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In the bustling heart of Tehran, where the ancient whispers of poetry mingle with the roar of modern traffic, stories like Diana and Behtash's unfold every day. Ink & Asphalt is my attempt to capture that delicate dance between tradition and aspiration, where young creatives navigate the asphalt streets of opportunity while wielding the ink of their dreams. Drawing from the vibrant tapestry of Iranian culture; its art, music, films, and the unyielding spirit of its people; this novel explores the tensions of pursuing passion amid familial expectations, societal norms, and the thrill of unexpected connections.

I wrote this book during a time when I reflected deeply on my own roots in Tehran, inspired by the resilient artists and film-makers who challenge conventions in subtle yet profound ways. Through Diana's graphic designs and Behtash's short films, I hope to illuminate the beauty of self-expression in a world that often demands conformity. This is not just a romance; it's a celebration of the human spirit's ability to blend chaos and creativity into something enduring.

Whether you're wandering Valiasr Street or dreaming from afar, may this story remind you that love and art can pave new paths, even on the most crowded roads.

Max Nabati
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Chapter 1
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The sun hung low in the sky, casting a warm golden hue over the bustling streets of Tehran. Diana hurried along the crowded pavement of Valiasr Street, her mind racing with thoughts of deadlines and designs. As a freelance graphic designer, she thrived on creativity, but today felt different. The weight of her parents’ expectations loomed over her like a dark cloud, threatening to overshadow her passion; they insisted she abandon her "unstable" art career for a secure job in a government office, a path that felt like a cage to her free spirit.

With her headphones in and music blaring; a mix of Hayedeh's classic Persian tunes​[1] and modern indie tracks; Diana barely noticed the world around her. She was lost in her own thoughts when, suddenly, she collided with someone. Stumbling back, she pulled out her earbuds and looked up.

“Sorry! I didn’t see you there,” she exclaimed, brushing a strand of hair behind her ear, careful to adjust her hijab in the public eye.

“No harm done,” came the smooth voice of a young man. He had warm brown eyes and a disarming smile that made her heart skip a beat. “I’m Behtash. I was just picking up my next passenger.”

Diana glanced at the Uber logo on his car parked nearby. “I’m Diana. Nice to meet you.”

“Nice to meet you too,” he replied, his gaze lingering a moment longer than necessary. “You seem busy. What’s got you rushing?”

“Oh, just work,” she said with a sigh. “I have a project due soon, and my parents are breathing down my neck about my future; marriage, stability, the whole traditional package.” She instantly regretted sharing that personal detail but felt an unexpected urge to confide in him, perhaps because his easy demeanour reminded her of the freedom she craved.

Behtash nodded, his expression shifting to one of understanding. “I get it. My family wants me to settle down and find a ‘real’ job too. But I’m trying to make it as a film-maker, even if it means dodging questions at family gatherings during Nowruz​[2].”

“Film-maker? That’s amazing!” Diana’s interest piqued. “What kind of films do you make?”

“Short films mostly,” he replied, his enthusiasm evident. “I love telling stories that challenge societal norms; like the pressures on young people in Tehran. It’s tough, but I can’t imagine doing anything else.”

Diana felt a spark of connection with Behtash. His passion mirrored her own; an unyielding desire to create and express herself despite the pressures around them. But a nagging voice in her head, echoing her mother's warnings about "proper" interactions with strangers, added a layer of internal conflict.

“I’d love to see your work sometime,” she said impulsively.

“Really? That would be great! I have a screening coming up next week at a small venue near Tajrish​[3],” he replied, his eyes lighting up. “You should come.”

“Count me in!” she exclaimed, feeling a rush of excitement mixed with apprehension; what if her parents found out?

They exchanged numbers, and as they prepared to part ways, Behtash hesitated. “Hey, if you ever need a break from work, let me know. I could show you around the city; maybe hike up to Darband​[4] for some fresh air.”

“I might take you up on that,” Diana said, her heart racing at the thought of spending more time with him, though she wondered how she'd explain it to her inquisitive friend Layla.

With one last smile, Behtash climbed into his car and drove off, leaving Diana standing on the pavement, a mix of emotions swirling inside her. She couldn’t shake the feeling that their encounter was more than just a coincidence.

As she resumed her walk, the weight of her parents' expectations felt slightly lighter. For the first time in weeks, she allowed herself to dream about what could be; about pursuing her art and perhaps finding someone who understood her struggles. But later that evening, a call from Layla brought reality crashing back: "Diana, be careful. Tehran isn't like the movies; people talk."
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The days leading up to Behtash’s screening were a blur for Diana. She poured herself into her work, using the anticipation as motivation. Her project, a vibrant digital campaign for a local art gallery inspired by Persian miniatures​[5], began to take shape, reflecting the excitement ignited within her. Yet, her parents' subtle jabs at dinner; hinting at arranged suitors; added tension, making her question if chasing dreams was worth the family rift.

Finally, the day arrived. Diana stood in front of her mirror, nervously adjusting her outfit; a simple yet elegant black dress paired with a denim jacket and a colourful scarf that nodded to Tehran's street fashion. She wanted to look casual but put-together. After one last glance, she grabbed her bag and headed out, texting Layla for moral support: "Wish me luck!"

The venue was a small independent cinema tucked away in a cosy neighbourhood near Tajrish Bazaar. As she approached, she could hear the faint sound of laughter and chatter. Taking a deep breath, she stepped through the doors, enveloped by the warm ambiance.

Behtash spotted her from across the room and waved enthusiastically. He looked effortlessly cool in a fitted shirt and jeans, his hair slightly tousled. Diana felt a flutter in her stomach as she made her way toward him.

“Hey! I’m so glad you came,” he said, his smile wide.

“Wouldn’t miss it,” she replied, returning his smile. “I’m excited to see your film!”

They chatted briefly about their projects, but Diana's mind raced with worry; what if this "date" crossed cultural lines? As the lights dimmed, she settled in.

Behtash’s short film was a poignant exploration of identity and belonging, filled with striking visuals of Tehran's chaotic traffic and quiet teahouses​[6]. Diana felt deeply connected, the characters' struggles resonating with her own. When credits rolled, she turned to him, eyes shining.

“That was incredible! You have such a talent for storytelling,” she said.

“Thank you! It means a lot,” he replied, cheeks flushing. “I’m glad you enjoyed it.”

As the crowd dispersed, Behtash suggested coffee at a nearby café. Diana agreed, thrilled yet cautious.

The café was quaint, filled with the rich aroma of freshly brewed Persian tea and baklava. They found a corner table, conversation flowing about childhoods in Tehran, dreams, and favourites like Khosrow Sinai​[7] films.

“What inspires your designs?” Behtash asked curiously.

Diana paused. “The stories behind the art; culture, emotion, personal experience. I want my designs to evoke feelings, like the poetry of Hafez​[8].”

“That’s beautiful,” he said. “Film-making is about connecting people too.”

As they talked into the evening, Diana felt a deeper connection, but a text from Layla interrupted: "How's it going? Remember, keep it halal!" It added a humorous yet real layer of conflict.

They left and wandered through a nearby park under street-lights, the night air cool with laughter from couples.

“Thanks for tonight,” Behtash said as they paused at a small bridge overlooking a pond. Moonlight danced






d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





