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The subway station buzzed with chaos, a writhing mass of commuters shoving past me as I scanned the crowd for Uncle Sina. My phone vibrated, his voice crackling through:

“Where are you, dear Reza?”

“By the main exit,” I said, dodging an elbow.

“Where are you?”

“Other side. Got turned around. Be there in five.”

I sighed, picturing him lost in the labyrinth of Tehran's metro. Typical Sina. I’d told him I’d pick him up at the last station, but parking near Tajrish Square was a nightmare. After circling for twenty minutes, I’d settled for a spot near a dumpster, half-expecting my beat-up Peugeot to be stripped by the time I returned. I locked the wheel and pedal, a habit born of too many close calls in this city. The train screeched to a halt, disgorging passengers. I stood my ground, absorbing shoves from harried commuters.

In Tehran, pushing was a way of life; everyone late, everyone claiming their right to space, to seats, to everything. Sina was nowhere in sight. I checked my phone. No messages. I called again.

“Are you here?” I asked.

“Yup, Uncle Sina’s arrived,” he said, his voice lighter than I remembered.

“Where are you, Reza?”

“Main exit, near the ticket booth.”

When he emerged, I almost didn’t recognise him. A thick beard and moustache framed his face, etched with lines that hadn’t been there five years ago. We hugged, the silence between us heavy, then exchanged a quick kiss on the cheeks​[1]. His handshake lingered as we studied each other, time’s footprints stark on his weathered face.

“You’ve gone full mountain man,” I teased, gesturing at his beard. He chuckled, a hollow sound.

“Life’s been... a journey.”

We walked to my car, the city’s pulse throbbing around us; honking taxis, street vendors hawking roasted corn, the neon glow of shop signs. Sina was quiet, his eyes scanning the streets cautiously. I tried to fill the silence, pointing out the new high-rises in the neighbourhood, ranting about Tehran’s traffic. He nodded absently, murmuring, “Yes, yup, you’re right.”

At my apartment, I showed him to the guest room. He handed me a gift, a soft package wrapped in brown paper. “Handwoven wool from Khorasan,” he said. “Your favourite.” I hugged him, touched by the gesture.

“You remembered.”

“Hard to forget your obsession with fabrics,” he said with a faint smile.

“Tea?” I offered.

“Always,” he replied, settling onto the sofa. Then, straight to the point: “Who goes first, you or me?”

I grinned. “I’m younger, so me.” He laughed, a real one this time. “Don’t underestimate yourself, Reza.” Over dinner, I spilled my story; quitting my soul-crushing bank job for a freelance graphic design gig, my divorce from Laleh after years of growing apart, my solo trips to the Caspian Sea to clear my head. Sina listened, his eyes sharp with interest when I mentioned my art projects, less so when I
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