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Dedication

To my parents,
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Epigraph

           And indeed, Yunus was among the messengers

           When he ran away to the laden ship

           And he drew lots and was among the losers.

           Then the fish swallowed him, while he was blameworthy.

           And had he not been among those who exalt Allah,

           He would have remained inside its belly until the day they are resurrected.

               —QURAN, SURAH AS-SAFFAT 37:139–144

Solitary confinement in prison can alter the ontological makeup of a stone.

               —JACK HENRY ABBOTT, IN THE BELLY OF THE BEAST
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I CLIMBED THE HILLOCK every day since I took the job at Jannatabad Bus Terminal, but that morning my body begged me to head back home. I paused halfway, lungs on fire and veins throbbing in my head, and looked upward.

A hundred yards away, the rusting, ramshackle terminal gate loomed like the first portal of hell. Under the downcast spring sky of Tehran, I stood with my hands on my hips and arched my back to expand my lungs. I thought of a wisecrack Hamid Fadavi had made in our first meeting: “You’ll always know a good bus driver by his flat ass.” As soon as this crossed my mind, I was ashamed. Hamid had been languishing in solitary for forty days, refusing food for the last seven of them. With hundreds of bus drivers intending to stage a strike in his support, here I was dragging my feet to the gate and thinking only of his stale joke.

I resumed the climb, but my heart began to race and numbness spread through my legs. It occurred to me that I might be ill. I could simply go home and come back tomorrow with a story about my sickness. I turned to go down.

A group of drivers were marching determinedly up the hill. They had seen me. One of them waved. I waved back and turned around again toward the gate. I pretended to flick some dust off my uniform and started back up.

* * *

The Jannatabad Bus Terminal stretched from Laleh Boulevard all the way up to the south side of Hemmat Expressway. The city had dedicated this massive plot of land to buses at a time when no one could have imagined that Tehran would extend so far west. Even as high-rises grew up around them, hundreds of the identical auburn vehicles fended off incursions into their asphalt territory. Seen from the hilltop’s vantage point, the buses formed random geometrical configurations, among which wandered uniformed bus drivers like an army of brown ants. In the mornings, the drivers scattered from their social clusters into the vehicles to start the day shift. But today, I saw them form a conglomeration in front of the management premises, located at the eastern edge of the terminal. As I descended the other side of the hillock toward them, I imagined myself shrinking in the eyes of the men behind me.

The drivers huddled in small circles before the building. Everyone looked better than usual. Their yellowed skins, prematurely wrinkled by the vagaries of Tehran traffic and the effects of chain-smoking cheap cigarettes, had taken on a flush. Their eyes, usually set in dead stares, shone wide and alert. The place was boisterous like a schoolyard. More than half the faces there were new. They had come from other transportation hubs in the city, like the Azadi or Park-e Shahr or Tajrish terminals. But no one was a stranger. Everyone I passed smiled and patted me on the back like we were old friends.

“Yunus!” someone called. I turned and saw Ibrahim waving from inside a small huddle of men. I waved back, and he walked over. In our terminal, his enthusiasm for the strike was unparalleled. He hugged me tightly, like my arrival was the key to his plan’s success. His uniform was carefully ironed, his eyes glinted, and his face beamed. He looked as flushed and fresh as a rich man at the beach.

Ibrahim began to bring me up to speed. Hamid was still on a hunger strike in Evin Prison, in critical condition. The news had come out that morning that he had been tortured, and his arm had been broken. Another jailed union member, in Rajaeeshahr Prison, had an infection in his eye, and the guards had denied him medical assistance.

Before Ibrahim could say more, someone called to him. He broke off and rushed away without a goodbye.

A shriek of microphone feedback shocked the crowd into silence. The terminal felt instantly colder, as though the sound had blasted away all the warmth in the air. The noise hurt my ears.

From the sea of drivers, a man emerged and climbed up onto a makeshift platform. In one hand, he clutched a microphone tightly at his chest. Shading his eyes with the other hand, he looked left and right, and his mouth curled up into a triumphant smile. The crowd of brown uniforms stirred and pressed toward him. I was carried like a stray piece of debris on the surface of a river and ended up closer to the platform than I wanted.

“My dear brothers and sisters,” he yelled into the microphone. So there were women among us. Or maybe he had said “sisters” out of habit. His thick Bushehri accent amplified the shrillness of his voice. A full beard covered his fat face, and the collar of his wrinkled gray shirt was open down to his chest, divulging a mass of chest hair. Farther down, the shirt stretched tautly over the watermelon-size belly that hung supreme over his belt.

As the crowd quieted down, I could hear female voices whispering behind me. I turned and saw two women. I stared at them in awe and tried to think of a gesture that would express my gratitude for their presence in the strike. A man next to them cleared his throat and frowned at me. I swiveled back.

“We all came here this morning,” screamed the man into the mic, “to demand the authorities . . . from the Ahmadinejad administration to the offices of the Supreme Leader . . . to release our . . . jailed brothers.” He had stumbled three times in one sentence. The drivers around me shook their heads and grumbled, unhappy with this embarrassing start.

“They are jailed,” the speaker continued, “only because they pursued the basic rights every citizen should be entitled to.” At this he halted and breathed noisily. The drivers snickered. Some even booed. I felt for him. His wheezing sounded like mine as I struggled to crest the hill. It was time for him to cede the podium. His pained expression indicated that he knew this just as well as the rest of us.

“My dear brothers and sisters,” he said, pausing dramatically, “it is my great honor to introduce our speaker for the morning, Davoud Shabestani!”

Admiring moans and an explosion of clapping followed this. I had never heard the name, but I made noises of approval and cheered along with the crowd. A tall, bearded man stepped up onto the platform and stood with composed stillness. The drivers roared even louder. He wore a neat gray suit and an ironed white shirt.

“I am sure you all know Davoud,” the speaker said. “No one has devoted so much time and work, so much energy, to our union. As you probably know, Davoud spent twelve years in prison before and after the revolution. He understands as well as anyone how our jailed brothers feel.”

The speaker handed him the microphone. Clapping erupted again. Davoud held the microphone in a steady grip and impassively regarded the crowd. The man who had introduced him stepped off the stage.

“We have a difficult path ahead,” he began, his tone as somber as his face. “We are all on a journey together, one that will never end. For the path toward justice knows no end. The truth is, we all will die before any semblance of what we fight for comes to fruition on Earth. But we shouldn’t allow this fact to dishearten us, because the destination is here. The destination is now. As long as you walk this path, you are at your destination. I see before me the hardworking men who risk their lives to serve a sublime cause, and this fills my heart with conviction. I don’t need to get anywhere from here. I am where I have always strived to be. Today, standing among you, I feel the mercy of God pulsing through my soul. If you feel it too, then you are where you should be. You are a warrior in our battle against Zolm.”

The crowd was silent. I examined myself to see whether something divine pulsed in me, but I didn’t sense anything. The coldness that had set in earlier dissipated as Davoud spoke.

“But what is Zolm? The word of God leaves no room for doubt. Zolm is defying the order of the world. It is the imposition of your preferred order on God’s design. The Quran is unequivocal on those who commit Zolm: ‘The Zalimoun shall never triumph,’ promises Allah. ‘Woe to the Zalimoun from the torment of a painful day.’ My brothers and sisters, we should all look in the mirror every night and ask ourselves, ‘Did I commit Zolm today? Did I interfere with the divine design?’ You don’t need to be well versed in the interpretation of the Quran to know the answer. If you sit in comfort in a ventilated room exploiting a driver who works twelve hours a day in heat and cold, this is Zolm. If your employee demands better health insurance and you call the police, you are a Zalim, a perpetrator of Zolm. If your bank account is swelling and people who work for you go to bed hungry, you are a Zalim.”

Someone shouted something. A round of applause broke out. Davoud waited out the clapping with a stonelike face.

“Look at them!” Davoud yelled, pointing at something behind the crowd. Hundreds of heads turned at once.

* * *

In the direction of the gate, where the hillock met the asphalt, groups of uniformed forces had taken up position. It was terrifying how quickly and quietly they had arrayed themselves. The majority of them were police, lurking behind the special guard that formed the front line, huge young men dressed in black, armored from head to toe with only their eyes and mouths visible, like mutated beetles escaped from a lab. The guards held transparent shields and long batons. Plainly clothed militia, Basijis, stood among the police in single-color shirts and cotton pants, brandishing sticks or tapping them on their thighs. They seemed to be the most harmless of the oppressors, yet everyone knew they were the only ones who would be willing to hurt us.

“Look at them!” Davoud spoke forcefully into the mic. “They think I am intimidated. They think their baton-waving thugs and gun-toting cops can scare me off this platform. Listen! I am talking to you back there. You came here to beat up the innocent people who take you to work, who take your children to school every day. You decided to side with the Zalimoun. You are the army of Zolm. I was in the Shah’s prison for five years. This regime kept me in jail for seven years. I have met the death angel in flesh and blood. Come here and put a bullet in my head! I want nothing more than to ascend into the embrace of God!”

Davoud stepped down from the platform. The crowd exploded. Cheers and shouts rose from all corners. Men of all ages and stripes yelled and screamed, their faces red, veins bulging on their necks. I jumped up and down, shouting and waving my middle finger in the direction of the guards.

Soon everyone had turned to face the police to yell demands of all kinds at them. Some wanted the resignation of the transportation minister, others the release of political prisoners or accountability from Ahmadinejad. As I repeated the slogans of others, adding my voice to the cacophony, I felt that I was levitating, afloat on the nimbus of rage we were shouting into existence.

The special guards came forward, the sun glinting off the slick surfaces of their armor. They brandished their shields and batons. The Basijis followed them. The police shuffled behind like shy children. They formed a half circle around the crowd and trapped us. Behind the line of forces, the buses sat in silent anguish.

From somewhere behind the guards, a man spoke into a megaphone. “My dear friends, I represent the office of the mayor of Tehran.” Boos and insults met this announcement. I couldn’t see who was speaking because the swarm of officers concealed him.

“This morning we had a productive meeting with the members of the city council. We understand you and sympathize with you. We have concluded that your requests should be met, and we are working with the intelligence services to release the jailed drivers.”

The crowd jeered and roared like the man was a bad stand-up comedian. He kept talking, but the noise on our side rose so high I could hardly hear him. I first booed along but then decided to listen more. His muffled words did make some sense. They had bothered to meet and discuss and had sent an envoy to negotiate. The strike had already worked. We could give them twenty-four hours and get back to work, and go on strike again if they went back on their promises. But under the influence of the crowd, my rage came welling back and I started to heckle again. “Liar! Scumbag!” I screamed.

The driver next to me tapped on my shoulder and proceeded to recount the story of the mayor’s brutal response to the schoolteachers’ strike. There was no reason to believe they would treat us any better, he said. I nodded as he spoke. Another driver turned to describe the various occasions when the union had trusted the authorities and later regretted it. I nodded at him too. All the while, the envoy kept screaming into the megaphone. As the minutes dragged on, his insistence began to make some impact. I heard new, fearful murmuring in the crowd. “Maybe we should postpone the strike,” said one man standing ahead of me to another. “They’re all armed. We should negotiate before it gets violent.” Others around me started to echo this. I wanted to join in but kept my mouth shut.

A few men pressed back through the crowd to the platform, jostling and elbowing us aside. They drew to a halt around Davoud. Through a crack in the mass of people, I could see part of his face. He was shaking his head at one of the young men speaking to him. Another man started to talk, but Davoud only shook his head harder. Then he responded, keeping his eyes fixed on the ground. He hardly moved his mouth when he spoke. The men seemed to assent to whatever he was saying and dispersed without speaking further.

Shortly after that brief meeting, new chants broke out from small, dispersed pockets in the crowd. “We are here to root out Zolm!” “Political prisoners must be released!” I thought that the men who had spoken to Davoud must have instigated this. They must have been seasoned agitators who knew how to take the pulse of a rally. The chants spread fast. I went along and joined in without thinking about what I was saying. Soon the agitators had drummed up a fresh surge of rage. I recognized this manipulation, but I couldn’t keep myself from reveling in it.

The envoy, who had fallen silent, spoke again. His barely concealed frustration made him seem pathetic. “It’s a shame you decided to turn down my offer, but I respect your choice. I am not in a position to tell you what you should do. However, I am accountable to the people of Tehran. We can’t let you take the buses hostage. Our brothers have volunteered to drive the routes and serve the stranded people in the streets. Please respect them as we respect you.”

So that was why they had formed the half circle. They had outsmarted our leaders, who had let us walk into this trap. People yelled angrily at the special guards. The police crept closer, the gaps in their lines rapidly disappearing. I saw a bus coming down the hill from the gate. It parked near our own fleet and disgorged thirty-odd young men, who walked with brisk efficiency toward our buses.

Now the stakes of the conflict shifted. The drivers clashed with the line of guards. Many wanted to squeeze through and attack these strikebreakers. As the drivers yelled and cursed and pushed and punched against the transparent shields, the guards exercised restraint. I spotted my bus and hoped vainly that it wouldn’t be taken over like the others.

Engines revved, and the first vehicle rolled slowly out of its parking spot.

Then I saw the woman.

Or rather, I saw a screaming black chador flying through a narrow space between two guards. I didn’t know how she broke the line. Now she was past the forces, running on the open asphalt between the guards and the buses, the dark fabric of her dress flapping in the air. From behind, she looked like a mourning angel.

She got in front of the first bus and lay on the ground, faceup.

“Who is she?” I asked the driver next to me.

“Hamid Fadavi’s wife,” he said.

The bus rolled toward her. The pushing and tugging of the crowd subsided on our side. We watched, frozen in place. The bus slowed jerkily to a stop a dozen feet before the woman. The driver got out, leaned against the vehicle’s door, and stared dumbly at the unexpected roadblock. Emerging from behind the line of guards, five Basijis ran over and surrounded her.

Looming over the prone woman, one of the men yelled something at her. The drivers closest to them at the front of the crowd stirred. The Basiji must have threatened her. Even from a distance, I could see that the man was red in the face. The woman ignored him. He turned to his colleagues and spoke. They seemed hesitant. The man gestured again. As the crowd grew agitated on our side of the human barricade, the Basijis looked at one another. No one wanted to be the first to touch the defenseless woman.

From where I was, the scene looked like it could devolve into gang rape. The hesitation of the men intensified the horror. Now the drivers were cursing and pushing the guards. I managed to move closer and could see the nervous faces of the police. Hamid’s wife had thrown them off. They kept one mistrustful eye on us and the other on their colleagues.

Two of the Basijis tentatively took hold of the woman’s wrists, and a third one went for her leg. The woman kicked and screamed and writhed around. My face was hot with anger. The crowd was on the verge of explosion. She wriggled her hands out of the uncertain grasp of the men and held them close to her body. They watched her appraisingly and then grabbed her again. We punched and kicked even more wildly than before. The guards dropped their last veneer of composure and pushed back against us with their shields. They also began to use their batons on us.

Behind the guards, one of the Basijis lost his temper. In front of hundreds of witnesses, he lunged forward and kicked the woman in the ribs.

At that, my stomach lurched. Though it was hardly possible through the bedlam, I swore I could hear the sound of her ribs breaking. Pain spiraled around my own rib cage and squeezed a cry out of my body. That was the loudest sound I had ever produced, yet people around me hardly heard it, so thick were the screams of anger and disgust.

The other Basijis released their hold on the woman and stared at the attacker in disbelief. She rolled over, gathered her knees to her chest, and wailed. This deep, atavistic sob rose above the clamor and tore away the last shreds of our restraint. We launched ourselves at the guards with all the force in our bodies. I kicked and threw punches in every direction at anyone whose outfit was not brown. I was ecstatic with anger. The guards also fought with everything they had. They outweighed us in arms. We outweighed them in rage.

I punched a Basiji in the back at the same time a cop in front of me whacked a driver’s legs with his baton. I was about to lunge and kick the cop when, out of the corner of my eye, I caught the long, thin shadow of a stick arcing fast across the asphalt to my right. I decided to kick the policeman anyway while he remained a defenseless target. Even when the shadow shortened as the baton reached its zenith before coming down again, I still focused my efforts on the policeman and turned too late to the guard.

When his baton came into contact with my body, I felt no pain. Rather, the blow sent numbness through my limbs. I remained conscious long enough to realize that the stick was electrified. I looked at the attacker and saw the dark orifice of his mouth rimmed with crooked teeth. I tried to flee but couldn’t take a step. My head bobbed disjointedly, and my muscles convulsed. Fire spread beneath my skin, and I collapsed.

From the ground, I watched the darting silhouettes around me. Footwear of all kinds stepped into view in front of my face: sneakers, military boots, worn-out Melli shoes, dirty leather sandals. Some men came very near to me as they stumbled, jumped, and kicked. I sensed that they made contact with me but heard no sound and experienced no pain. My ears shut themselves to the outside world, yet I could hear the squeals of my muscles and bones pleading for help.

The paralysis receded slowly. I couldn’t tell how much time had passed, but finally I turned to my side and got up. I staggered, pressing through flailing bodies, across the asphalt to one of the buses, where I sat on the bumper and held my knees. The pandemonium moved over me like a floating pall. I peeked at the fight from behind the bus, knowing that I couldn’t be a part of it anymore. The baton had sucked my body empty.

I gathered myself and stepped onto the bumper so I could use the handle of the engine hatch to haul myself up. My other foot found the top of the taillight. From this position, I stretched and grabbed the edge of the roof and with a last burst of strength heaved myself onto the top of the bus.

I lay faceup, dizzy, lungs on fire. The clouds drifted above, softly colliding and merging, sometimes passing briefly over the sun. The sky calmed me. I rolled over to observe the metal roof. I had spent my whole adult life at the wheel, always a couple of feet beneath this surface, and I had never seen the roof up close. My hand trailed across the warm, smooth metal. I put my face on it, closed my eyes, and let its heat soothe me, like a baby laying his head on his mother’s bosom.

* * *

The stomp of boots behind the bus jerked me back to reality. A man yelled out an insult. Then something hit his body with a hushed thud. Another blow crushed the words in his throat and distorted them into a wail. More thuds followed, then his groaning stopped. Silence. A pair of feet sprinted away.

I crawled over to the edge of the roof and looked down. The man was twisting back and forth on the ground. A thick layer of blood covered his face. His left arm was bent awkwardly out of shape and his fingers were curled into a misshapen half fist. My stomach turned. Before I could pull back, I threw up. Vomit rained down and splattered over the man’s pants. I ducked out of view before he realized what had happened.

I dragged myself to the other side of the roof and watched the fight. The battlefield had spread out, and the violence had intensified. Batons flashed up and down rhythmically, and men fell like chopped trees. The air was shot through with wailing and grunting and thuds and snaps. Blood was everywhere on the asphalt. Some of the wounded men fidgeted spastically.

Half an hour later, things wound down. Most drivers had either fled the scene or hidden behind or between buses. I spotted a few. As far as I could see, I was the only coward who had watched the fight from a roof. Others either had been arrested and were lined up against the bus that had brought the new drivers or were lying injured on the ground.

Ambulances roared into the terminal to carry the wounded away. Those arrested were led into a bus and driven off. I waited until there was nothing before me but empty buses and blood-spattered asphalt. I rolled over again to lie faceup and stared vacantly at the sky. 




THE NEXT MORNING I woke up at four out of habit, but I didn’t leave the bed. A splitting headache and aching muscles nailed me to the mattress. Pain bored into my head, like someone had hammered nails into my skull in the night. My back and legs had stiffened. With difficulty, I rolled over and cried into the pillow until my mouth went dry.

In the sitting room, I could barely recognize my own possessions. The TV seemed unfamiliar, larger than the day before. So did the couch, the old rug, the yellowing plant, and the table I had found on the street twelve years before. I had never liked it, yet I had kept it all this time. An urge to smash it all up came over me, but my muscles lacked the strength.

In the kitchen, I put on the kettle and stared at the film of dust on the window. It had rained during the night. I thought of Ibrahim. His flushed face and vivid eyes, his childlike excitement when he told me about the prisoners. He was so unlike the deeply depressed man I had known for years. He had faith in what he was doing. He had come alive. Where was he now? Possibly in the corner of a dungeon, writhing in pain.

My thoughts turned to Davoud. I recalled his affected seriousness with loathing. He was nothing more than a political arsonist, I decided. A monster who knew how to use calculated, cynical stunt politics. His eloquent, firm sentences that stimulated the crowd, quotations from the Quran, all to quench his thirst for blood. “Fuck you, Davoud,” I said to the empty room. If we had accepted the deal, none of this would have happened.

I opened the fridge. Its emptiness further enraged me. I kicked the door shut and cursed before shuffling out of the kitchen. I put my forehead against the sitting room window. Blood pulsed painfully through the veins compressed by the glass.

The street was awake. Cars rolled out of garages. People trickled out of buildings. The Afghan man was pulling his grocery stand to his spot on the street and setting things up for the day. Rajab, the blind beggar, had already taken up position on the corner by the curb and laid out his ragged cloth and begging bowl. Everyone was going about his daily routine, as if nothing of any particular import had transpired in the city the day before.

I returned to the kitchen, made tea, and sat at the table. The empty chair on the other side stared at me. I wished someone were sitting there. Not that I wanted to talk. A human voice would have repulsed me. But I longed for the presence of another person, a flesh-and-blood human body sitting there doing and saying nothing, not even moving. I tried to pick up the glass of tea, but it felt immovably heavy.

I went back to the sitting room, overwatered the plant, slumped on the couch, and stared at the black TV screen. Faces and voices emerged, rose up, and died away before my mind’s eye. The scream of the woman in the chador reverberated in my rib cage again. I stared again at the snarling mouth of the man who had whipped me into paralysis. Torn clothes. Blood smears. The disfigurement of broken bones.

I had no desire to leave the house that day, but staying in would drive me insane. Last night I had thought I would never drive a bus again, but now sitting in traffic and talking to passengers seemed like the only remedy for my abjectness.

* * *

I knew the terminal would be empty, but its deathly silence startled me. From the hilltop, I saw long lines of buses hunched somberly on the pavement like dogs silently mourning the deaths of their owners. No one was at the gate, but force of habit sent me to the check-in booth. I found the file for my vehicle in a drawer, fixed it onto a wood clipboard, and descended the hill.

They had washed the blood off the ground and reparked the buses. I found mine and began the ritual. I walked around it to see if there were any scratches or smears. The first box ticked. Inside, I surveyed the seats to see if any of them were broken, scratched, or written on. People loved writing lewd shit and insults to politicians. We were supposed to report these every morning, and we couldn’t leave the terminal before they were removed. I found “I want to come on your face” and “FUCK AHMADINEJAD.” I reported both on the form that no one would see.

I sat down at the wheel and listened. The silence attacked me. I turned on the engine and pressed the gas so the roar would fill the emptiness. I maneuvered the bus stealthily at first, like a criminal sneaking out of a crime scene. At the gate, I got out and put the report in its slot, then got back behind the wheel and began my usual route on the long, straight street that connected Pounak to Azadi Square.

It was west Tehran’s third day without buses. Bracing myself for insults and curses, I pulled up to the first stop. The chaos far surpassed what I had anticipated. A throng of people had crammed under the awning to wait for me. Before the door fully opened, they rushed aboard, pushing and jostling. “You assholes finally deigned to work,” a middle-aged man yelled. That set things off. Other people lit in with insults about my mother, and the mayor’s and the president’s. They cursed one another, their families, and whoever runs the world and destined them to be born, of all places, in Iran. I closed my eyes and willed myself to let their words roll off me.

By the third stop, the bus was full. The passengers ignored me, preferring to focus their energy on the fight over space. Now everyone swore and shouted. Several times I opened my mouth to curse back before I stopped myself. I sympathized with them. They had been punished for two days. Most of them did not listen to BBC radio or read blogs. What they knew was that the bus drivers were the face of the citywide ineptitude that poisoned their lives.

At the fourth stop, the bus became a full-blown battlefield. Verbal attacks led to forceful pushing and shoving and elbowing. The youth shamelessly knocked the elderly aside. Men carelessly forced their way past women. The attacks on me increased, and my high-minded tolerance started to run out. By the fifth stop, the passengers on board were squeezed together so that they formed one airtight bulk. The people who couldn’t get on shouted in anger, accused the ones aboard of selfishness, and begged them to make room.

When the door finally sighed shut against the compressed mass of human flesh, I cursed Davoud. First in my mind, then under my breath, then out loud. I thought of his immaculate suit and his martyr-like air, his tidy and charismatic self-presentation. Everyone on board was suffering because of his arrogance, and they were the very people Davoud and his ilk claimed they wanted to help. Rich people had cars and had gotten to work already. I hated him and the union and my complicity and cowardice. My hands clutched at the wheel. I imagined grabbing Davoud by the collar in the terminal and dragging him off the platform, kneeing him in the gut, shoving him behind the wheel of a bus, and forcing him to work.

A motorcycle rider nudged his way into a tiny space between me and a Nissan truck on my left and then darted out in front of me. Getting cut off in Tehran traffic was no novelty, but at that moment my body was tense with rage. My shaking right foot slammed on the brakes to avoid an accident. The bus lurched hard, upsetting the precarious balance of its cargo. People knocked each other over like dominoes. Their screaming rose to a feverish pitch before it crested and gave way to quieter swearing. Out of this, one distinct voice rose.

“Stop the bus! You broke my nose!”

The collective attention settled on this new problem.

“Oh, she’s bleeding!”

“Give her a napkin! Stop the bus!”

“Her face hit the bar!”

“Stop! You broke her nose!”

I pulled over and opened the front door. In the rearview mirror I saw the mass of passengers cleave itself in two, opening up a path for the injured woman. She huffed her way through and stopped in front of me. Her small, beady eyes glared fixedly above her broken nose, to which she held a blood-smeared tissue.

“What happened?” I asked.

“Are you blind? I guess you are or you wouldn’t drive like that.”

“I’m sorry.”

“You can say sorry to the court.”

“It was the biker’s fault. He cut me off. I had to slam on the brakes.”

“Oh I know that, but I don’t care. They should round up all you drivers just for keeping people hanging around like this in the street.”

She got off the bus, took a notebook and pen out of her purse, and wrote down the license plate number with a dramatic flourish.

My nerves were totally shot now. Back in the eighties, when problems like this occurred, we didn’t have cause to be concerned because we had accident insurance. The transportation administration had a team of full-time lawyers who dealt with people who threatened to sue and a little clinic that fixed up superficial injuries for free. We had this all through the war. Now the lawyers were gone. The clinic was gone. The accident insurance was gone. Five years ago, when a passenger fell and broke his finger, I spent a week in court and paid two months’ salary to get out of a lawsuit. Every driver sat behind the wheel in fear of an accident that could ruin him. And we were supposed to just shut up and drive. Of course we went on strike.

I proceeded past the Marzdaran crossroad to the next stop. The fight over space on board had broken out again. Insults and curses from the street reached my ears, as did the complaining of passengers on the bus. I registered it only dimly. I was too far gone down the track of my thoughts. Davoud had a point. We had tried many times to negotiate. They had responded with batons and sticks, their bellies fat off the money we had made them. I watched people in the mirror. We couldn’t count on them. They were a selfish mob, politically and spiritually destitute. Obsessed with their narrow interests, their most sublime experiences in life were birth and death. In between, nothing but greed and lies and backstabbing to get ahead in the collective run toward the edge of the cliff. Not a single one of them asked me why the buses were not running. How many of them had ever thought of a bus driver’s life? None. Even after being stuck on the streets for two days, they refused to try. It was easier for them to think that we were lazy. Davoud was right. The city needed the shock.

* * *

The bus disgorged more passengers at Aryashahr, the last stop before the Azadi Terminal, but the density of the crowd inside hardly changed. It was like scooping a bowl of water out of a lake. People on the ground outside the door pushed and complained. The ones on board yelled insults back or pretended to ignore them. When they got tired of shouting at one another, they turned to curse me and other drivers. I stared at them, feeling the words out of their mouths hitting me like pebbles. Though my last remnants of empathy had already withered away, I controlled myself. Just a bit more, then I could stop for the day. I would just park the bus at Azadi Terminal and take a taxi home.

Before I closed the door, I turned my head to check the traffic. Then I saw the boy.

He stood by the front bumper, staring at me. He was hardly twenty years old, tall and thin with a well-drawn face. I stared back. He didn’t blink.

“What are you looking at, you piece of shit?” I murmured. His expresssion changed slightly, like he had read my lips, and he turned to the people in the line.

“Look at what they have done!” he yelled. His voice was resonant and surprisingly husky.

The passengers turned.

“People are suffering all over the city because bus drivers refuse to do their jobs!”

Like a trained theatre actor, he silenced the bickering with his voice. The jostling and pushing subsided. Now the crowd regarded the boy with interest, perking up at the prospect of drama.

I was ten minutes from the end of the route. I badly wanted to close the door and leave, but people were hanging from the first step, still trying to force their way inside. A thick, human chain formed from the bus to the ground that the door couldn’t cut through.

The boy came closer, stuck his head inside, and stared at me like a wild animal.

“You people are a bunch of sleazy assholes,” he said matter-of-factly.

At that, people cheered and tittered and made sounds of acknowledgment. Encouraged by the response, he moved away from the door and turned toward the rapt crowd. His hair was trimmed fashionably. His clothes seemed expensive. Not an average bus passenger. It made no sense that he was there. Anyone who could afford a taxi was gone by then. He must be on a mission. Maybe he was a professional agitator, an undercover Ettela’at agent, or a mercenary the government had hired to make a scene.

“Hey!” I found myself yelling. “You watch your mouth down there!”

The boy didn’t even deign to turn toward me.

“What the fuck do you know about bus drivers?” I shouted.

“Oh, I know a lot,” he said without looking. “The city council agreed to give you everything you asked for. You didn’t want it.”

“The city council has done nothing but lie to drivers. We trusted them a hundred times before and every single time they failed us. Now, you move along and stop lying to people or you’ll regret it.”

He turned toward me. “Just be honest,” he said. “You guys want to get paid more for less work to free up time for opium and whores!”

I shot to my feet. People rounded on the boy and told him to shut his mouth. The same people who had been egging him on a minute before. Some told me
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