously. “Handing over the last of your allowance to the Muslim community?”

I pursed my lips, before shrugging. It kind of sucked, as I could have spent it on something else, but the people around the mosque had been nice enough. No one had been rude or unwelcoming, and a couple of pounds was hardly going to leave me in ruins. At least they’d probably do some good with it, and it hadn’t been wasted. “It was my pleasure, Ma’am,” I said. “Thank you for bringing me. It was interesting to learn more about your culture and religion.”

Farah nodded, seeming quite pleased. “I’m glad you’re comfortable handing your money over to us Muslims. I’m sure your donation will be spent very well. Better it goes towards the upkeep of this beautiful mosque, or helps fund local community projects, right?”

“Right,” I said with a nod.

“We wouldn’t have wanted you to waste it on alcohol or drugs, would we?”

“No,” I said with a gulp, and I eyed the donation box again. Maybe I would have bought myself a can of beer with my last few pounds. Maybe I could have resisted. It wasn’t an issue anymore, because the money was no longer in my possession. The choice had been taken from me, the same way Maryam took it from me every month.

“Let’s hurry home,” Farah said. “We have other matters to discuss.”

“We do?” I asked with some confusion, but Farah was already strutting away and I quickly followed her lead.

Once we returned home, my purse a little lighter thanks to Farah’s guidance, she immediately removed her niqab; her mature beauty reminding me of the attractive woman that had been hidden away the whole time. As she was removing the clips from her hair, she side-eyed me by surprise, noting how I was staring at her and the way her hair hung with such femininity over her shoulders.

“What is it, dear?” she asked. She followed my gaze, noting that I was focused on the veil in her hands. “Are you curious?”

I swallowed, and gathered my senses. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to stare.”

“It is fine,” she said. “What are you thinking?”

“It’s just...it’s incredible to know how beautiful you are beneath your veil. I’d never thought about it before whenever I passed a Muslim woman in the street. I’d seen photos of your niqab before, and I never realised how attractive you were.” I squinted and scrunched my nose up. “I should have figured it out considering how beautiful Maryam is. She is your daughter.”

Farah cocked her head. “We are women, just as yourself, Katie. We are not our choice of clothing.” She smiled to herself. “You should visit Iran some time. You would be fascinated by the beauty of Persian women.”

“Well, if they all look like you and Maryam,” I said. “I’m sure...” I trailed off as I realised how weird that sounded, and I felt my cheeks blossom. I’d become way too comfortable in her company, and my mouth was beginning to run and get me in trouble as it usually did.

Farah stared at me curiously, before chewing her lip. “You are quite taken with my daughter, I do see that. I hope your motives are not inappropriate. Relations between the same gender are forbidden in our culture.” She raised an eyebrow. “Is that why you’re living here? You intend to seduce my beautiful daughter? Do you have ideas for more than just her feet?”

“Not at all, Ma’am,” I said defensively. “I do not think of Maryam in that way at all.”

“How do you think of her?”

“I respect her so much, Ma’am,” I said as my mouth began to dry in panic. “Everything about her. She’s so strong, and such a leader. She always knows what to do. She’s always so composed and professional, and such a great example of what a woman should be.”

Farah paused, and I noted a little smile creep into form at the corner of her mouth. “I am delighted to hear you hold her in such high regard,” she said. “Is that why you like to give my daughter your money? You feel like she deserves it for being such a great example of what a woman should be?”

I swallowed awkwardly. “Ummm, I guess so, Ma’am,” I said shyly. “She is much better with money.”

“She’s much better at a lot of things,” Farah said nonchalantly. “I’d say she’s much better at everything.” She stared at me with interest, seemingly analysing my reaction. “Wouldn’t you agree?”

“She is much better at a lot of things, yes.” It was true, but I was reluctant to outwardly admit that Maryam was better in general. That she was a much better woman, even though those thoughts had crossed my mind a number of times, especially whenever I was kneeling down at her feet.

Farah lifted the veil in her hands. “Would you like to try it on?”

I felt the air rush from my lungs. “I...I don’t...I don’t know, Ma’am. I’m not...I don’t think—”

“Let’s try it, and see how you feel.”

“It’s just—”

“Shhhh,” she said as she leaned over me, and before I could even consider making an escape, Farah was clipping the headscarf to my hair. I looked up at her bewildered, as she arranged it neatly, folding and tucking it in various places, before she fastened the face covering over my nose, lips and chin. Suddenly, I was staring at her through the narrow slit. I was completely covered. Veiled. Hidden away from the world; my white face obscured by the material, and my personality obscured by the significance.

“It looks wonderful,” she said. “It suits you so well. You look so honourable, and modest. How do you feel?”

“Ma’am,” I whispered, and I looked up through the niqab; the reddening in my cheeks hidden away. “I’m not sure about this.”

“What’s there not to be sure about? I think you look lovely. The perfect little hijabi.” She smiled at me heartily. “Would you like to come for a visit to Iran?” she asked while stroking my cheek through the veil, seemingly pleased with herself that she’d dressed me as if a doll. “I’m sure something could be arranged. I would most definitely find an appropriate role for you in my household. You’ve proven yourself to be quite useful around the home.”

I felt my back tense up. I’d heard all sorts of things on the news about Iran. I didn’t know how much of it was true, and if a lot of the scary and distressing things were a result of bias from the media of my home country, but still, it was unnerving to imagine myself completely out of my comfort zone and outnumbered. If anything, those feelings made me even more impressed and respectful towards how courageous and strong Maryam was. She’d moved all alone to my country, and she was truly thriving. Not only that, but she’d taken on the responsibility of myself and was handling things in an expert manner. I was comfortable where I was, but moving to Iran, well, it terrified me, especially if I’d have to wear a hijab all the time. It was just a huge shift from the world I knew. Imagine Farah expected me to wear a niqab, as I was doing right at that moment; my view of the world limited through a narrowed scope. My breath quickened, and it all began to become a bit much. “Take it off please,” I whined.

Farah seemed to sense my growing anxiety, and she quickly opened the face covering, allowing me to breath. I continued to gasp and wheeze, as the headscarf remained tied over my hair. “Well,” she said with an encouraging smile. “I think you would make a lovely little Muslim girl,” she added while patting my head through the hijab. “But let’s not get ahead of ourselves just yet. We can move very slowly.”

“You...you want me to be Muslim?” I asked fearfully. “But...I...I don’t think I want to be Muslim, Ma’am.”

Farah seemed to enjoy my discomfort, before she smiled at me mischievously. “Well, no one is perfect, dear,” she said, “but I’m sure you’ll soon see sense.” She placed a hand against her chest. “I can feel it. Deep inside. The road ahead has already been marked for you. It is but a matter of time until you fully give yourself to my daughter’s service, and that will require you to embrace the life she’s chosen to lead.” She nodded at me sympathetically. “The righteous life that has evaded you so far.” She stroked the hijab and played with the soft material between her fingers. “I think next time I take you to the mosque with me, I’ll have you dress the part and come inside.”

“But I don’t want to be Muslim,” I said, looking towards the floor while shaking my head. “I really don’t, Ma’am. My parents—”

“Shhh,” Farah said and she cupped my cheek with her gentle hand. “Enough of the wailing, dear. It is quite bothersome to my mood. We had such a lovely day out together, so, don’t ruin it now with your unfounded fears. You would never catch a Muslim woman being so weak and vulnerable.”

“I’m sorry,” I said with a sniffle. “It’s just, I don’t like this.” I reached and tugged at the hijab. “I don’t like this Muslim stuff. I’m happy supporting Maryam, but I don’t want it for myself...” I trailed off hesitantly while noting that Farah seemed annoyed with what I was saying.

“What do you mean you don’t like this Muslim stuff? What are you calling stuff?”

I gulped down a huge lump in my throat, realising I would have been better to keep my mouth closed. “I’m sorry, Ma’am. I didn’t mean anything by it.”

Farah rolled her eyes. “Enough.”

I sensed that I had really annoyed her, and I didn’t want that getting back to Maryam. I would be devastated if Farah framed it as me insulting their religion or something. It was a complete misunderstanding. I just wasn’t comfortable in the veil, that was all. “It’s just the hijab, Ma’am,” I said, while tugging at it slightly above my ear. “I don’t really like—”

“Enough,” Farah interrupted in a more forceful tone. “I have spoken and made my feelings clear. I don’t want to hear another word from you.” She stood with her hands imposingly on her hips, highlighting her womanly figure from the loose abaya. “I gave you the opportunity to appreciate my culture, and you’re being nothing but rude and ungrateful.”

The awkwardness in the air was biting, but that lingering accusation at the end was unfair. I tried to resist. I tried to bite my tongue and not make this worse, but I couldn’t help defending myself. “I’m not ungrateful at all—”

Farah almost growled at me, her face furious, and the disparity in authority that our ages granted each of us became immediately evident. I yelped, clamping my mouth closed like I was stood in the headmistress’s office at school. “Do I need to quiet you down the same way I witnessed my daughter silencing you on the day of my arrival?” she said through gritted teeth. “I observed it was most efficient in teaching you a lesson.”

The sniffling immediately ceased, and I stepped back away from her slightly. There was a silence as I stared into her brown eyes. Surely, she couldn’t mean that? She must be close to twenty years older than me, and she was threatening to shove her foot in my mouth? I glanced down; her feet weren’t visible from beneath the bottom of her abaya, but still, the threat had worked in bringing an end to my spluttering. The loud, uncomfortable sound of me swallowing filled the air, and the tension felt like it could be cut with a knife.

“Does that scare you?” she asked with a raised eyebrow. “Are you about to start cowering again, thinking I’m a terrorist”—she reached out and flicked a piece of hanging material from above my ear—“because I choose to wear this? Is covering your hair out of modesty so horrifying to you?”

“No, Ma’am. No, it’s not like that.”

Before I could back away, Farah had reached out and grabbed the back of my neck forcefully as the anger became evident in her bulging eyes. She leant forward and looked into my own. “Is it time for prayer?”

My lips parted slightly, before my forehead wrinkled. “Ummm, what?” It seemed such a random redirection, especially considering how annoyed she appeared, given the whole headscarf misunderstanding.

“Is it time for my prayer?” she asked again, her eyes squinted in determination.

“I...I don’t know?” My own eyes flickered back and forth, while my lip quivered. “You just prayed at the mosque. Ummm, no, I don’t think so.”

“Shouldn’t you know when we pray by now? You’ve had enough practice, girl.”

“Yes,” I said with a yap, my neck beginning to hurt as her fingers remained pressed into my flesh. “I think, in two hours, Ma’am. Late afternoon.”

Farah chewed her lip. “Well, you’ll need to wash my feet again then, won’t you?”

“Yes, Ma’am,” I said, trying to nod my head though struggling with my neck held in place. “Just before prayer.” I realised she was teaching me a lesson and showing me my place. It had been established that I was her foot washer, and she wasn’t about to let me clamber out of that role.

“Do you think that’ll be enough time?”

I stared straight ahead, again finding her line of thought perplexing. “Ummm, I think so, Ma’am? It doesn’t take long.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure.” Farah grimaced. “After taking the time and effort to show you the mosque, my feet are all sweaty from walking the streets in my sandals.” She dipped her head slightly. “You’re going to really need to wash them good for me, girl. A lot of attention and detail. Are you capable of such a task?”

“Yes, Ma’am,” I said with a squeak in my voice. Everything was becoming really hostile and uncomfortable. I knew how to wash feet well enough by now, but it was like Farah was suddenly being overly critical. It was as if my hesitance at the suggestion of becoming a Muslim had deeply offended her. I mean, she was being completely unreasonable. I was a white, Christian, and it wasn’t a fair proposal to demand I give that all up to become a Muslim, just because that’s what she’d wanted. I’d already made plenty of allowances in accommodating the increasing influence of their culture and religion a bit much, but it was like because I’d given an inch, Farah saw that as an opportunity for her to grab a mile.

While still holding me, she lifted her heel before slapping her foot back into the sandal beneath her flowing, black abaya. “You hear that?” she asked. “So much sticky sweat. Not at all an appropriate or respectful condition for prayer, don’t you think?”

“No, Ma’am,” I said with a tightness in my throat. “Not at all.”

“What are you going to do about that, Katie?” she asked as her glare continued. “What’s your responsibility?”

“Clean your feet, Ma’am,” I whispered. Even though I’d done it countless times, it was still demeaning to have to wash this older, Muslim woman’s feet clean, especially when she was taunting me about how sweaty they currently were. “Prepare them for prayer.”

Farah continued to stare at me a moment, then she dramatically released my neck. While I rubbed my sore flesh, she stared at me for a moment, before she turned and sat in the armchair. As I looked on, she lifted the fold of her abaya, and I watched as she casually kicked off her sandals, before crossing her feet on the small footstool. I averted my eyes away shyly from her meaty soles as they were faced towards me, noticing how they were a bit darkened in places from the leather of her sandals. She cleared her throat, and when I looked back to her in fear, she raised a hand impatiently. “Well, what are you waiting for, girl?” she asked. Her toes twitched, and the biggest and second of one foot gripped the pinkie of the other. “Make yourself useful and clean my feet.”

Even though I’d been attending to Maryam’s feet for over a year now, there was something about the abrupt and succinct way that her mother had ordered me to do such a thing that rocked me. She was just so rude and her words seemed filled with disdain. It had always felt like a mutual understanding with Maryam, where she took care of my finances and kept me in line, and in return, I looked after her feet and supported her prayer time. It was like a piercing reality check with her mother. Here was this mature, conservative woman, who had come over from Iran, and she was now barking orders at me as if I was offending her with my mere existence. Her entire personality seemed geared towards her religion, and here she was, in my country, casually commanding me to clean her feet, as if it was a completely normal thing to demand of someone. It was obvious I was being punished for defying her, and I stood by timidly, shyly glancing at her soles.

“Now,” Farah said with a slightly raised voice, and I flinched from the force in her tone. It was almost like she was testing me. As if she was experimenting with my cautious, quiet demeanour in her presence and seeing how well I followed her instructions. I wondered whether she put her servants back in Iran through the same treatment, and if they all lived life on the edge, their backs constantly stiff and ready to jump to attention whenever their Muslim mistress snapped out an instruction. I met her eyes, and they rolled down towards her flexing feet as her chunky, fleshy soles continued to twist and wrinkle with every movement. “Clean my feet and prepare them for prayer.”

I was shaking all over, because the anxiety was zinging through my entire body. It felt way different to whenever I knelt at Maryam’s feet with smiles all around. There, I was adoring, devoted and affectionate, but Farah was just being so dominant and impatient.

I was jolted by the sound of her clapping her hands, and I suddenly gathered my senses, and dipped my head. “Yes, Ma’am,” I said submissively. This was a logical response from a proud woman like her. She was only flexing her muscles and trying to teach me a lesson in respect after I had clumsily insulted her religion. Why had I acted so stupid? Making out like becoming a Muslim was the worst reality in the world? Why couldn’t I have responded more positively, considering it politely without ever having any intention of actually taking that step? I could have been way more diplomatic, but my emotions had got the better of me while shrouded behind the niqab and instead I’d come across as intolerant and offensive. “I’ll fetch the water,” I added, intent on immediately making amends in the way I knew best. I’d washed feet plenty of times, and I knew I’d be able to calm her down and ease her frustrations once my dedicated hands were caressing all over her feet in the warm water. She was probably going to have me doing it for an extended time, with the next prayer not for a few hours, and it was obviously a way to make me regret having spoken back to her without considering my words. “I’ll be right back.”

“There’s no need for any water,” Farah called out, stopping me abruptly in my tracks.

I stood still for a second, feeling a real weight of dread on my shoulders, before I turned and looked at her in confusion. “You don’t want any water, Ma’am?”

She was biting her lip, and she shook her head. “There’s no need for water, and I’ve no interest in listening to you speak anymore and disgrace my religion with your rude tongue. How should we do, as you say? Kill two birds with the single rock?” Her eyes lingered on her toes as they flexed and spread, and she nodded at them suggestively. “Clean my feet, Katie,” she said. “Just as you did for my daughter on that first day. Stop with your hateful, prejudiced talk, and use your mouth in a more useful manner.”

I balked, as my eyes continued to linger on Farah’s flexing toes. I stared at them with a real dread, as I just couldn’t imagine it being the same as having to lick Maryam’s younger feet. Not only that, but I’d known Maryam for over a year now, and she’d done so much for me. It almost felt as if she was worthy of revelling in the sensation of my tongue all over her feet. It felt like she had the right to humble and humiliate me in that way whenever I displeased her. However, Farah had waltzed right up, and after knowing me for such a short time, she expected to just order me around and inflict a depraved punishment on me simply because she could, as if being Maryam’s mother afforded her that right. She was already overstepping boundaries, on an increasing level, having taken me to a mosque without Maryam’s approval, and now it seemed she was intent on pushing that even further. I had gone along with the mosque, as it was public, and seemed innocent, but this felt like a step too far. It felt like a betrayal to Maryam.

“I’m sorry, Ma’am,” I said, a scared, hesitant waver in my voice. I felt like I needed to stand my ground, and that Maryam would want me to, while I was also trembling with nervousness at how Farah might react. “I don’t think Maryam would like that?”

“Maryam?” Farah asked in surprise. “You mean my daughter? Why wouldn’t my beloved daughter approve of you cleaning my feet for prayer?”

I swallowed down the ever-flowing saliva as my nerves got the better of me. “Just because...not...not in that way, Ma’am.” I made motions to walk towards the door again. “I can have the water ready within a minute.”

“My daughter is your Muslim Queen, correct?” she asked as a slight smirk appeared in the corner of her mouth. “I’m always watching, Katie. I’m always listening. I see the way you look at my daughter, and I see the way you’re infatuated with her feet. You were enjoying licking her feet that first day. My daughter might be too naïve to recognise what you are, but I’m certainly not. You’re the exact kind of promiscuous harpy that would be publicly flogged in Iran.” Her lips continued to curl into a full grin as she noticed the instant fear in my eyes. “Do you wish to be flogged?” She glanced around the room, her eyes dancing around in search of something. “I’m sure I can find something suitable if you’re not going to treat your Muslim Queen’s mother in the correct manner.”

“That’s not necessary,” I said. I knew Maryam would never do such a thing to me, and she certainly wouldn’t approve of her mother striking me in that way, but, Farah. I really didn’t know about Farah. Everything about her screamed at me that she would actually do such a thing, and she’d probably enjoy it too.

“So, you’ll behave and do what you’re told?” she said with a pleased smile. “You’ll make amends for your offence in the manner I choose?” I continue to stare back at her blankly, which only caused her to huff with impatience and frustration. “Did my daughter not inform you to treat me with the utmost respect? You already confirmed, in front of my daughter, that licking feet is an acceptable way to show respect, do you not remember?”

I kept a pensive grimace on my face, before I nodded my head. “I...I did, Ma’am.” My fingers were now twitching in the small of my back. I had meant Maryam’s feet on that occasion of weakness and inadvisable honesty, not Farah’s.

“How does my daughter punish you when you misbehave?”

“She...” I looked at her sheepishly, stewing with embarrassment. We both already knew what happened, but saying it was a whole other matter.

“She makes you lick her feet,” Farah said with a nod, taking over for me. “Her stinky, sweaty feet, and as you’ve confirmed, you perfectly accept that licking stinky, sweaty feet is a fitting way to show a Muslim respect, correct? It may be too soon for my daughter to accept such a thing, but I’ve experienced much more of the world. I have experienced many more years of ignorant prejudice and bigotry, and I am certainly ready to feel your tongue on my feet to make up for it.”

There was a warm fluctuation in my chest, as if my heart skipped a beat, upon Farah so lewdly commenting on what she wanted me to do. I mean, I knew she’d looked in that first day, and she’d been calmly raising it as becoming a regularity with Maryam ever since. Now, here she was, openly demanding me to lick her feet clean with respect. My tongue fidgeted inside my rapidly dribbling mouth as I recalled being on my knees, tonguing Maryam’s toes and enjoying the natural flavours of her feet. Her supple, feminine flesh had felt so wonderful as my tongue had eagerly slurped and sucked all over her warm, moist foot skin. I should have been disgusted by such an activity, but I’d bizarrely found it most fulfilling. My eyes dropped to Farah’s feet as they continued to impatiently flex and shift. Her soles were so much wider than Maryam’s, and I imagined my tongue would have to work a lot harder to suitably clean them.

“You need humbling, girl, and what better way to humble you than having you lick the sweat from my feet. You think you’re better than me because you’re a Christian, and I’m a Muslim—”

“No, Ma’am,” I said desperately, managing to draw my eyes away from her provocative soles. There hadn’t been a single moment during her stay where I had given any indication that I thought I was better than her. Quite to the contrary, I had performed multiple acts to show I was the opposite. “I do not think that at all—”

“Do not interrupt me,” she said with a fire in her accented voice. “I don’t want to hear another word from you, and the next time you move your lips, it better be to extend your tongue and respectfully clean my feet.”

We both remained completely still, as if locked in stand-off, all except for Farah’s feet which continued to flex and shift while resting on the footstool. Despite my best efforts, they drew my eyes down, and I kept replaying her words in my head as I traced along the wrinkles of her meaty soles. The ball of her foot had a dark stain, likely from where her leather sandals had bled into her skin, and I began to imagine how it would feel to kneel there, tonguing her mature soles to make up for some overreaction on her part. I’d hardly committed a major transgression, simply expressing my genuine fear and apprehension at the speed she was moving things, yet here I was, about to be punished in the most humiliating way possible. It was deftly unfair, but I simply couldn’t draw my eyes away as the tension hung in the air.

Part of me just wanted to turn and run away. Lock myself in my room and not come out until Maryam returned home from work. However, another part of me couldn’t help but continue to stare at Farah’s meaty soles. I was swallowing nervously at an increasing rate, feeling as if every few seconds my mouth was filled with further apprehensive saliva; flowing like a waterfall. There was a sort of buzzing in my ears as the perilous atmosphere remained on a knife-edge, and I simply didn’t know what the correct course of action was. I was lost without Maryam’s guidance, and I didn’t want to make a mistake. If I did what Farah wanted, would Maryam feel betrayed and annoyed? If I refused her mother, would Maryam be ashamed and disgusted? I was in a dire pickle, and every passing second was just leading me closer to hyper-ventilating and passing out.

“Katie,” Farah suddenly said, and I flinched, rapidly pulling my eyes up from her wide soles and looking into her expectant face with a blushing in my cheeks. “Listen to me,” she said, and she adjusted the length of her abaya to reveal a little more of her brown ankles. “I am a respectable and honourable Muslim woman, and you have shamed me with your prejudiced attitude. You have one chance to make up for it, and you better jump to attention and take that chance, right now, or I will ensure you’re out on the streets before the day is over. I am Maryam’s mother, and if I want you gone, you will be gone. Understood?”

I licked my lips, and I believed every word of the threat; it was the same threat that Maryam had wielded against me countless times, and as astute as ever, Farah knew exactly of the power she held. “Understood, Ma’am,” I said with a gulp, and I released my fingers and allowed my hands to swing forwards. I had licked feet before, and if it meant I kept a warm roof over my head, then I supposed I would have to lick feet again.

“Good, Katie,” Farah said with an approving nod. “It’s about time you really learned your place in my daughter’s household. Be a good girl and show me the respect I deserve as her mother.”

For some reason, being called such a humiliating and patronising thing as a ‘good girl’ by this older, foreign woman in my own country, caused a little fire to ignite in my tummy, and I stumbled slightly to the side and almost lost my step. It was like I’d been instantly infantilised, and as a result, my own right to independence and autonomy had been snatched away.

“Come,” she said while beckoning me with a finger. “Come and get down on your knees, at my feet, where you’re most comfortable. I was trying to be gentle with you today, but it is obvious you require a firmer hand to help you accept the reality of things.”

“Yes, Ma’am,” I said submissively, and I felt as if all of the fight had abandoned me, and, strangely, it felt good. It felt as freeing and liberating as whenever I handed over my cash to Maryam’s superior intellect and governance. I tentatively stepped towards her on shaky legs, and I had to steady myself on the arm of her chair as I dropped to my knees, struggling not to collapse and fall over from the stark realisation of what I was about to do. My skin was throbbing all over, and I felt incredibly embarrassed that an older woman, a woman I had absolutely nothing in common with, had flown over to my country and brought me to my knees with such ease. Her patient, all-seeing eye had observed me closely, watching from the shadows and scrutinising the countless interactions with her daughter, and now, she was prepared to seize upon our dynamic and harness it for her own benefit. Without any apparent concern or hesitance, she was about to inflict an intense humiliation upon me, a humiliation that would forever keep my eyes down in her presence, and she was doing it with such forthrightness, because she believed it was her right to do so: to have a local, British citizen shower her with the respect she deserved, accepting and worshipping her culture and religion in the most demeaning and subservient manner possible.

I looked up at her in need, as although I knew deep inside that I’d already surrendered to her control, I still needed her to take the lead. I still required her guidance, just as I always required Maryam’s. Farah reached out and gently caressed my cheek, her thumb rubbing against the material of the hijab as it remained pinned to my hair. “Are you ready to earn my forgiveness, Katie?” She flicked her eyes to the clock on the wall. “You don’t have long before my daughter returns home.”

“Yes, Ma’am,” I said with an accepting nod, almost saddened by the helplessness of my plight. “I am ready to earn your forgiveness.”

She smiled, before roughly pushing my head down towards her crossed feet. “Go make yourself useful, and”—she struggled not to allow a chuckle to slip out—“show me the respect I deserve. Lick my stinky, sweaty Muslim feet.”

I was shaken by another, warm, fuzzy feeling ripple through my body as she so provocatively goaded me with that description of what I was about to do. It added an extra layer of mortified humiliation to me, marking just how much I had fallen and almost stamping into me that I actually deserved this. Squandering my finances and losing my home had been all my own fault, and where had it led me? It had led me to having zero control over my own money, and spending most of my day down on my knees and serving the feet of a successful Muslim woman. But, that wasn’t enough, was it? That wasn’t enough of a punishment for screwing up so much and devastating my parents. No, now, my own erratic and careless behaviour had led me down even further: it had led me to licking clean the stinky, sweaty feet of an older, Muslim woman. She’d come to visit her daughter and see the sights of London, and now, she was about to witness the most satisfying of hidden gems.

I kept my eyes down in shame as I scooted around to the front; Farah’s wide, meaty soles filling my view completely as I knelt at the end of the footrest. Already, my nose twitched as a light, vinegary scent tickled me, and it hammered home the reality of how pitiful I truly was. I thought back to my days of carefree partying, and it seemed so long ago and so far away now. As I knelt there, meek and submissive, my hair obscured by a hijab, I leant forward and timidly extended my tongue. Yet, just before I slinked the tip against her imperious sole, I glanced up at her, almost in hope, praying that she would bring this all to an end and put me out of my misery. I was wishful she’d burst into laughter and rejoice at the ruse she’d put me through. I was despairing and desperate for her to end it all where my own courage couldn’t.

However, Farah offered no hints that this was all in jest, and she must have been able to tell how shaken and vulnerable I was, as she looked down her nose at me while spreading her toes. “Lick them, Katie,” she said. “Show me how sorry you are and lick my feet. I want them completely clean and ready for my prayer.”

I looked up into her eyes a final time, before shyly glancing away upon recognising the intensity and dire need to humble me. The first instance my tongue touched against the flat of her big toe, Farah parted her lips in fascination, in awe that I was apparently so weak and pathetic that I’d actually do such a thing. I mean, she’d already witnessed me licking her daughter’s feet, but Maryam was young, and beautiful, and not twenty years my senior. Despite wearing a headscarf, Maryam usually dressed quite fashionable and modern. She didn’t pace around the house wearing a traditional abaya and weary old sandals, and she hadn’t just nonchalantly kicked off those sandals, propped her feet up and demanded I licked her feet clean.

“That’s it,” Farah said with a snigger. “I knew it was only a matter of time before I had you right here. My daughter may see the best in you and be hesitant to have you do this, but I most definitely do not.” She deliberately curled her toes back, flexing her sole so that the skin across the wide ball of her foot tightened. “Get that tongue working and lick my feet, you shameful girl.”

I swallowed after the initial lick, and then I uncertainly peeked up at Farah’s concentrated face as I obeyed and lapped right across the ball of her foot. I immediately recoiled, shivering upon the sensation of tasting that salty flavour as I realised this is what a mature Muslim’s woman foot tasted like. None of my friends had ever experienced such a thing, and they likely never would. They weren’t so tragic to have tumbled so far that they’d ever need to lick the feet of an older, Iranian woman that seemed to stare down at me with nothing but disdain and judgement.

“Don’t forget the toes,” she said while spreading them. “It’s respectful to make sure my feet are completely clean. Get that tongue in there and do a good job of it.”

“Yes, Ma’am,” I said instinctively, feeling lower than I’d ever felt before. I flashed my eyes at her shyly as a pleased smile appeared, her revelling at being addressed with such politeness as she demanded only depraved treatment in return. I slipped my tongue between her strong, brown toes, wincing as I felt how moist the aged skin was. I flicked the tip in the crevices diligently, cleansing and slurping around before I moved along to the next two. Periodically, I dipped my tongue back into my mouth, swallowing down the salty grubbiness from between her toes and refreshing my taste buds with saliva, before I plunged it straight back in as I obediently worked along her entire foot.

It became evident, as Farah sneered down at me, that she really thought so little of me. She thought nothing of having me plunge my tongue between her grimy toes, extracting the sweat and crud as if it was a service she deserved. A service befitting my faithless tongue in her eyes.

“That’s it, non-believer, lick my sweaty feet clean,” she said with disdain as I traced my tongue along the tops of her unpainted toes. “Why should I clean my own feet, when I have such a devoted servant to assist me with my prayer preparations? You said it yourself, this is a more appropriate way of showing us respect, so if you’re so willing, I’d be a fool not to take advantage, wouldn’t I? Perhaps, if you do a good job, I’ll have you cleanse my feet like this every time in future? Why waste the water when you have a more than suitable tongue?”

I grunted at the thought of that, and I wrapped my lips around Farah’s chunky big toe, looking up into her eyes shamefully as I suctioned them tightly and began to suck with as much effort as I could muster, desperately removing as much sweat as I could and leaving nothing but squeaky-clean skin in its place.

“You like the sound of that, do you, girl?” she asked with a hint of amusement. “I’m going to assume as much considering the increase in your enthusiasm. Are you doing a good job so I’ll have you do this again in future? Are you trying to win me over with the way you’re cleaning my toes right up?”

I glanced up at her, and I was feeling so odd. Everything she was saying was so belittling and degrading, but there was something enticing about it too. Being used every day for such a humiliating service was like the ultimate mark of my failure as a successful, independent woman. Not only that, but it was an acknowledgement that Maryam and her mother were truly better than me and it was right that I’d given control of my life over. Even in my own country, where I should have had all of the biased and prejudiced advantages, here I was, licking the feet of a mature, foreign woman so she could feel clean during her prayer.

“That’s it,” she said with a snigger. “Really lick those feet clean. Do a good job and convince me to keep having you do this for me from now on. What would you rather, girl, doing this every day to keep your unworthy place beneath my daughter’s roof, or finding yourself out on the streets and fending for yourself? We both know you’re not capable of enduring such a hardship, so come on, put some effort in and convince me.” She chuckled to herself, in such a manner that it defied her age, then she spoke loudly in Farsi, clapping her hands together as she seemed to celebrate my tongue as it slid all around her toes.

I couldn’t even understand what was happening, but it was like my tongue took on a will of its own as she continued to batter my ears with what I presumed was mockery and insults in her native language. Instead of shy, timid licks, I’d progressed to full-on, desperate and sloppy laps, as I dragged the flat of my tongue up from her heel, right around her wide, meaty sole and plunged it between her toes. When she wiggled her toes free from my lips, and then chuckled to herself while re-crossing her legs, I was already on her freshly-sweated foot in a second. I didn’t even need to be prompted, before I was desperately lapping my tongue along her meaty sole, digging the tip into the leather stains that had bled into her skin. The wrinkles were tough and stubborn, and I really had to work my tongue to the point of exhaustion before the dark blemishes began to dissipate amongst my saliva. Still, I plodded on, and I felt fully committed to cleaning Farah’s feet up with my tongue, so that as a Muslim woman, she could rightfully partake in her prayer.

Farah pursed her lips while she watched me with interest. “I’d say you really want to clean my feet like this from now on, girl.” She settled into the comfort of the armchair, and rested her chin upon her hand, watching me with fascination as I continued to lap my tongue up the length of her wide, Persian sole. “How does that sound? Do you want to do this five times a day before prayer?”

I grunted and whimpered at the thought of my days being filled with licking Farah’s feet clean; the most dedicated and supportive, self-depreciating service to her religion. Pausing momentarily, I whispered, “Whatever you want, Ma’am,” before I nuzzled my nose into the groove beneath her warm toes. The womanly, vinegary scent was stinging as it filled my breaths, and it reminded me of my tragic capitulation as my tongue pressed against the flat of her sole. I kept visualising the walk behind her on the way to the mosque. The way her hips had shaken through the abaya as she struggled in those sandals, slapping her soles with every step as her feet gradually became sweatier. Here I now was, consuming that very sweat and providing her a service that she clearly believed she deserved. I wondered what she’d been talking about with the other worshippers at the mosque. Had she been glancing over at me while I sat patiently waiting, thinking about how she was going to have me service her feet in the most retched and intimate of ways? She’d been suggesting to Maryam for days that I should be licking their feet, and now, Farah had got her way.

My eyes were squinting and widening as I struggled to comprehend the behaviour of myself, but it felt so similar to how I’d began to act whenever Maryam punished me with her sweaty feet. However, she always brought things to a close before they became too out of control. Farah, however, seemed intent on observing my increasingly submissive behaviour and witnessing how far I’d truly descend while unable to stop myself from surrendering to her feet completely.

“Good girl,” she teased. “Earn your place as my devoted foot licker. Maybe I really will take you back to Iran with me. I’ll keep you chained next to my prayer mat, how does that sound?”

My entire body was tingling all over at the suggestion of such a humiliating fate filling my future. Farah looked so comfortable as she sat there in her traditional, decorative Persian abaya. Only her attractive, mature face, with the brown skin and slight wrinkling near her eyes was visible, along with her dark hair dangling over her shoulders. Everything else was obscured from my eyes, with me not being permitted to see the full beauty of her aged, female form. All except for the curves of her meaty soles and arches as I desperately caressed and cleansed them with my tongue. It all felt so inappropriate and like I was doing something abundantly wrong, however, there was something so intoxicating about the taste of her sweaty toes, as if it reaffirmed my lowly state in this Muslim household, and I couldn’t help but roll my eyes back and continue to eagerly slip my tongue between them, my entire body throbbing as I surrendered to my apparent new station in life. I’d been on the brink of this countless times while being punished at Maryam’s sweaty feet, but now, I was allowing myself to fully teeter over the edge and disintegrate my own dignity once and for all.

“My daughter should have had you doing this from the very first moment you offended her with your drinking. Since you so adore putting filth like alcohol through your lips, you’ve clearly demonstrated that you have no morals or standards. So, why wouldn’t I hesitate to shove my sweaty toes in your mouth? You’ve already made clear that you’ll put anything in there, regardless of the damage it does to your reputation and honour.”

I was still moaning as her words continued to lash me, and instead of responding, I simply increased the efforts of my obedient tongue, dancing all over her deserving feet and bringing them back to a cleansed condition befitting of prayer.

“Go on,” she said. “Lick the sweat like you’re drinking that alcohol you love so much. Lick it all up even though you know how terrible it is for your health and your prosperity.”

My eyes were clamped closed in shame as I gurned and groaned, grimacing while running my tongue up the length of Farah’s hot, moist soles, all while I shuddered from the stinging salt of her sweat. In some ways, it did truly replicate the way my face would contort and screw up whenever I threw back a shot of tequila; my body desperately trying to reject the poison I was feeding it.

With my tongue placed flat against the ball of her foot, I glanced up and saw that Farah was staring at me with utter, bemused disgust. There was a scorching, striking sensation inside me, and reality seemed to return at a rapid pace. I immediately retracted my tongue, feeling ridiculous as I cowered with a vulnerable shyness. “Ma’am,” I whimpered, as she relentlessly tore apart every shred of dignity that was remaining with her disdainful leer. “Please, this is too much.” Yet, bizarrely, even as I was pleading for an end to it all, I dropped my eyes back towards her toes. She followed my hesitant stare, before she parted them suggestively, and despite my best efforts I couldn’t resist the arrogance of such a simple action. Farah snorted to herself with amusement, as I obediently slipped my tongue between the next two toes and shivered at my capitulation. 

“Too much?” she asked with a raised eyebrow. “It looks to me like you can’t get enough. I knew you Western women were whores, but I never realised you were whores for Muslim women’s toes.” She wiggled her toes against my lips, before she gritted her teeth and grunted. “Try and get as many in there as you can.” She pushed upwards, and my eyes widened in surprise as I allowed her to force the entirety of her foot inside. “Show me what a faithless whore you really are.”

Seconds later, I was gagging and dribbling down my chin as all five of Farah’s toes were forced awkwardly into my mouth. It was much more careless and brutal than the way Maryam had punished me, and it almost felt like my cheeks were about to burst.

All the while, as her foot completely gagged me, I was knelt there helpless, still wearing the hijab and feeling like an empty shell. It was almost like my personality had been erased and replaced by something else, and my eyes became lifeless as Farah’s foot continued to thrust in deeper until my lips were painfully stretched. I whimpered in agony, before looking up into her brown eyes desperately. Tears were forming in the corners of my own as I silently pleaded with her to show mercy, and when one trickled along my cheek, Farah’s stern, determined gurn softened slightly. She fluttered her eyelashes as reason returned through the red mist that had intoxicated her, and she swallowed diffidently, before licking her lips and relaxing the muscles in her leg. Her foot eased out, until only her big toe remained between my lips. She looked down her nose at me, somewhat sneering, before she majestically flicked her fingers at me. “Are you done whining?” she asked. “Let that be a lesson to you about the nature of our relationship in this household. This is what I’ll expect from now on, from such a useless non-believer in my presence.”

With her big toe still dominantly thrust between my lips, I nodded my head in surrender, kneeling and cowering in my hijab like the little Muslim girl she’d decided I was going to be for her. Simply licking and sucking all over Farah’s mature, sweaty Muslim feet, while dressed in such symbolic attire, humbled me even further, and I felt powerless to speak up and talk back to her as she castigated and tore my culture apart. Each offensive snipe left her tongue with a certain venom; a tongue that hadn’t been blighted by the salty foot sweat of another person.

“If you don’t wish to fully embrace our religion, then than is your own choice. I will not force you, but you will remain faithless, and it is the duty of Muslims to use non-believers for their own prosperity,” she said with intention as I continued to desperately suckle and slobber all over her big toe as I listened. “I tried to lead you to a more fruitful and honest path today, and you rebuffed my kindness. You’re tasting the consequences of your actions now, like the faithless dog you are. Think about that while you’re licking my feet clean while my daughter’s out there making a name for herself in your country. That’s how a successful woman acts, because she’s honourable and true to her faith.” She waved a hand at me unsympathetically as I slurped over and engulfed her second toe between my lips. “And this is how the faithless find themselves when at the feet of a strong, Muslim woman committed to her beliefs.”

I didn’t respond, accepting every offensive comment, and Farah narrowed her eyes, seeming most confused while watching the way I was eagerly sliding my tongue all around the smooth texture of her pronounced toes. She sat watching in silence, a puzzled expression all over her face as I whimpered slightly, freely sliding my tongue between her biggest and second toe before I let out a soft moan as the tip plunged right into the salty sediment that had built up during our walk to the mosque and back.

We were interrupted by the front door suddenly opening, and Farah seemed to snarl, tugging her glistening toes free from my lips before she pressed the wide, meaty ball of her foot against my cheek. As if I were nothing more than one of her entrapped migrant workers, she forcefully shunted me to the side while I was still dribbling down my chin. Clearly, though she was comfortably demanding such a service of me, it was apparently too soon for her daughter to witness it.

I lost my balance and dropped to my hands and knees, whereas Farah kicked her feet up onto the footstool, crossing them at the ankles as she reached for a nearby book. She casually turned a few pages, humming to herself just as Maryam appeared in the doorway.

Farah acted surprised, slapping the book closed while she looked up with excitement. She uttered some greeting in Farsi, before she smiled in a jovial way. “Welcome home, my love,” she said. “How was your day?”

“Fine,” Maryam said with some suspicion. “How was yours?”

“Oh, Katie and I have had just a wonderful day. We had a lovely visit to the mosque.”

Maryam paused just as she was loosening her headscarf. “You went to the mosque?” she asked in confusion, her eyes shimmying between the pair of us before they came to settle on her mother. She appeared momentarily annoyed, letting out a long, exasperated sigh, before she frantically spluttered something in Farsi while she continued to unpin her hijab and allow her beautiful, dark hair to coil free.

“Well, I thought it was time,” Farah continued to say in English, obviously wanting me to hear. “Besides, you’ve been working so much, and I didn’t want to attend alone.”

Maryam seemed like she was about to say something else, but she let out a sigh instead, apparently accepting her mother’s stubbornness. “How was it?”

“Wonderful,” Farah said. “I think Katie and I have got to know each other really well. There’s been real growth in our relationship today, wouldn’t you say so?”

I shyly averted my eyes, still trying to work out the kinks in my tiring jaw, while Maryam walked over to me. She leant down slightly, before touching the headscarf that was still loosely tied around my hair. “Why is she wearing hijab?” she asked while popping her head up towards her mother.

Farah shrugged, before answering, “She wanted to try it on for size.”

Maryam’s pretty face recoiled slightly, and she seemed unconvinced. “Is that true?”

I licked my lips, my jaw still hurting from having Farah’s entire foot forced inside. I looked up at Maryam and she was staring back in thought, waiting expectantly to figure out what was going on. I cleared my throat, feeling like I was in a conundrum, and though I was ready to speak, no words came out. I simply didn’t know what was the right course of response. Should I tell Maryam the truth? Should I lie and pretend I wanted it to happen? Would that please her? Would Maryam be happy that I was showing further interest and embracing her religion? I noted that Farah, too, was watching with interest, and she raised an eyebrow, almost threateningly while switching her feet on the footrest. Her toes flexed, and I could still see my drool and saliva shining all over her skin. “Yes,” I said, while dropping my eyes in shame at my capitulation to her mother. “I just wanted to try.”

I heard Farah make a pleased humph, and then she opened the book again and began humming to herself as she pretended to read. “She also made a donation,” she said without looking from the book. “Since she enjoyed herself so much she offered the last of her allowance.”

Maryam smiled and seemed pleasantly surprised, first by the fact that myself and her mother had spent extra time together, but also by the revelation that I’d donated the last of my allowance to the mosque. She’d at first seemed a bit concerned by my attending, along with finding me in a hijab, but the donation had put her worries completely at ease. “That was a nice gesture,” she said, and she stood before taking a seat nearby. “That’s nice you’re showing an interest in my culture.”

“Yes, Ma’am,” I whispered, and I followed, scurrying across the floor towards her. I took a fearful glance back at Farah, and I was thankful I was no longer alone with her. I knew she was stern, and strict, but I’d witnessed a side to her that scared me, and I was worried about where this may lead from now on. Maybe it was the psychologist within her, but she’d recognised a real weakness inside me, and evidently knew exactly how to exploit it, even more than so than her daughter. I hadn’t just licked her feet out of fear, but I’d done it with a desperate enthusiasm and slobbering eagerness.

“Would you like a warm footbath and massage?” I asked Maryam with a smile. At least being busy attending to her feet would keep me away from her mother, giving me time to figure out what the hell was going on in my head.

Maryam seemed surprised, but then she nodded with her own smile. “That would be lovely, Katie. I’ve been on my feet all day.”

I rushed away to fetch the water, and upon my return, I quickly knelt and reached for her feet. As I was helping Maryam out of her pumps and preparing to wash her tired toes, she lightly tapped my head with her hand. “That was extremely selfless of you making that donation. I’m happy you realise the good you can do with your money, rather than wasting it. You’ve come a long way, Katie.”

“Yes, my Muslim Queen,” I said with thankful pride, happy to be back at Maryam’s feet and under her protection. “I was happy to contribute.”

Farah looked over from her relaxed position, her toes tugging at each other as they rested on the footstool. They seemed so wide as I ran my fingers over Maryam’s smaller, dainty feet. “Even when her purse was empty, she wasn’t worried. She seems comfortable knowing that her money was going to a more appropriate cause. That it was going to be used more efficiently and not wasted,” Farah said from across the room, and Maryam smiled down at me. I looked at her shyly, wondering whether I should speak up and say that none of that had been from my own initiative. That I’d only done so because Farah had insisted upon it. My lips quivered in need to share my feelings, but with Farah still nearby, I wilted as she continued to speak. “How is her portfolio performing?” she asked hesitantly.

Maryam tilted her head and watched me nervously fidget at her feet, then she turned towards her mother with curiosity. “Why do you ask, Mother?”

“I’m just interested in everything you’ve done for her.”

“Well, worry not, Mother. It’s performing very well. The yield is high. Perhaps in the near future, it’ll absorb the loss on the house she suffered.”

“Interesting,” Farah said while licking her lips. “What’s your intention afterwards?”

Maryam arched her eyebrows as I gently stroked her feet and prepared to dip them in the bowl of water nearby. “My intention? I have no intention. It’s entirely up to Katie.”

Farah cleared her throat. “Do you think she can be trusted with such a responsibility? Do you think that is wise with her previous behaviour?”

I wanted to say something. To assure her that I’d learned from my mistakes, and from Maryam’s lead and guidance, that I wouldn’t squander my opportunities as I’d done before. However, while I knelt there, I felt ignored and as if I had no voice. As if it wasn’t my place to speak up while this Muslim mother and daughter duo were discussing such important matters.

“I guess we’ll find out,” Maryam said, and she settled back and closed her eyes as I began to softly massage and stroke her tender, wrinkled soles amongst the warm, soapy water.

Farah seemed momentarily annoyed, but she quickly replaced her frown with a muted smile. “We’ll see about that,” she said while stepping away, and I heard her huffing to herself as she slipped her clean feet back into her sandals, before walking off to her room. Evidently, she didn’t care that the sandals were going to dirty up her feet again without even praying, though, why would she care when she knew I’d be cleaning them again at a snap of her fingers? I only hoped I wouldn’t have to use my tongue while Maryam was in the house.

“My mother is quite traditional,” Maryam said with a gentle smile. “What do you say over here? All bark and no bite. She’s just worried about the money being wasted and my hard work being for nothing. She expresses her frustration in a far different way to myself.” She zoned in on her toes as they seemed to pulsate, bending and flexing slightly as my thumb rhythmically pressed into the centre of her sole. “Persian mothers just think they know best about everything, and a lot of them time they do. But, she’s not about to make you lick her feet or anything if you don’t do what she wants,” she teased while biting her tongue. “I think she’s way too much of a prude for that. I’m surprised she’s embraced the whole washing and foot kissing thing.” She bopped me lightly on the nose. “Only I get to punish you.” She narrowed her eyes playfully. “So, better keep on your Muslim Queen’s good side”—she clamped her tongue playfully between her teeth—“my little slave girl.”

All I could do was blush; the taste of Farah’s grimy, mature toes still fresh in my mouth. I mean, Maryam did make me lick her feet as a punishment, but her mother hadn’t even needed that as a motive. She’d made me do it, simply because she could. Simply through her watchful, all-seeing eye, she’d recognised the weakness within me and I shivered at what may lay head for the remaining duration of her stay. 
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