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In the early twentieth century, Iran’s southeastern province of Khuzestan became the site of the first direct clash between Western and Iranian cultures and ways of life. The reason, of course, was oil, discovered in abundance in that region, and the concession for which was granted to the British. By 1913, an oil refinery, which eventually became the largest in the world, was built in the small port city of Abadan. In time, the city became the residence of a relatively large number of British nationals, who lived in the affluent section in comfortable Western-style homes, and poor migrant Iranian laborers from other parts of Iran, who lived either in crowded, small oil company housing or in shantytowns. Hence, the clash was not only cultural but also economic, and increasingly political. This situation also extended to other cities and towns of the province where the AngeloPersian Oil Company (APOC) had exploration and extraction projects. The son of an oil industry laborer, Ahmad Mahmoud (1931-2002) was born and raised in the provincial capital of Ahvaz, where he also worked in a variety of menial jobs during his youth. By the late 1940s and early 1950s, when Iranian Prime Minister Mohammad Mosaddeq spearheaded efforts to nationalize Iranian oil, Mahmoud, like many young people of


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

FOREWORD

[image: ]


his generation, had become involved in socialist-inspired politics, which generally meant the expression of discontent regarding the regime of the Shah (considered by the majority to be a puppet of the West) and, concurrently, opposition to Western exploitation of and influence in Iran. The result of the nationalization of the Iranian oil industry in 1951 was the overthrow of Mosaddeq’s popular government through a Britishinstigated coup d’état funded and executed by the CIA. The reinstatement of the Shah’s government and a police state following the brief moment of hope for democracy that Mosaddeq’s government had instilled in the majority of Iranians was the cause of disappointment and despair for old and young alike, in particular, Mahmoud’s generation. 

The Neighbors [Hamsayeha], Mahmoud’s first novel, is a product of and reflects not only the social and political events during those turbulent years when Mahmoud was growing up, form a naïve boy into a young man with dreams of social, political, and economic progress for this country inspired by young, educated socialist activists), but also the lives of poor workingclass families. Although Mahmoud had previously published several collections of short stories, the publication of The Neighbors in 1974 established him as an important writer, mainly because of his realistic depiction of life and historical events in mid-twentieth-century Iran. The Neighbors is largely an autobiographical novel. The life and experience of the protagonist, Khaled, at least based on what is known about the author’s background, reflect and seem to be a recollection of Mahmoud’s own. As he stated in interviews in later years, this novel is about the period in his life when he was “entrapped in the game of politics.” In fact, after completing his high school education, Mahmoud, similar to many ambitious young men whose families could not afford to send their children to a university, was admitted to a military college; and like his protagonist, he, along with many other military officers, was imprisoned in the wake of the 1953 coup d’état for leftist, socialist activities. The success of
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The Neighbors was not only due to its depiction of historical events that were of great interest to many readers, but also to the author’s realistic portrayal of many working-class characters and their lives. In contrast to the often highly enigmatic, symbolic, and sometimes surrealistic fiction written by the best-known writers in the late 1960s and 1970s, Mahmoud’s fictional replication of the tenants of a rental house in which several families live in one or two small rooms each—the interactions, relationships, and quarrels—struck a familiar chord with and was welcomed by Iranian readers. Although writing stories about the underprivileged has been quite common, even rather dominant, in the work of Iranian writers since the early decades of the twentieth century, Mahmoud, in contrast to those who romanticize the poor and present them as noble and stoic victims of the upper classes, presents us with a more realistic portrayal of the underclass, in which we find both good and evil characters, as well as some in between. Among numerous colorful characters in the novel, a most interesting figure is Bolur, an abused wife who is at the same time a seductress and source of sexual awakening for the teenage protagonist. The realistic portrayal of this character in particular has been a source of intrigue for both fans and detractors of Mahmoud’s work since its publication. Although sexual scenes were not infrequent in classical and modern Persian literature, Mahmoud’s depiction of the relationship between an older married woman and a young boy was rather unusual and, as some critics have pointed out, quite daring, even in the 1970s, when Iranians were exposed to an increasingly representation of sexual scenes in various visual and written forms.

As in much of his work, Mahmoud is an unpretentious writer in terms of the use of the “literary” language in Persian. He writes in a simple prose and masterfully records the speech idiosyncrasies, individual linguistic patterns, and dialects of his characters. The difference between his use of the Persian language of the ordinary people and the efforts made by many
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other writers who were not members of lower social classes is that when he replicates the speech of ordinary people, Mahmoud seems to do it comfortably, almost effortlessly. The particular dialect of Khuzestan province that Mahmoud uses in this work is a mixture of the various dialects of the migrants and natives of the province that has evolved into a distinct version of colloquial Persian generally recognized by native speakers of Persian. Because of the presence of the British and later other foreigners in the area, as well as the indigenous speakers of Arabic, Khuzestani Persian also contains lexical borrowings, especially form English that are not found in the speech of native speakers of Persian from other parts of Iran. The Persian reader’s full comprehension of the dialect used in the novel sometimes requires the assistance of a native speaker form Khuzestan. In the same vein, the rendition of the dialogues, found throughout The Neighbors is a daunting task for any translator. As the translator of The Neighbors, Nastaran Kherad, who spent part of her childhood before the Islamic Revolution in the region, has the advantage of not only knowing the local idioms, but also being closely familiar with the people and places that we find in Mahmoud’s novel.

~M.R. Ghanoonparvar
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THE NEIGHBORS


Once again Bolur Khanom’s wailing resonates in the sprawling courtyard. Aman Aqa is at it again, beating her with his leather belt. The sun is not up yet. I jump out of my bedroll and quickly head out of our room. Mother has just put the kettle on the kerosene burner. It is twilight and cold.

Bolur Khanom’s cries fill the courtyard. She’s moaning and cursing Aman Aqa’s folks, dead or alive, all of them. Suddenly, the door to her room flings open and she’s thrown out. A few of the neighbors, their arms folded against their chests, looking anxious, come and stand in front of their rooms. Bolur Khanom’s entire body is showing. I’m sure she’s not wearing any underwear. One time I was in the pigeon coop. She didn’t know I was there and I heard her tell the other women, “The elastic of the underwear leaves a mark on my waistline. Besides this way is better. You’re always ready for it.”

Aman Aqa darts out of the room and starts beating Bolur Khanom. I go around the small moss covered pool in the middle of the courtyard. I stand next to the pigeon coop and watch Bolur Khanom cursing and writhing under the lashes. Her thighs are already bruised.

A few days ago, while I was sitting on the stairs leading up to the rooftop, making a kite, Bolur Khanom came up, sat on a step above me, gathered her skirt, and pulled it up. There were bruises all over her fleshy thighs. I asked her, “Bolur Khanom,


why does Aman Aqa beat you so much?” “’Cause he’s a bastard,” she said, laughing.

“Bastard? What’s that mean?” I asked.


“You’re too young to understand these sorts of things,” she said.

Then she pulled up her skirt even higher, and I let go of my kite, staring at her fleshy thighs, which were tight against each other. Here and there, all along on her thighs, I could see patches of bruises as wide as Aman Aqa’s leather belt.


“What are you looking at?” she asked.

“At the bruises,” I said.

She burst out laughing.

“Does it hurt?” I asked. “Not anymore.”

“Not even a little bit?”

“Touch it and see for yourself,” she said.


My heart began to pound. My throat grew dry. My hand was trembling like you wouldn’t believe. When I slid my hand over the belt marks, my entire body suddenly grew hot. I pulled my hand back.

“Don’t be afraid! It doesn’t hurt,” said Bolur Khanom, pulling her skirt even higher. “Look here!” she said, “Aman Aqa has no mercy whatsoever.”

I glided my hand over her thigh again. She laid her hand on mine and pressed it. My knees were shaking. My saliva got thicker. She slid my hand further up. Such soft skin. Just like marble. Smooth and firm. Her thighs were tight against each other. I don’t think she was wearing any underwear.

“See? It doesn’t hurt at all,” she said, “There are bruise marks on my belly too,” she added.


“Can I see them?” I asked.

“Not now,” she said, smiling. “Maybe next time,”


I heard Mother’s wooden karkab clogs clicking. She was coming toward the stairs. Instantly, Bolur Khanom got to her feet, let her skirt fall, and hurried up the stairs. Mother stopped at the foot of the staircase. She saw that Bolur Khanom was climbing up the stairs and I was making my kite. She didn’t say a word. Just shook her head and walked away.

Bolur Khanom is cursing. Aman Aqa is beating her. The blows come down mostly on her back, waist, and buttocks, not on her belly. The neighbors are still standing in a row in front of their rooms, still saying nothing.

Mother rushes out of our room, “Some Muslims you are,” she growls. “Somebody stop this merciless Shemr! Aman Aqa! Shame on you! Enough already!”


As if waiting for this, Aman Aqa lets go of Bolur Khanom, twists the belt around his hand and goes back to his room. He shuts the door behind himself without saying a word.


Mother reaches for Bolur Khanom’s bare arm and helps her to her feet, “It serves you right!” she tells her.

Bolur Khanom whimpers. She trembles in her muslin undergarment like a newborn baby bird. Her breasts heave up and down. Bolur Khanom wears a bra. I saw it once when she was hanging her laundry on the clothesline.


“What’s this, Bolur Khanom?”

“A bra.”

“What’s a bra?”


With that, she unbuttoned her blouse all the way down and showed me, “Put your hand here!” she had said.

No sooner had I reached a hand to touch her breast when I heard the click clack of Mother’s wooden clogs on the stairs again. Bolur Khanom buttoned up her blouse and went about rearranging her laundry on the clothesline, and told me to go fly my pigeons, the ones running around the edge of the rooftop, cooing.

Still sobbing, Bolur Khanom wraps Mother’s chador around herself and sits in a corner of our room. Mother fixes her a cup of hot water with sugar. Father is praying in his own room. A grayish threadbare drab of thick rough curtain hanging from the door divides the two rooms, separating Father’s room from ours. I think the window coverings in Bolur Khanom’s room are silk. They are blue. Smooth and translucent. The walls of Bolur Khanom’s room are white. She has covered the mantelpieces in her room with blue silk, laced up with white tulle at the edges. There is a large picture frame on the wall. Within the frame it is a picture of Aman Aqa, Bolur Khanom, and a few other pictures, all arranged together.


“Whose picture is that, Bolur Khanom?”

“That’s my sister’s...do you want her to be your wife?”


I feel that I have turned red up to my ears, “No, I don’t want to.”


“Do you want to be my husband?”


I look at her. Her eyes sparkle. A smile has made laugh lines appear under her chubby cheeks. “Why don’t you say something?” she asks

I gather up courage and in a rasping voice answer her, “What would I want to do with an old woman?” She bursts into laughter.


Bolur Khanom is thirty-one years old.


“I was twenty-one when I got married,” she had told Mother.


She said this last year.


Right after Ja′far hanged himself and his room was left vacant, Aman Aqa came and rented the room. He whitewashed it at his own expense and moved in. It was the next day when Bolur Khanom said this to Mother.


“And I’ve been married nine years to this sick bastard.”

“Who’s this one, Bolur Khanom?”


She softens the creases beneath her breasts, “She is my other sister...her husband is a land owner; he’s got fruit orchids, does farming too. Then she looks at me and asks, “She’s pretty, isn’t she? Her hair is naturally curly.”

The wavy locks of Bolur Khanom’s hair are peeking out from under Mother’s prayer chador that she has wrapped around herself. Her eyes are red from crying. No longer whimpering, she sips the warm water and sugar, and wraps the chador more tightly around herself. Mother bundles up the bedding and piles it up on the blanket-chest. My sister is still asleep. Her head has fallen off the pillow and her mouth is half-open. Bolur Khanom always says, “I’m so tempted to pour a hot spoonful of shurba soup into Jamileh’s mouth when she sleeps this way.” Father finishes his prayers and calls out to me.


“Khaled!”

“Yes, Baba?”

“Have you said your prayers yet?”

“I’ll say them right away, Baba.”


Father squats down next to the charcoal brazier and rolls himself a cigarette. Mother pours him tea and then begins to mend the lining of father’s vest jacket sleeve, which has come undone from the top.


It’s Friday holiday.


If Father would leave the house, I could fly my pigeons and have such bliss watching them. If Aman Aqa left, Bolur Khanom would go back to her room and perhaps she’d call me up to show me the bruises on her belly.

The kids are making such a racket in the courtyard. It’s amazing how they get up even earlier on Friday mornings than on other days. Mohammad the Mechanic’s son, Omid, goes to school. He’s in the second grade. I went to school up to the fourth grade. After I took the last test and passed it, Father said,

“No more school!”


“But I still want to go to school, Baba.” “It’s enough,” he said.

“But I wanna get my high school diploma.”


“A true man is someone that his working back collects so much dust that upon tapping it, dust would fill the air,” he said to me.


Hajj Sheikh Ali lounges in the cushion, “Oussa Haddad!


Khaled goes to school?”


“Yes, Aqa, he does.”


Hajj Sheikh Ali sips the sweetened musk willow drink and asks, “What grade is he in?”


“With your permission, Aqa, he’s in the fourth grade.”

“Can he recite the Hamd Surah prayers without a mistake?”


“Of course, Aqa. He even recites the Ayatolkorsi prayers without making a single mistake.”


Hajj Sheikh Ali gulps his drink, “In that case, that’s enough!” “You mean, he shouldn’t be going to school no more?”


“Oussa Haddad, a true man is someone that his working back collects so much dust that upon tapping it, dust would fill the air. Just like yourself, a God-fearing believer.”

Father shifts in his place and asks again, “You mean, to say...”

“Yes, Oussa Haddad, too much schooling makes people unruly.”


The kids are making a racket in the courtyard.


Some days Hasani the son of Rahim the Donkey Keeper, goes along with his father to the brick kilns to take the donkeys to the brickmakers’ pit and back again to the brick kilns, so that Mash Rahim can squat down a bit under the brick-makers’ sunshade, smoke a pipe, and drink a cup of tea.

The sun has already spread its rays in the courtyard. The odor of Khaj Tofiq’s opium smoke wafts through the air. Amu Bandar comes out, sits himself down in the sunny part in front of his room, and starts patching up his woolen sweater.

Amu Bandar’s cart and long-handle broom are next to the wall of the pigeon coop.

Rahim the Donkey Keeper fills up the manger with straw for the donkeys and then looks up at the bulge in the sunshade’s ceiling.

Sanam opens the door to her room. Huffing and puffing, she brings out the large pot of boiled turnips and places it on the four-wheeled cart, yelling, “Karam, get moving!”


“I’m coming, Naneh.”


Sanam’s weak and sickly son heads out of the room. He puts the kerosene Primus burner under the turnip pot and pushes the cart out of the house.

Father is still squatting down next to the charcoal brazier. It looks like he has no intention of leaving the house. On Fridays, my father goes to visit the olama, the clerics. First, he pays his respects to Sheikh Ali from whom he sometimes seeks advice on religious matters, asking him questions on the Doubts, the Unintended, and the Prohibited matters. He consults with Hajj Seyyed Ali about reciting and interpreting the Koran, but in the presence of Hajj Seyyed Mohammad, the discussion usually revolves around the history of Islam, the merits of the Shiites, and the fallacy of the Sunnites. But, today, it looks like he has no intention of leaving the house.

“Bolur...” It’s Aman Aqa’s voice, “I left you some money on the mantel top.”


“To hell with your money,” grumbles Bolur Khanom.


Aman Aqa gets on his green English bike and heads out for the teahouse. Aman Aqa’s teahouse is located right at the fork in the road leading to the harbor. Every now and then, Omid, Mohammad the Mechanic’s son, Ebrahim and Hasani, the sons of Rahim the Donkey Keeper, and I go all together to Aman Aqa’s teahouse so we can listen to the phonograph. It’s a long way but it’s worth it.


“Hey, Spider! Give them kids four watered-down teas!”


We sit at the table and the teahouse errands-runner serves us tea. Our eyes are fixed on the large green horn of the gramophone. Spider lifts up its needle and plays a record. We drink tea as we listen to the singing. Sometimes we play dominos too. Just for fun. To our health. Ebrahim always likes to bet and play but Omid and I never agree to that. “We’re not gamblers,” we say.

“So, what’s the point in banging the dominos around on the table for nothing?”

Once Ebrahim and Omid made a bet of a kiss. Ebrahim won and kissed Omid.

“All right, kids, you had your tea, and you gave a listen to the songs, now go home!”

Finally, Father stands up, walks away from the charcoal brazier, takes his jacket from Mother, wraps his Keffiyeh around his head, and leaves the house.

Bolur Khanom leaves too. My eyes follow her. She still has Mother’s prayer chador tightly wrapped around her waist. Her buttocks sway gently. She walks into her room and shuts the door.

When Aman Aqa was beating her, I didn’t notice the belt hitting her stomach.

I open the door to the coop, walk inside, and shoo the pigeons out. The male whitetail looks mournful. Perched on a nail, he sulks. His red eyes look lifeless. Last week, a hawk caught his mate in the air. Since then, the whitetail refuses to eat.

I head out of the pigeon coop. I like the pleasant touch of the sun’s rays warming me, forcing the damp chill of the room out of my body. I cherish the sun as I throw the pigeons their millet. The sky is the bluest blue. Hajar is hanging her sickly child’s diaper rags on the clothesline. It’s about fourteen months since Hajar’s husband left for Kuwait.

Smoking his pipe, Rahim the Donkey Keeper is sitting next to Amu Bandar, “If I don’t change this straw-mat covering over the sun shelter,” he says, “I don’t think it’ll withstand the next rain.”


But winter’s almost over.


Rahim the Donkey Keeper hands the pipe to Amu Bandar and calls out to Hasani.


“What is it, Baba?” Hasani comes out of their room.

“Come on and groom the donkeys!”

Rahim the Donkey Keeper’s wife has been sick for a year.


Now, she’s completely crippled and housebound.


Hasani looks after her. He and Ebrahim are twins.


Bolur Khanom comes out of her room. She’s leaving for the bazaar to buy groceries for lunch. Bolur Khanom is barren. They say her oven is flameless. She’s been married ten years now. They say that Aman Aqa’s to blame. Rumor has it that Aman Aqa has caught gonorrhea twice and syphilis too. Obviously, someone who has had all of these odd diseases wouldn’t be able to father a child.

I feed the pigeons some more, then shoo them away. They flutter their wings a bit, but come and land on the edge of the rooftop again. I roll up a wet rag into a ball and hurl it at their feet; it makes them jump and fly away in flock, then soar.


Still sitting beside the small pool, Hajar washes her sickly child’s bottom. I bet the water is cold, ’cause the baby’s sudden holler fills the entire courtyard.


I climb up onto the rooftop and whistle for the pigeons. I hear Hasani calling out for Rahim the Donkey Keeper, “Baba, hurry up! Mother’s passing out.”

Ever since Ja′far the Brick Maker hanged himself, Rahim the Donkey Keeper’s wife has gotten worse.
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The beak of chilly weather is broken. It’s getting warmer each day. It’s no longer bearable to sleep indoors. As evening creeps in, the neighbors sweep the front of their rooms, sprinkle the ground with water, and then unroll a carpet to sit on.

Piling up lumps upon lumps of charcoal, Khaj Tofiq sprinkles some kerosene oil on them, lights a match and sets fire to them. Then he squats patiently on his heels next to the fire and fans the charcoals aglow.

By now everyone has figured out that Afaq, Khaj Tofiq’s wife, smuggles fabric and that Banu, her sallow daughter, is addicted to opium. Banu is more than twenty-five years old. Her skin is so yellow that you would think she has mixed water and turmeric and rubbed it all over her body. Her breasts are like a pair of sagging eggplants, hanging long and wrinkled on her chest. On hot summer days, when everyone is taking a nap, Banu gets stark naked and goes into the pool. “Khaled,” she tells me, “You, too, should take off your clothes and come into the pool!”

I get naked and go inside the pool. The water is cool. The slush muck on the bottom of the pool feels cool. We play together. Hugging each other, we go under the water and stay there tight in each other’s arms as long as we can hold our breaths, only to come up, take another breath, and go under the water again.


“Banu! I’m tired. I can’t go on.”

“Just one more time... that’s all, one more time.”


And then we do this again and again, till we’re out of breath.

Bolur Khanom does not spread a rug on the ground. She owns a double bed. Together with Aman Aqa, they sit on the bed and eat their supper. Then, they set up the mosquito netting and sleep right under it.

My father was out of a job all winter. Even now that the weather is warmer, he is still out of work. Every morning he goes to his blacksmith shop and returns home empty-handed. These days, the blacksmith business is really slow.

“These days even the shovel handles are imported from abroad,” my father laments, “let alone hobnails, pickaxes, and picks; from dawn to dusk, all I do is to sit next to a cold furnace.”

Father sits thinking well into the night, smoking. I’d say we’ve bought thirty-five pouches of tobacco on credit from Mehdi the Grocer.

I sit next to my sister in front of our room, licking the bottom of pot of the Eshkeneh boiled eggs stew. Aunt Ra′na barges in, beating her chest, her headscarf slipping around her neck, her hair disheveled. Her eyes are red and puffy from crying. Aunt Ra′na’s husband is a laborer, her son is a boatman, and her daughter has been twice married and divorced and now lives with them.

Whimpering hysterically, Aunt Ra′na sits down and wipes her nose with the end tail of her headscarf, “What am I supposed to do now, sister? What misery! I have such bad luck.

I’m so unfortunate. My world has come to an end.”


My sister and I are still licking the empty pot of Eshkeneh. Mother frowns, “What’s wrong, sister?”


“What’s the worst that could happen, sister? My son, my precious son. May your mother die for you, son, now that you’re at the mercy of the unjust.”

Chain smoking, Father keeps his gaze on Aunt Ra′na without saying a word. Father is not very fond of Aunt Ra′na, nor does he care for her husband or her son, Gholam. Beating her chest again, Aunt Ra′na continues to moan and curse.

Since Bolur Khanom has moved in and become our neighbor, Aunt Ra′na’s son, Gholam visits us more often. “Khaled, can you take a message to Bolur Khanom?”


“What business of mine is it to take a message to her?”

“Well, cousins should be there for each other.”


Aunt Ra′na finally begins to talk. In the morning, Gholam was caught at the bank of the river and taken to the military drafting office. When the news reached Aunt Ra′na, she tied her chador around her waist and set off for the office where she was not allowed in. So, she stood right there in front of the office, screaming and slapping her head and chest. A sergeant at the office barked at her then shoved her out and told her in a self-important manner, “Woman, it’s not just that son of yours. Every young man must do his military service. He’s got an entire life to live for himself, now let him live two years for the government. What’s all this moping and screaming for?”

And now, Aunt Ra′na has come to see if the orderly of His Excellency the Captain, for whose wife Afaq sometimes takes smuggled-in satin fabrics, could use his influence.

“Sister, can Afaq help us? Can the orderly of the Captain save my son if he would agree to be of any assistance?”

Mother tries to calm Aunt Ra′na down. The neighbors have gathered around us. The scent of Khaj Tofiq’s opium smoking wafts through the sprawling courtyard. Sitting at a charcoal brazier, he smokes his opium at his leisure. Afaq hasn’t come home yet. Banu has squatted next to her father. Sticking her nipple into her sickly child’s mouth, Hajar stands over Aunt Ra′na’s head. Sanam too joins us, sitting next to Mother. Mother sets a cup of tea before her. Hasani, Ebrahim, and Omid, all leaning against the kitchen wall, gawk at Aunt Ra′na.

Afaq comes in through the courtyard’s door. She goes into her room, unties the fabrics tied to her waist, and lets her chador fall from her head. She then comes out and sits by Khaj Tofiq. “Has Sheikh Sho′ayb come yet?” she asks.

I heard him sending word this afternoon that he wouldn’t come. He’d said that the inspectors had become suspicious, so they blocked the way.


“May God curse them,” Afaq says.


Aunt Ra′na asks Mother to go talk to Afaq. Sanam says that His Excellency the Captain has managed to get draft exemptions for a few people so far. She has witnessed this herself, she claims, “But then,” she adds, “it will cost you money.”

In the meantime, Aman Aqa arrives home on his bike. By the time he’s gone to his room to change and wash his face with water from an earthen jug, Bolur Khanom has spread the supper-cloth on the porch bed and set Aman Aqa’s special plate down upon it. In the tray, there are usually a few leaves of shallot pickle, green onions, sometimes, a couple of radishes, a few slices of tomato, or a few leaves of mint and tarragon and other kinds of herbs and vegetables.

Sanam believes that Aman Aqa has peculiar cravings to want to eat these strange things every night.

“Bolur Khanom! Is it true what Sanam says, that Aman Aqa has peculiar cravings?”


Bolur Khanom bursts out laughing.


Rahim the Donkey Keeper insists that Aman Aqa won’t be able to get some sleep unless he drinks that poisonous arrack.

“Bolur Khanom! Is that true that Aman Aqa must drink arrack so he can go to sleep?”


Again, Bolur Khanom bursts into laughter.


If so, Mr. Captain must drink arrack too because I’ve seen similar things on his table whenever I’ve gone with Afaq to his house.


“Is there any way he can help Gholam?” Mother asks Afaq.


“Mr. Captain? Hah!” Afaq moves her hand and puckers her lips in a way as if Mr. Captain is nobody at all.


Afaq’s hair is pitch black. It falls down over her shoulders.


Her eyes are so black you’d think she dyes them with charcoal every day.


“Afaq Khanom! Why does Mr. Captain keep that monkey?”


“He can’t father a child, son. So, instead, he keeps a monkey.”

The monkey is the size of a kitten. They have put a chain collar around his neck and the Captain’s wife has his leash in her hand. She’s short, Captain’s wife. Her hair is golden. Her ass is so big that it swings like a pendulum as she walks. Her hips sway around. Captain comes out of the room. His polished boots shine and he has twisted his mustache upward. It’s curved up like a scorpion’s tail. His hat comes down to his eyebrows. The upper part of his uniform pants is bulging. Captain is skinny, tall, and boney.


“Can you bring me a few yards of fine fabric, Afaq?”


Afaq nods her head. Captain’s voice is husky, “I’m on leave. I want to take some gifts to my dear mother and my dear aunts.” “So he cannot help us out!” Mother pleads.

“He’s such a swindler ...I have yet to find anyone quite like him. So far, the son of a bitch has not paid for more than ten


yards of fabric...and I don’t dare complain about it.” Aunt Ra′na starts to whimper again.
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At noon, Father closes down his blacksmith shop and spends the afternoon at home. “If I’m to sit idly doing nothing, I’d rather stay in my own house,” he says.

In the afternoons now, whenever I feel like it, I go to Aman Aqa’s teahouse and listen to music on the gramophone. Or, if I feel like it, I go along with Ebrahim and Hasani to play dominos and drink tea. The weather has grown quite hot. So, if I want I can go swimming in Charkhab Quarter too.


“Aren’t we going to Charkhab, Ebram?”

“Let’s go!”


By the time we walk through the hot dry sand and reach the moist sand at the bank of the Karun River, the soles of our feet have become very burned. We like the pungent smell of fish in the water. Hot and humid vapor rises from the surface of the Karun. The river is calm. It floods in the spring and threatens the houses near its bank. We pass under the White Bridge.
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“Ebram! I wish we had brought lines and hooks to fish.”
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“Tomorrow.”


The surface of Karun river looks like tarnished silver. It reflects the sunrays.


“Look at that, Khaled.”


An elephant-gray fish soars from the surface, bows in the air, and dives back into the water headfirst.

We hop over the rocks along the river’s bank. With a stick, Ebrahim digs the slime at the foot of the rocks. Long, red worms wriggle over each other in the slime. “These worms are perfect for bait.”

Charkhab is packed with people. It looks like everyone in town has left their houses to come to Charkhab. The waves foam and crash noisily against the bedrock. It’s gotten really hot. Now the golden dates are fully ripe. If we feel like it, we could go to the date groves and wolf down a stomach full of crisp unripe kharak dates and succulent fresh dates. If the gardener is not watching, we could even steal loads of cucumbers. We could steal melons and watermelons, too.

“Look, Ebram! The lotus fruits are even larger than jujubes.”

Ebrahim climbs up the lotus tree, just like a monkey. He hangs from a branch and shakes it. The ground turns red as the many fruits fall down, each the size of a large jujube. Cramming our pockets, we run off along the stream up to the water-pump. We swim in the pool under the large pump’s spout, holding onto the pipe and pulling ourselves up. The Karun’s running cool water gushes out of the pipe, hitting our heads and faces. We put our clothes back on and set off again. It’s hot and suffocating inside the pomegranate orchard. The pomegranates are not edible yet. Feeling heavy from eating so many lotuses, we lie down alongside the stream. Our backs and necks feel good from the cool sand. The tangled leaves of mulberry trees block the sunlight.

The weather has grown awfully hot. In this heat, Father sits in his room, closes all doors, and reads the prayer book of Qasemi’s Hidden Secrets. If you follow all the instructions of this book, you can become invisible. You can make a cloak of red leather and become invisible whenever you put it on. If you’ve got the guts and heart, following all of the instructions of this book, you can even conquer and tame the jinn.

Mirza Nasrollah the Dentist has given my father this book. Father says Mirza Nasrollah has the knowledge of the great secret names of God. Mirza practices medicine too. Whenever my sister and I get sick and have an upset stomach, he prescribes herbal medicine and home remedies.


“Mother, I can’t take this much herbal extract.”


“Close your eyes, my son, and drink it all at once. Then wash it down with a sugar cube!”

I gulp down the concoction from the copper bowl to the last drop. I am burning with fever. The drink turns my stomach and I bring it all up. Mirza Nasrollah keeps writing prescriptions.


Khaj Tofiq is incredulous about it.


“I saw a dervish come with my own eyes,” Father tells him, “a ring in his ear, his hands on his chest, standing right in front of Mirza Nasrollah’s shop.”

Patiently, Khaj Tofiq melts a tiny bit of opium on the pipe bowl.

“Mirza Nasrollah rejected the dervish,” Father carries on, “but when we went together to his house at noon, I saw the same dervish standing in front of Mirza Nasrollah’s house, his hands still on his chest.”

Khaj Tofiq puffs on the opium pipe. The fire turns the color of red to a smooth ruby velvet.

“At last Mirza Nasrollah gave the dervish some instructions and sent him away,” Father says.

Father has made four steel knives. On the blades of each knife, he has carved some sort of motif that I can’t make out. I’m sure he got the idea for the patterns from Qasemi’s Hidden

Secrets.

Unrolling his prayer rug in his room, he attaches each of the four corners of it to the ground with one of the knives and recites prayers on it. There’s no doubt Mirza Nasrollah has given him some instructions so that his business would turn around. Mirza Nasrollah’s workshop is the size of a chicken coop. His work tools consist of a couple of files, small and large, and an iron clip. The entire ceiling is covered with spider webs. His clients are mostly Arabs who come from villages close by, for instance from Zuyeh, Zargan, Daghaghaleh, and occasionally from a bit farther away from places like Chanibeh or even Susa.

“As long as I make two sets of teeth every month, life goes on,” he says.

Father says God is the Provider. He hasn’t given up hope. He is thinking of a new line of work now that his business has gone down. We’re in debt up to our necks. In Charkhab, when I took off my clothes to swim, somebody stole my shirt. So, Mother unstitched one of Father’s old shirts and cut it for me. I have grown into it. I look carefully at the shirts of all the kids my height, and especially at those which are white and striped like mine was. Somehow, I have a feeling that I’ll find my shirt.


“God is the Provider,” Father insists.

“God is the Provider,” Mirza Nasrollah says.


Father also says, “No living soul’s mouth will be left without food.”

Father and Khaj Tofiq talk about Qasemi’s Hidden Secrets. Sitting there, Aman Aqa just listens. Mohammad the Mechanic is there, too. It’s been about half an hour since he got back from work. Underneath his nails it’s always black.

Father tells them, “If a person’s heart is pure and tries to follow the instructions of Qasemi’s Hidden Secrets, then he can conquer the world.”

Mohammad the Mechanic does not believe any of this. He doesn’t pray. As far as Father’s concerned, even one smile at Mohammad the Mechanic obliges one to do penance for it.


“Can we take a look at this book?” Khaj Tofiq asks.


“Mirza Nasrollah believes that I shouldn’t show it to anyone,” Father replies. Then he explains, “I tried it once. I showed it to Hajj Sheikh Ali. Soon, Mirza Nasrollah turned up and reminded me that he asked me not to show the book to anyone.”

Aman Aqa believes in it. Mohammad the Mechanic refuses to believe. Khaj Tofiq is adamant to get to the bottom of it, “What’re you saying? Should we try it once more?” he insists.

Father refuses. Aman Aqa talks about a dervish whom he saw become invisible right in front of his eyes.

“Even though Aman Aqa drinks,” Father says, “it’s enough, so long as he has faith...eventually he will be redeemed and resurrected.”

Mohammad the Mechanic, on the other hand, doesn’t believe any of it. “There’s nothing in this world other than what we see,” he says. And he persists, “It’s because of believing in this sort of nonsense that we’re so miserable. We have to always work like a donkey and let others reap the profit. That’s why we are always put down and become a bunch of hungry slaves...”

He doesn’t mince his words. He just ignores everyone and rambles on nonstop. Father doesn’t deal with him in a friendly manner. He even walks past him in a way so as to not have to answer his greetings.

Amu Bandar heads out of his room, sits beside the pool, and gets ready for ablution for prayers. Amu Bandar’s daughter is a widow. Her husband was a driver. He got into an accident and died on the spot. Amu Bandar works all year round to save some money to send to his daughter and her children so they can buy new clothes for New Year’s night. Amu Bandar’s wife has long since passed away.

“Amu Bandar, come and have a cup of tea,” Khaj Tofiq calls him.

Amu Bandar goes through the entire year, be it summer or winter, wearing a frayed military French tunic, an old pair of military pants, and a pair of brownish boots which he patches up himself.


“Amu Bandar! Why don’t you buy yourself some clothes?”

“My daughter’s orphans come first, my son.”


The New Year’s Eve has passed but Amu Bandar has not sent his daughter money and clothes.


“Amu Bandar! Where have you been till this time of night?”

“I was in the police station, my son.”

“Police station?”

“People have forgotten God, my son...now, how am I


supposed to buy this year’s Eid presents?”


“What’s happened Amu Bandar?”


“Master Sergeant told me, ‘Go away, uncle!’ I said, where should I go? I pleaded that I too, work for the government. I work for the municipality. I am a sweeper. If you don’t help me out, who else will do that? Master Sergeant said ‘The Chief is not here yet.’ He said ‘Go on and come back later.’ I said, I’d sit here and wait for the Chief to come. A young bow-tied man came and told me, ‘You’re wasting your time, uncle. They team up with the thieves.’ I asked how could they be the thieves themselves? Master Sergeant didn’t let me go in the police office. I waited for the head Sergeant. All of a sudden, I saw the Chief rush out of the office, get in a car, and leave. Before I got the chance to tell him that I had been robbed of my money, the car puffed some smoke and drove away.”


“Your money was stolen, Amu Bandar?”

“Yes, my son, in the produce market.”

“How was it stolen from you?”

“After a lifetime, I got the craving to eat some sheep kidney.


I thought I’d buy some, bring it home and grill it on skewers. I took some money from under the lining of my hat to give it to the kidney-seller. When I put the hat back on, it was taken off my head just like in a sudden gust...two hundred and twenty five tomans, my son...you think the sigh of the orphans will not

bring torment on these thieves?”


Amu Bandar’s daughter lives in Shahr-e Kurd.

“You want me to pour you more tea, Amu Bandar?” “God bless you, Khaj Tofiq...just a cup is enough.”


Amu Bandar gets up, goes and stands to pray in front of his room. Spreading out the supper-cloth, Bolur Khanom is setting up Aman Aqa’s special plate on it.

Father says, “This world is the prison for the believers. Amu Bandar sure is to go to heaven. But alas, that Mohammad the Mechanic doesn’t give much thought to this sort of talks.”

“We have been promised so many things that we’re bursting with promises,” says Mohammad the Mechanic. “The deeper we sink into misery, the more we are referred to the afterlife.”

Hajj Sheikh Ali brings blessings to our house. He brings good luck for Father’s business, though, these days, we can’t afford to invite him. Back then, when we invited him along with his son-in-law, his children, and his brother’s children, it was like our Eid feast. We would eat a great deal of food.

“Hajj Sheikh Ali! What’s the touch stone for differentiating the doubts between four and five units in the daily prayers?”

We unroll a rug for them in Father’s room. We borrow extra cushions from the neighbors. Father’s room is illuminated. I kiss Hajj Sheikh Ali’s hand. It’s like a sheep’s fat tail. Soft and white just like Bolur Khanom’s hands. Hajj Sheikh Ali delivers a sermon about the merits of feeding and accompanying the Olama clerics. His son-in-law talks about the bounties of heaven. His brother points out the blessings granted through finishing rounds of salavat prayers, and at the end, he talks about giving khoms, alms and Imam’s share.

Mohammad the Mechanic’s place will be in the bottom of

the inferno.

“What’s the good of working hard to earn money and squandering it on a bunch of potbellies?” he says.

Khaj Tofiq, busily clamping another bit of opium, talks through his nose, “Since the dawn of history the Olama have been the blessing of the earth, and anyone who dares oppose

‘em, will be doomed!”


Mohammad the Mechanic bursts out laughing.


Aman Aqa rises to his feet. Khaj Tofiq melts the opium on the pipe bowl as he blows at the pipe. Father is silent. Apparently, he believes it’d be better not to say more. Sometimes, Mohammad the Mechanic’s words and laughter are a real turn off.
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Aunt Ra′na’s son pays us a visit. In his military uniform. It suits him well. Mother kisses his forehead. We prop a stool for him next to the pool; he sits on it with his legs crossed. Since I last saw Aunt Ra′na’s son, Gholam, a month ago, he’s grown a mustache. He has twisted his upward just like Mr. Captain’s. It seems like he has greased it too. It glistens. Gholam positions himself in such way that he could have a good view of Bolur Khanom’s room. She’s inside. Mother sends me to Esfandiar the Iceman to buy a qeran’s, penny, worth of ice. She fixes cousin a glass of sweetened rosewater cold drink. We borrow the rosewater from Bolur Khanom. Cousin’s upper part of pants bulges up. He has fastened his puttees so tight it’s like they’re glued to his legs.

Wrapped up in her chador, Bolur Khanom walks coquettishly past cousin toward Mohammad the Mechanic’s wife. Cousin greets her. Mother lays out a rug beside the pool, sits and lights the three-burner kerosene heater to make tea. The sun has pulled up into the belly of sky. It’s over the edge of the rooftop. The air is humid, not sultry, but humid. Cousin unbuttons his uniform’s shirt. His chest is as hairy as a bear’s. Bolur Khanom comes out of Mohammad the Mechanic’s room. Cousin’s head turns and follows her around the yard. Mother invites her over to sit. Clasping his hands behind his head, Cousin pushes out his chest. His shoulders are very wide.

“Gholam! Military service’s too tough?” Bolur Khanom says as she sits down.


Mother offers her a rosewater drink.


Aunt Ra′na’s son talks about military service. “The commander sticks his finger under everyone’s puttee, if it’s loose, you’re done for. The commander pats the rumps of a horse, and if they’re a bit dusty, you’ll have to deal with the Angel of

Death...”

It’s the night before Friday. Bolur Khanom has arched her black eyebrows. She has rubbed sormeh black coal onto them and has dabbed rouge on her wide cheeks. Strand of wavy hair hangs over her forehead.

Cousin gazes into Bolur Khanom’s eyes as he talks, “They tie four empty copper bowls to this one wrist and four to the other one. Four to this ankle and four to that one, and then they order you to go on your knees ten times around the barracks.... it’s real tough...”

Bolur Khanom shifts her large buttocks and asks, “Gholam! Have you ever been lashed?”

“Who would do such thing to me?”Cousin answers boastfully.


“You mean they’re afraid of you?”


Omid, Hasani, and Ebrahim come and sit at the edge of the pool. I go and stand beside Cousin; I know that makes them jealous. Cousin’s arms are sculpted in his military uniform. He swaggers, lets his chest out, and moves his eyes and brows around as he talks. Just like Mr. Captain for whose wife Afaq takes smuggled-in satin fabrics.

“Even the Commander doesn’t dare to mess with me, much less Master Sergeant... I am not some villager...”

Bolur Khanom interrupts him, “Mr. Gholam! Why do you play so much with your eyes and brows when you talk?” she says and lets out a guffaw.

Aunt Ra′na’s son blushes down to his neck. Bolur Khanom annoys me. What’s up with her, I wonder. Cousin doesn’t talk anymore. He doesn’t even drink his tea. The moment Bolur Khanom leaves, Mother goes inside and comes back with a onetoman bill that she puts in Cousin’s tunic pocket. Mother always saves some money in her bundle of clothes for such occasions. Cousin doesn’t talk anymore. He buttons up his shirt, covering his hairy chest. He looks really angry. His forehead, cheeks, and his entire neck is sweaty. He gets up to say goodbye. Mother insists that he stay for dinner.


“What are we having for lunch, mother?”

“Plain bread on lap, son.”


“Mr. Gholam! Come and see us again. Tell us more stories about the military service,” sneers Bolur Khanom.

Aunt Ra′na’s son is beside himself with rage. He doesn’t even stay for dinner. Rahim the Donkey Keeper returns with his donkeys. His donkeys have this bad habit: they don’t come in through the broken down door unless they rub their bodies against it. Aunt Ra′na’s son walks out of the door and doesn’t even look back.
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There was not a single bruise on Bolur Khanom’s belly. She lied. I saw it myself. Bruise or no bruise, she’ll show me her belly anyway.

Now, Father has closed down his shop entirely, and started on his forty-day worship retreat in his room. He has made a rosary by stringing a thousand beads.

The weather is so annoying. In the morning, when we wake up, the bedrolls are all soaked and sticky from the humidity, as though you had peed in your bedroll.

The sky is like a pot of lacerated milk through which streaks of blood have run here and there. Like there’s a lid on the town, a lid made of metal. The sun beats down mercilessly; it’s getting closer to the earth, day by day. Each day grows longer and hotter from the day before.


As the debts pile up, so do Father’s prayers.


“Mashti Mehdi! Give me another pack of tobacco and add it to our bill.”

Mehdi the Grocer hesitates. He takes care of a new customer. Then tends to the next customer. And when there’s nothing else for him to do, he goes to the back of the store and busies himself moving the basket of onions. Then, he brings out the cage of the nightingale and hangs it there from the awning. Emptying the water cup for the nightingale, he refills it with fresh water. Pours some millet for the bird at his leisure, and when he sees me still waiting, he takes a pack of tobacco off the shelf and hands it to me. I look at him. His brows are knitted. A line has appeared around his lips on a blank face upon which there is no sign of any.

Bolur Khanom showed me her belly on the stairs. There were no bruises from the belt. She was wearing a slip made of black tulle. The whiteness of her thighs makes my heart pound. Aman Aqa is away on a trip.

“He’s gone to Susa. He might go to Ammareh too. Gone to bring smuggled tea.”

If Father has managed to conquer the jinn by now, he definitely would know about what Bolur Khanom has told me.”


“Can I touch it Bolur Khanom?”

“Not now.”

“I didn’t see it all that well, Bolur Khanom.”


“If you’d like, you can sneak into my room late tonight and I’ll show it to you.”

I am infatuated with Bolur Khanom. I lied when I said I didn’t see her belly well. I even saw the tiny black mole below her navel button.

The sunlight is almost over the edge of the rooftop. Perching on the parapet, a couple of wood pigeons coo. The henna colored pigeon that was missing for a while has shown up again. It’s a long time until midnight. Besides, who knows if Father will ever leave his prayer rug to go to sleep, or if Khaj Tofiq won’t wake up. He’s such a light-sleeper, waking up even if an ant sneezes. Not to mention Banu, if she even hadn’t suspect anything yet. Lately, as soon as I manage to talk to Bolur Khanom, Banu too is there, out of the blue. She laughs in a bizarre way, making facial gestures.

“Khaled, go and get some bread from Habib the Baker!” Mother gives me the notched stick. “Mother, send Jamileh. I can’t go.” But my sister won’t give into it.


Habib the Baker has just lit the mantle lamp.


“I’ve told you a hundred times not to come here around lunch time or supper time,” I recall what Habib the Baker had told me a few days earlier.

I sit near the pavement opposite Habib’s Bakery. Dough pans are arranged next to one another outside his bakery. With a spatula, the rice milk seller keeps stirring the hot contents of pot. Khalifeh has taken off his apron and slung it over his shoulder. He’s squatting next to the pot of simmering rice milk, all the while biting off the piece of bread he has rolled. He’s a friend of my father’s. When he notices me standing in front of the bakery, waiting for bread, he tries to hide himself. “I need to make a living too,” he says. “I have to pay the workers ... and buy wheat...”

So I sit at the graveled walkway and wait for the evening to grow darker until the supper rush is over. Habib the Baker’s mantle lamp has illuminated the alleyway. A group of donkeys trot past me. A soft dust fills the alleyway. At sunset the donkey owners take their donkeys to the Karun to water them. Every now and then I go with Ebrahim to take his father’s donkeys to the Karun’s bank. We kids whistle for them so they’ll come and drink. We rinse our faces, jump on the donkeys and poke them into a speedy gallop. I haven’t mounted a donkey since the day that sharp spur snapped in the leather covering. I didn’t dare mention it to Rahim the Donkey Keeper that I had turned a sewing needle into a spur to make the donkey I was riding gallop faster than Ebrahim’s.

“Ebram! What if the needle broke through the donkey’s cover?”

“Donkeys are not like humans...they won’t feel pain from these sorts of things.

Ebrahim talks nonsense. How could it not hurt? What’s the difference between the flesh of a donkey and a man’s?


I see Mother approaching.

“Why are you sitting here, Khaled?”

“I’m waiting for the supper rush to let down.”


She takes the notched stick from me and walks to the bakery. I see from afar that Habib the Baker bends, reaches under the bread board, takes out whatever cold, burned, and the doughy loafs of bread and hands them to Mother. Obviously, he’s discomforted yet he frowns and doesn’t say a word. What if I had gone? I wonder.

It has grown darker. Again, the odor of Khaj Tofiq’s opium drifts through the yard. Banu is sitting beside him. The faint rays of the pump-light have silhouetted Khaj Tofiq’s bony face. Rahim the Donkey Keeper reaches a hand under his wife’s arm and helps her onto the mattress laid in front of their room. Her eyes are so sunken that you’d think they are just two dark holes in her face. Her lips are always chapped and dry. There are grey strands in her hair. Her elbows look like two knots tied on a thick rope. She’s been bedridden with illness for a year now.

“My entire back is chafed, sister.” She moans. It sounds as if her voice comes from the bottom of a well, “Khaled’s mother, do you have any fennel?”


“Fennel? What for?” Mother asks.

Hasani breathes in his snot, wipes his nose with his sleeve,


and says, “My mother has a stomachache. She’s got so much worse since sunset, when she heard that Ja′far the Brick maker has hanged himself.”

Mother becomes disturbed, “But why did anyone has to tell her that? The helpless woman lies there in the corner of her room, completely unaware of what’s going on around her.”

She finds some ground fennel among the odds-and-ends behind the mirror. Naneh Hasani is just a handful of bones. Only shriveled and dried out skin stuck to her bones. The ends of her hair are soaked in sweat. There are so many odds-and-ends on the mantle above her head: a bowl for herbal drink, ground roasted coffee beans, jujubes, old vinegar, and Indian cubeb.

“Sister! May it not happen to you! I’ve been feeling cramps in my belly since sunset.”

Rahim the Donkey Keeper’s wife doesn’t really talk; instead she moans and groans. “Sister! It aches below my belly. I feel like a woman after labor whose womb has been possessed by the jinn.”

Mash Rahim stuffs his pipe and takes a deep drag. As he lets out the smoke, it seems to me, that the ashes have been dumped in a well and now they’re bouncing back up.


Rahim picks up the brush and goes to groom his donkeys.

Bolur Khanom sets up the mosquito netting.


“Bolur Khanom! I thought you’d sleep inside the room tonight.”


“Ssshhh... don’t tell that to anyone.”

“I won’t. But where will you be sleeping tonight?”


“Outside, in the mosquito netting. I’ll go inside my room after you come.”

Mother has spread out the supper-cloth. There are dried pennyroyals, vinegar, onion, and salt.

We grind the pennyroyal in the palms of our hands soft as collyrium and sprinkle it on the bread. We add some salt and vinegar and make a morsel of it with onions.


“It’s better to eat light at night so you can sleep better,” Father usually says. “If you eat heavy stuff, you’ll have nightmares.”

Mother calls Father. He comes out, whispering prayers.


Sheikh Sho′ayb barges into the yard riding a horse. We never close the house door. Even at night we leave one of its sides open. Sheikh Sho′ayb ties the horse to the mast holding up the donkeys’ sunshade and goes to sit next to Khaj Tofiq as he talks gibberish to Afaq.


I guess their talk is about smuggling again.


“Afaq! Teshaleh, small boat, slides into the second branch, where the current waters the palm groves.

Sometimes at night we kids hit the palm groves and play torna. We jump over the low branches and run down to the riverbank.


“Come at ten thirty!”


I am sitting in the pusteh, the inner-boat hideout, picking up my ears for the shuffle of the boys’ footsteps. Suddenly, I hear commotion. I hear footsteps. It’s not the sound of the boys’ footsteps. It’s not the kids’ noise. The words slither through the humid darkness and reach my ears. I recognize Afaq’s voice, mixing with the whooshing sound of the pointy palm tree leaves. I shift in the boat hideout and pull myself up. I lie down on the damp sands, prop my forearms, and cup my chin with my hands. My eyes pierce through the darkness of the night. I can see shadows in motion along the third branch, channeling off the river. The river has risen. A teshaleh can ride among the branches into the heart of the palm groves. I get up and walk away. The sand muffles the sound of my footsteps. I pause and rest my cheek against the rough bark of a palm tree. This way, I can hear the voices better, and I can see Afaq taking the rolls of fabric from the teshaleh and hurls them to the ground. Her body is shapely in her black voile dress. Her hair falls over her shoulders. Her hips sway as she walks.

“It’s a hundred and thirty yards,” Sheikh Sho′ayb whispers in Afaq’s ear.

Fixing the opium pipe, Khaj Tofiq hands it to Sheikh Sho′ayb and says in a drawl, “This bastard, Nur Mohammad, has become such an irritating nuisance... loitering around our house like a hungry jackal.”

“Why should it bother you at all when you bum around at home all day long?” Afaq cuts him short, “Nur Mohammad scares the shit out of me, making me shiver to my bones...as long as you have your opium going, why should anything bother you, I’d like to know?”

Khaj Tofiq pouts his lips. Hanging his head, he picks up the tongs and fiddles with the burning ambers. Sheikh Sho′ayb smokes the lump of opium with one long drag and drinks his tea. Then he gets up, grabs the horse’s rein, and heads out for the house door. Following him, Afaq wraps herself in her chador and leaves the house. Mother gathers the supper-cloth. Bolur Khanom is lying inside the mosquito netting. Amu Bandar empties his pipe, blows out his kerosene light, and lies down in front of his room. Karam has not come home yet. During the winter, he comes home early. Once his pot is empty of cooked turnip, he pushes his cart home. On summer nights, his work doesn’t come to an end so soon. On those nights, he sells cooked green beans, sprinkled with lime juice, in front of Tuba’s bar.

Lately, he has bought a lantern too.


“How’s business, Karam?”


“Not bad, Aman Aqa. God’s willing, it’ll bring me six or seven tomans at the end of the day.”


“That’s all?”


“Well I have to bribe that sly watch guard too. That costs me a couple of tomans or so.”

The Crotch of Karam Ali’s black pants is hanging so loose and low that it looks like a sheep fat-tail swaying as he walks. His mouth is so big that he always bets to shove a saucer inside it, and of course, he always wins.

Banu unwraps a bedroll for Khaj Tofiq. Rahim the Donkey Keeper waters his donkeys, and lies down a bit further up from Naneh Hasani. Hajar’s child’s howling starts. What I really want to do is to go and stuff cotton balls into Hajar’s forever-crying baby’s mouth.

Bolur Khanom keeps tossing and turning inside the mosquito netting. I hear the creaking of her bed. She does that so she will stay awake until everyone goes to sleep.

I lie down. The sky is filled with stars. Amazingly bright. Father doesn’t go to his room but sleeps right in front of its threshold. Khaj Tofiq’s light goes out. Karam Ali hasn’t come home yet. It will be quite a while before the arrack drinkers are done with their drinking binge. If I don’t make it to Bolur Khanom’s room tonight, Aman Aqa will be back tomorrow and it’ll be ages before he makes another trip.


Here comes the sound of Karam’s cart.

“Bolur Khanom! Should I wake you up if you were asleep?”

“I’ll be up on my own.”


Most likely Karam Ali has eaten out. He takes the ewer and goes into the outhouse. It takes him forever. He does this every night. Sometimes I happen to go to the outhouse right after he has left, I can smell soap. No one washes his hands in the outhouse. I have no idea what he does in there, but it’s as if he doesn’t ever want to leave. Who knows, maybe he falls sleep in there. With that long muzzle of his, and those eyes slanted and deep set like the cleft on a bird’s feet. Move it you!

Finally Karam leaves the outhouse. His pace dwindles as he walks by Bolur Khanom’s mosquito netting. Sanam’s room is opposite of Bolur Khanom’s, right in the triangle corner of the courtyard. Karam walks to the porch in front of their room and finally lies the hell down. Sanam has been long asleep.

The courtyard is now completely quiet. Even Hajar’s sickly baby has finally shut up. Father too has begun a faint snoring.

To get to Bolur Khanom’s room, I’ll have to first pass by the kitchen, walk past Mohammad the Mechanic’s room and then Amu Bandar’s. I’ll have to watch out not to trip over Amu Bandar’s ewer. Once I reach the donkeys’ sunshade, I can walk under it. Then, there’s the outhouse, next is the house door, the pigeon coop, and finally Bolur Khanom’s room. I wish I could go there straight through the middle of the courtyard but I can’t.

Khaj Tofiq sits up, picks up a clay bowl and gulps down some water. He lights up a cigarette, lies down while smoking. Each drag Khaj Tofiq takes, the cigarette lights up like a glowworm.

I hear the creaking of Bolur Khanom’s bed. I lift my head up from the pillow and peek. She must be awake, turning over her arm. Khaj Tofiq puts out his cigarette.

I hear the roar of a local train arriving from the harbor. It’s eleven o’clock.


[image: ]


Bolur Khanom’s breath is hot. It burns my neck and cheeks. Her body is on fire. Her belly is hard and firm, like the rising of cookie dough. My hand glides on her hips. Incredibly soft. She has taken off her muslin short underwear. The moonlight has penetrated inside the room through the window. We’re in darkness. In each other’s arms. She presses
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