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Mr. Victorious


It was a funny year for the Persian Monkey Party, but first it should be explained what exactly what was, before the violence gets discussed. It was a weekend-long street festival thrown in Greektown in the middle of March (how nice of them), just before the spring equinox, which was Nowruz, the Persian New Year. It was called the Persian Monkey Party because the Monkey Business corporation sponsored it and the words for “monkey” and “party” were similar in Persian: “monkey” was “meymun” and “party,” if you were speaking informally, was “mehmuni.” So there were all these stands put up, right? Food and music and crafts. Persian food was very flavorful and hearty, though not spicy. The informal “national dish” of Iran, ghormeh sabzi, appeared in many different forms around the several blocks the festival took up. So did aash, which could also be spelled “ash” but that would be too confusing. Aash was a Persian stew often served with yogurt which made a very warming wintry treat, so it was good that it was still decently cold at this time of the year in Chicago; every year there was an aash contest. There were live musicians playing classical Persian instruments like the ney (a reed flute) and plenty of DJed music, both classical artsy stuff and some of the pop music that flourished in the seventies and was making a comeback; the pop music always had plenty of classical influence anyway. Even though the festival went Friday, Saturday, and Sunday, and so of course never, ever fell on Scarlet Wednesday, the Wednesday before Nowruz, there were always little fires for everyone to jump over and would you believe it, not once in the history of the festival had anyone been burned. Not an old person, not a little kid, no one. The athletic feat of jumping over the fire was for the sake of health: you would say to the fire, basically, “Give me your redness, I give you my yellowness,” where redness was vibrant health and yellowness was sickliness; you consigned your illness to the flames. There were trail mix stands— and an accompanying competition, like with the aash— because Persians loved their nuts and dried fruits, and over the years there were some increasingly experimental trail mixes and at one point a council had to meet and decide exactly what counted as trail mix. What else would someone need to know to appreciate what happened? Well, all the customs of the long Nowruz festival were cheerfully compressed into this event, as well all kinds of general celebrations of Persian culture and food. There were haftsin stations and displays; a haftsin (seven-S) was an altar-like arrangement of various objects (often plants) that started with the Persian letter S, as well as some bonus trinkets like goldfish. At one point a council had to meet and decide whether it was cruel to vend goldfish at the festival. There were various S items for sale including some rather inventive ones. For example, in Persian the word for “dog,” “sag,” started with S, so someone had put up a stand of stuffed dogs.

And then there were the costumes. It was by no means Halloween or Purim, but sometimes guests or performers, especially pairs thereof, would dress up as Amu Nowruz and Haji Firuz. Amu Nowruz (“Uncle New Year”) was an old bearded guy in blue or green with a felt hat who functioned similarly to Santa Claus and brought children gifts. Haji Firuz (“Mr. Victorious,” kind of) was a younger guy in red, also with a felt hat, who was Amu Nowruz’s sidekick, and would parade around with a tambourine snapping and singing.

And his face was black. With soot! With soot! Our boy Haji was a controversial figure because his black face suggested, well, blackface, and that the character’s origins may have been tied to the Persian Gulf slave trade. Many scholars of Iranian descent with degrees like history of comparative literature made probably small amounts of money criticizing this character’s background and calling to cancel him. Poor guy!

Enter someone who made much more money than a scholar: Golbon Azarakhshi, mononymously just called Golbon, one of the biggest pop stars in the world, if not the biggest. Her songwriting, ever so slightly and subtly introduced by the culture she happened to come from, had been captivating audiences for almost two decades now, and the more pop she went, the more famous she got. She was the genius behind albums like Production and Knock on Wood. She had her own famous bangers like “Cold Shiny Hard Plastic” as well as songs from kids’ movies that went mushroom-cloud popular like “Creatures of the Sea.” She was also married to Adam Matheson, the frontman of the prolific and eclectic rock band Mangonel, which was a critical darling. He was a pretty creative guy, too, and their influences rubbed off on each other in the albums they had made since getting married. For example, Mangonel had put out an album called simply Simorgh after the Persian phoenix-like creature that invented the cesarean section in order for the giant national hero Rostam to be born without a big fucking disaster, on which Golbon featured prominently. There were some atmospheric heavy classics on that one like “Practice Patience,” “1,000,000” and the ten-minute epic, “The Thunder Queen.” Golbon, in turn, had put out an album called Ms. Victorious where she confidently integrated more Persian musical influence into her sound and even a little more heaviness; she somewhat controversially described Persian culture as emotionally “borderline.” And for this album Golbon and Adam redesigned Haji Firuz and dressed Golbon up as the new character for the cover and the branding. Amu Nowruz’s right-hand man, normally, as previously described, either a sooty guy or a black guy, was now a silver-skinned tin-soldier sort of figure who maintained the original character’s badass mix between a knight and a jester. This was, in essence, Golbon’s first and final response to the Haji Firuz controversy in the Iranian-American community; she had punted on the question of whether the character was racist by fixing him. Yes, this would not be enough for the ivory-tower axe-grinders, but it was popular enough that Iranian-Americans were starting to embrace the idea of a modernized, silver Haji. It was sort of like how everyone thought pirates talked the way they did just because the most famous pirate actor had a particularly distinctive and obscure English accent. Folklore came to imitate art.

This year’s Persian Monkey Party was the first one since Ms. Victorious had come out so there was a mix between silver and black Hajis. That was why it was weird. And that was why Safro, an experienced African-American artist whose favorite medium was illegally marred public surfaces, had cleverly combined a couple types of face paint so that when he killed the traitor Ezor and ran off, no one in the crowd would even be able to tell the police what color of Haji to look for.

A couple more things must be pointed out. Golbon, who was from Iowa, had a connection to Chicago because that’s where Adam Matheson was from. So some probably crazy discussions behind the scenes, where the beautiful people live, had resulted in Golbon agreeing to perform live on Sunday at the Persian Monkey Party at a discounted rate! Also, this was hardly a Persian-only festival. Partially because of the popularity of Golbon herself and partially because of the deliciousness of Persian food, all sorts of people came to this festival. Tens of thousands of people packed into a few walled-off city blocks— and plastered. While Persians were not necessarily known for drinking, a lot of them, especially the ones that had escaped to America after the revolution that created the Islamic so-called Republic of Iran, had what many unfamiliar people would consider a surprising disregard for the rules of Islam. Plus there was a lot of money to be made by getting everyone drunk, of course.

Golbon had done a lot to improve the reputation of Persians in the eyes of America; many Americans now confidently knew the difference between Iraq and Iran. Unfortunately this rising tide had not lifted the ship of the Arabs. Anyway, few people nowadays thought that Persians were an especially terroristic people; the police presence at the Persian Monkey Party was light because the city— and Monkey Business— wanted the vibe to stay fun.

Safro was not fun.

He was in a bad mood because Ezor had sold out to the Underqueen and the crew’s already meager territory was being squeezed, stifling their aura. The magical emptiness was starting to become startlingly painful, like being slammed in an iron maiden. The Underqueen’s Chthonic Crown had been appearing on the Low Lives’ turf in embarrassing places, and today at the Persian Monkey Party, what was going to happen had nothing to do with magic tags and everything to do with Ezor paying for what he did. No trial, just execution.

And he knew that Ezor was a big Golbon fan. I mean, who wasn’t? This place was packed. One of the reasons Golbon had been reluctant to play this festival had more or less become true. The Golbon fans were threatening to overshadow the broader celebration of Persian food and culture, and Golbon had not wanted to interfere with that. It would have perhaps been better for Safro he had just dressed in a Golbon shirt… but no, he still preferred the plan where he was Haji Firuz, in order to hide his face. There were some black people here, but not that many. Better to be in both blackface and silverface at the same time.

Safro bought a big, steaming cup of aash from a stand marked Maman’s Kitchen and a banner that said, “We put meat in our aash even though you’re not supposed to!” Safro decided that maybe aash was supposed to have meat in it because with this beef in it that melted in his mouth, it was really fucking good. It gave his belly the fire he would need to kill.

Febs had made him the costume. Febs was surprisingly talented with a sewing machine, perhaps because Febs liked to go to nerd conventions. But Febs, and indeed none of the rest of the crew, knew that Safro was here to kill Ezor. And he had to kill him before Golbon actually showed up at eight o’clock, because Golbon’s personal security detail would drastically increase the danger of being here because she was such a big celebrity and some crazy parasocial fan could easily try to kill her to fulfill a delusion that doing so would bring them together forever.

Safro devoured the aash— he had asked for a couple scoops of yogurt to be included in, as well as just a hint of mint— and then purchased some tea for contemplation. Where would Ezor be?

Part of being a successful graffiti artist involved dealing with spaces and places that had no obvious names. These were liminal spaces on the margins of society, tagged by people who were the same way. Surfaces and strips of land whose ownership was unclear. And Safro looked up at one of the big apartment buildings flanking the streets blocked off for the festival and he knew that he a good chance of finding Ezor there, exactly because its features were so ineffable. But an attempt will be made. Floors three through five of this building were all parking garage, and on the exterior they were covered by these big metal plates full of round holes (for ventilation?) to visually and elementally shield the cars inside, and also show off some
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