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After all, we make ourselves
according to the ideas we have of our possibilities.
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CHAPTER 1

Tehran, Iran, October 1977

Some succeed in grabbing the world by the scruff of its neck. His had been an insecure grip, but on this morning, he felt hopeful.

 Ayan Pathak rested his weight on the rooftop railing of the apartment he rented in Khanom-eh Mohsen’s high-country Tehran villa and looked north, away from the unmade, limiting city that meandered towards the Great Salt Desert. The Alborz, just emerging from silhouette, rose steeply above him. Shadows evaporated on Mount Damavand to the east, and the sunrise raced towards him along the slopes of the crescent range separating Tehran from the Caspian Sea. It was clear and crisp. The autumnal air built on Ayan’s mood of renewal and anticipation the mountains had brought on, as they had ever since family holidays spent 6,000 feet up in the Garhwal Himalayas, at a far remove from Delhi’s infernal heat. Hints of Gaby’s perfume wafted up from his body, sending a frisson of excitement through him, reminding him of last night. All days should start like this.

 A familiar voice, reciting the morning Fajr prayer, drew Ayan to the front of the villa. Hamid had arrived early, and his prayer mat was laid out beside the swimming pool, facing Mecca, infinity, a thousand miles to the southwest. He was sitting back, and his eyes were distant, focused on some sacred place.

 The rumble of traffic cut through the mulberry and cedar trees defending the villa from the parkway. Ayan hurried back inside. His forty-five-minute commute to the Iran Power factory could turn into a two-hour nightmare if he lingered. He walked softly into the bedroom where Gaby still slept, pulled the covers over her legs, and kissed the top of her head. She smiled and reached out for him, then fell back on her pillow, recovering from the multiple flights on yesterday’s dreaded “Shiraz Everywhere” assignment. Ayan placed her pilot’s cap on the chest of drawers, hung her Iran Air uniform in the closet, and made room in the Kelvinator for the remnants of champagne she’d brought—“from the flight deck, pilot’s perks.” The fridge was stuffed with rice, dal, gobi, and aloo matar, four things he loved and knew how to cook, but not Gaby’s first choice. She could fix herself a sandwich: He had eggs, smoked chicken slices, and cheese, and there was enough coffee and tea to get her going when she surfaced. He helped himself to some of her chocolate raspberry cake—“from my hometown in Bavaria, my mother’s specialty”—and ten minutes later, he was dressed and moving briskly down the circular stone staircase that led to the carport.

 Khanom-eh Mohsen was standing on the bottom step. Her hennaed hair was in rollers, and there was still sleep in her eyes. Her broad, handsome face did not look happy. She adjusted the top of her robe pointedly when their eyes met, amusing Ayan. Why did she imagine he was interested in looking down her cleavage?

 “Ayan Agha! Keep your dehati driver off my property!” the Khanom said, pointing towards Hamid, who had folded away his prayer mat in the trunk and was waiting for Ayan by their Iran Power car. “Let him pray all he likes outside! He is too insolent! In your country, do you tolerate such behavior from servants?”

 Ayan looked at Kamran Street that ran past the house. Out there, the desert still ruled. Sand and shrub had already begun to reclaim recently paved areas. “Sorry, Khanom,” he said with a shrug, “I’m not going to ask Hamid to pray in the dirt.” He turned his back on her protests, stepped around her BMW, and folded his six-foot frame into the cramped Paykan, the Iranian version of the Hillman Hunter assigned to him. People like Hamid were probably an unwelcome reminder for his landlady that rustic Iran lurked beyond the confines of her villa. Well, let her tell him off directly, but that was unlikely. Not even Khanom-eh Mohsen would dare insult the dignified man of faith.

 Hamid reversed out of the driveway and navigated the series of one-way streets as they entered the depressing, grey-white sprawl of downtown Tehran. He expertly avoided the increasing mayhem till they reached Pahlavi Avenue, then pulled up near a newsstand, ignoring honks and curses as cars swerved around them. The newsstand stop had become routine. Hamid deserved the shot of caffeine and breakfast before he took on the serious business of driving south through Tehran’s traffic. His odyssey commenced at 5:00 a.m. and required two buses and a shared taxi just to reach Khanom-eh Mohsen’s villa.

 Hamid bought a copy of the Kayhan International newspaper for Ayan and hustled off to a small tea stall. Dad must be on the last trek of the season, on the way back from Milam Glacier, Ayan thought as he waited for his driver to return. He pulled out the letter he’d received from his father that was posted a couple of weeks ago from the base camp of Munsyari. It was a wonderful time to be in the region, his father wrote in his elegant handwriting, describing the canyons and gorges, the forests and mountain views Ayan remembered well from their hike together two years ago. He closed his eyes and could still see Nanda Devi clearly, rising 26,000 feet into the clouds above, and hear the rapids of the Gori Ganga raging one careless footstep below. Ayan put his father’s letter back into his briefcase. I have to reply to it soon, he thought as his eyes roamed over the headlines of the newspaper.

 Hamid soon returned and stood outside, eating his flatbread and cheese sandwich underneath the tall graceful sycamores of Pahlavi Avenue. Around them, Tehran awakened. Old men, in a variety of tuque caps, open-necked shirts, and jackets drawn over thick sweaters, fondled their worry beads and chatted outside small bakeries interspersed with haute couture boutiques and branches of global brands. Men and women in smart business clothes made their way to work or stopped to breakfast on croissants and cappuccinos in stylish cafés. Commuters waded into the traffic, yelling “Mostaghim! Chap! Rast!“ and waving their arms, pointing in the direction they wanted to travel; others, with nothing much to do, stood around slurping tea through sugar cubes placed behind their front teeth.

 Ayan sat up in the backseat, trying to find a comfortable position. Having a car and driver was not bad for somebody only twenty-eight years old and definitely an upgrade from slumming it on the London Tube, but the Paykan was an underpowered shoebox. He was due for an upgrade to a Mercedes now that he was the chief financial officer of Iran Power, as Hamid frequently pointed out—saying it was embarrassing to drive a senior manager in the common Paykan. A substantial raise had also gone into the ether. His boss never gave anything away without a protracted negotiation, and Nader was a master, impressive to observe, but not when you were on the receiving end of his blizzard of flattery and threats.

 Let’s face it: He was outmatched in this country of hints and half-truths, of manners above all else. It had been hard to accept that people seemed to speak from their hearts, in the most poetic way, and then acted at a tangent to their promises. He was adapting to survive, uneasily aware that he had become more opportunistic but cloaking his intentions in niceties, compliments, and deference. Ironically, this made him more sophisticated in Persian eyes. People remarked that he was beginning to understand the Iranian mentality and learning how to play the great game of taarof. But he would never reach Nader’s level.

 They resumed their journey, Hamid showing the local disregard for anything that was behind him. Soon, they were passing the German Cultural Institute where, just days before, Gaby had leaned against Ayan amidst the overflow of a crowd of thousands defying the police presence. It had begun to rain, Ayan remembered, but Gaby had insisted on staying until the end, listening to his translation of the speeches and readings. All of them were caught up in the spirit of the Das Sab, heady with the challenge and freedom of the Ten Nights of poetry and protest organized by the Writers Association of Iran. Afterwards, he’d raced to catch up to Gaby’s passion as they made love; he’d held her in his arms till dawn, and she’d talked about the fight to change Germany, alarming him with hints of involvement with urban guerillas, worrying him with her intensity.

 Ayan saw an Iranian woman standing at the curb waiting for a break in the traffic. She was running her hand through her hair, and something about her reminded him of Gaby—of her long, delicate fingers gripping him, of her feet caressing his legs and locking around him—and he wished desperately he was back home with her. Gaby would be flying out again soon, off to the States or Europe, adding a few days to each trip to visit her family in Bavaria, making each separation seem endless. He felt lonely and restless when she was away, missed the reassurance of falling asleep with her arms wrapped around him, missed her smile and enthusiasm. So much had happened last week. He needed time with her to find out more, long stretches of uninterrupted time; perhaps then, she would tell him more about the storming of the hijacked Lufthansa jet in Mogadishu, why the death of Andreas Baader had enraged her, why she felt so strongly that the leader of the Red Army Faction should have lived, and why the head of German Industries had deserved to die. He should be spending the day hiking with her in Darband, then going to the Key Club for dinner and letting its music and atmosphere work their magic.

 Hamid braked hard. They had run into traffic at the merge onto the Parkway and almost hit the car ahead. Ayan rolled down the window and heard yelling as Hamid got out to investigate the gridlock. The voices morphed into rhythmic chants that made Ayan uneasy, bringing back memories of being in the midst of a column of Shia mourners flogging their backs during Muharram. He was in a place he didn’t belong.

 Frenzied demonstrators began to run past the Paykan shouting, “Marg bar Shah! Marg bar Amrika!” One of them lagged, as if caught on the stretched edge of a rubber band pulling him back to his pursuers. He was just a boy, sixteen at most, a Persian Adonis, with delicate features and a tentative beard, and as he sprinted past the Iran Power car, looking back anxiously at the men giving chase, a crack in the treacherous road felled him.

 Two men in track jackets and jeans threw themselves on the teenager and handcuffed him. One dug his knee into the boy’s spine and repeatedly slammed his captive’s face into the asphalt, while the other kicked him mercilessly.

 The boy’s mouth and forehead spurted blood. A kick caught his jaw and sent a shower of teeth and saliva onto the road. A dark wet patch spread out from his groin, down to the end of his jeans, and formed a pool by his sneakers.

 Ahead, the shouting stopped. Engines revved and tires squealed as the protestors sped off. The impatient traffic began to move around the brutal tableau.

 Ayan’s fists clenched. He pushed open the door and yelled, “Stop!”

 The man who had been kicking the boy pulled out a pistol.

 Hamid reappeared and pulled Ayan back towards the Paykan.

 “No! No! Ayan Agha!” Hamid said as Ayan resisted. “SAVAK! Please go back in the car! They will kill us too!”

 The driver put his hands together and bowed to the approaching man. “Excuse us . . . please forgive us,” Hamid said. “This Agha works for Shah, Iran Power . . . he is a foreigner, he doesn’t understand.”

 The man pointed his gun at Hamid and then at Ayan, then at Hamid again.

 Hamid dropped to his knees and continued pleading and pointing to the Iran Power logo on the Paykan as the man brought the gun to his forehead.

 Cars behind them honked.

 The boy on the ground stirred. The SAVAK man holding him down called to his companion.

 The agent with the gun waved Hamid off contemptuously. He swaggered back, lifted the barrel of his pistol, and brought it down on the boy’s head with immense force.

 “Oh my god, the bastards,” Ayan said, clutching Hamid’s shoulder as the two SAVAK men dragged the still, bloody body off the road and onto the sidewalk.

 They made it to the Parkway in silence, escaping the city through the Touhid Tunnel and onto the Navvab Highway and the Behesht-e Zahra Expressway.

 Ayan’s stomach churned. His fists were still clenched. His heart raced, and his damp shirt clung to his body.

 Hamid’s fingers teased the scar that curved from his ear to his mouth.

 “That boy’s death is nothing for SAVAK, Agha Ayan,” he said in Farsi, abandoning the hesitant English he practiced on the way to work. “They kill anybody, everybody, even Ayatollah Khomeini’s son! These dogs martyred him in Najaf yesterday!” Hamid looked at Ayan in the rearview mirror, his voice rising. “They lie and say he died from sickness! The imam in my mosque, everybody, we all know SAVAK killed Mostafa Khomeini! For no reason! He was a just a scholar and a religious man. Shah and his family are immoral infidels! But Ayatollah’s voice reaches us through his tapes and gives us courage. In forty days, there will be an Arbaeen to mourn the martyr Mostafa Khomeini—also for this boy they murdered just now. Many people will come.”

 Ayan broke eye contact and picked up the newspaper, reading desultorily. His chest felt heavy and constricted, his mind a swirl of images: the boy running, falling, dying; a father beating his chest in anguish; a mother collapsing on the floor, inconsolable.

 “Ayatollah Khomeini is not afraid of anything because he is the Mahdi,” Hamid continued with unerring conviction. “He is our twelfth imam returning to liberate us from Shah and his Amrikan and Israeli masters! As has been promised, Inshallah. Alhamdulillah!”

 What to say to a man with such religious certainty?

 Nothing.

 Ayan rubbed his forehead and looked out of the window.

 The Tehran-Qom Highway opened up in front of them, the surrounding land sparsely populated. The terrain, the atmosphere, and everything around was painted in dispiriting hues of beige. Pipes and funnels of a vast petrochemical complex dominated the landscape, and flames from the refinery burn-off defined the skyline to the east. Smoke and sand kicked up by a brisk northerly wind had vanquished the crisp, clear morning.





CHAPTER 2

The executive butler flashed gold-plated incisors in a smile of triumph after the silver breakfast tray he was carrying rested safely on the desk. Ayan nodded encouragingly. Amir Agha’s hands were trembling more violently than usual, and one of these days, all that Caspian Sea caviar, lavash bread, and feta would end up on the floor. Amir Agha backed out of his office, his shoulders drooping obsequiously as he slipped past Colonel Heydar Hosseini, Iran Power’s security chief.

 Hosseini stood straight as always, stretching his five feet nine inches to the limit. His full head of hair, parted on the right and almost completely grey at forty-five, was neat. His dark blue suit highlighted his broad shoulders and slim hips—a good tailor had disguised a surprisingly undisciplined waistline.

 Behind the distinguished look and avuncular potbelly was the SAVAK enforcer of Iran Power. Every major company in Iran had a man from the Shah’s secret police in its ranks. Ayan tensed, the killing on Pahlavi Avenue replaying vividly in his mind as the Colonel sauntered into his office.

 “A good holiday, Ayan Agha?” Hosseini said, his craggy features arranged in their usual sardonic expression. “I hear you’re having fun, enjoying Iran.”

 “I just rest on weekends, Colonel,” Ayan said casually, turning his attention to a file on his desk to diminish the man’s air of authority. “This one was no different. I took a couple of extra days off so I could be here on this Monday, recharged and ready to be worked to death by Iran Power again.”

 “Baleh, baleh,” the Colonel said, smiling. He walked over to Ayan, invading his space with the honey and amber musk of too much Paco Rabanne.

 Hosseini retrieved a handkerchief from his breast pocket and dusted the portrait of the Shah on the credenza behind Ayan’s desk, fidgeting with the frame and the miniature Iranian flag placed next to it until the arrangement satisfied his eye. He patted Ayan’s back patronizingly and then returned to neutral territory, sitting down in the chair opposite his desk.

 Ayan knew what was coming next.

 “‘Come, sing of wine and minstrels . . .’” Hosseini said, his manicured hands punctuating the quote from his legendary hometown poet, “‘. . . seek less the secrets of life; none has solved—nor can—this enigma with the logic of mind . . .’”

 The Colonel arched an eyebrow and waited, considering Ayan with melancholy brown eyes.

 He started each morning by opening Hafez’s Diwan and claimed that the lines his eyes fell on inspired his day. It was a Persian custom, the Colonel had said, a characteristic of a poetic people who returned to their literary and philosophic greats to knock the dust off their souls.

 It was ironic that the SAVAK man used Hafez’s wisdom for this purpose, thought Ayan cynically. At any rate, Hosseini reveled in poetic jousts, and Ayan had learnt to respond to him with a quote from Ghalib or Tagore. An ode to sentiment and intuition from the Bengali poet seemed an appropriate follow-up to the Hafez lines Hosseini had thrown at him.

 “‘A mind all logic is like a knife all blade . . .’” Ayan said mechanically, without the theatrical flourish he normally used to match Hosseini’s grandiose presence, “‘. . . it makes the hand bleed that uses it.’”

 Hosseini brought his hand to his heart in a gesture of approval.

 “Kheili khoobe! Kheili khoobe! Agha Ayan, I feel a great affection for you,” he said. “You and I share much; we know that truth is sensed—that only mediocre people try to comprehend life through analysis, following straight lines to nowhere—and we both love beautiful women! Please convey my regards to your friend Gaby, the best-looking foreigner in Iran. With your permission, I would enjoy taking her to dinner.”

 He knew she was Ayan’s girlfriend, but that meant nothing here. “Girlfriend” was just an invitation to join in the fun with a loose woman, get some for yourself—definitely if she was European.

“You have already tried your luck with Gaby,” Ayan said, shaking his head and standing up. “Why keep getting insulted?”

 He walked the Colonel to the door, savoring the three-inch height advantage he had over the man.

 “Perhaps I have some reason for hope,” Hosseini said slyly. “And I have important information for you that we can discuss later, perhaps during our management walk around the factory or after. For now, I leave you with some more of Hafez’s wisdom: ‘I make love in hopes this noble art will not disappoint me . . . For that beauteous face I pray for a beautiful disposition to keep our heart from any remorse or indisposition . . .’”

 The Colonel nodded and exited right, towards his office a couple of doors away.

 Ayan exhaled slowly. The Colonel was just playing his usual games. Outside his window, Iran Power was awake and humming. Workers on forklifts stacked transformers in neat rows in front of the warehouse. Delivery trucks were lined up to take them across the country and all over the Middle East. He had the finances of a major public company under his care. How about concentrating on that?

 Ayan drained the glass of chilled water and turned towards the stack of files on his desk. But it felt trivial, indecent almost, to work on banalities like inventories, cash flows, accounts, and Iran Power’s stock price. Images of the morning’s events—brutal, shocking, insistent, of dreams bleeding out onto the blacktop of Pahlavi Avenue—were all he could think about.

 He felt depressed and anxious even as the presence of visitors from abroad forced him to refocus. Hauser, who had flown in from Germany, was at Ayan for hours to clear payment for the goods SA Stuttgart had delivered to Iran Power for its planned expansion in Qazvin, something that was not going to happen because the arrogant German executive from the affiliated company had not been convincing about the pricing. Ayan pretended to listen to Hauser. His limited concentration today was directed at the problem the banker Ben Arnold had created that afternoon by pulling out of the financing syndicate for Qazvin. First National’s thin-lipped, perennially anxious regional boss had bizarrely suggested that Iran Power Qazvin could be providing the infrastructure for nuclear weapons that the Shah was surely planning to develop. “Not my view, of course, but Washington’s, and we’re a regulated entity,” Ben had said. Ayan had recovered from his incredulity, given the banker assurances, customer lists, repeated the argument that Iran’s growth required the additional 23,000 megawatts of power the Shah wanted to generate from nuclear plants because high-priced oil had to be preserved for export. The leading companies in Europe were fighting for the business; why not run on Iran Power’s inside track?

 He’d failed to move Arnold, but Nader wanted the American bank in the syndicate to keep the others from becoming too greedy. He couldn’t give up, though he should have known better than to ask Nader to sign the guarantee letter Arnold had drafted. The boss had no problem making verbal promises. Written commitments were another matter. He knew that! Why had he sleepwalked into a humiliation? Nader had dismissed him with an irritated look and a comment about bankers being desperate for business of this size in a time of recession. “Make them compete,” Nader had said, tossing the letter into the wastebasket. “Handle it. This is easy.”

 Ayan escaped Hauser when it was time for the weekly end-of-day senior management inspection of the factory with Nader. He sped up to catch the management posse that was approaching the warehouse, one of his responsibilities. Ayan glanced at the inventory status report as he walked, thinking about his next move with First National. There was one more play left: Mr. Ten Percent, the man with the cigarette-and-scotch-seasoned voice, Firouz Akhbari, entrepreneur and senior advisor to the Ministry of Energy, and part of the tribe of “connected to the Royal Family” aristocrats who made their living making introductions, facilitating imports and exports (lucrative 10 percent hand-in-the-till sort of stuff)—nothing so plebeian as doing real work. They ran things in Iran. Firouz was a big deal. A letter of assurance from him saying that Iran Power would remain a civilian enterprise should be enough for First National; and Firouz might do it. It reflected reality, and he liked Ayan. This Iran Power job, even the fact that he was still living in Tehran, was because of a chance meeting with Firouz that had gone well. Firouz had placed him in this company. He was invested.

 The stop at the warehouse was brief. Ayan had selected the right man to manage inventories: Bijan, trained in Germany and Japan, knew how to avoid bottlenecks as well as waste. The management team moved on to the fabrication and assembly building, and the head of manufacturing and Nader started a detailed discussion with the supervisors.

 Ayan left the group and found a bench in the sun. The smell of oil, the flares of welding guns, and the rat-a-tat-tat of fabrication were hard on him. On some days, Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance, a present from Gaby, helped him feel less estranged from the world of these engineers. Gaby was an engineer too—she dealt with machines all day, loved the details of what she did. She said great engineers and great artists thought about vastly different things, but met on the common ground of Arete—they shared an obsession with excellence, with doing things perfectly; and that was how one side could understand the other, as Zen explained so brilliantly. Sometimes, this insight helped—made him more interested in the work of his technical colleagues. Today, it would be a forced crossing, an effort he was in no mood to make.

 A whiff of cigarette smoke drifted over from workers leaning against the metallic walls of the enormous manufacturing hub. Gaby smoked occasionally; he never did. She’d once asked him to light a cigarette and pass it to her—and thanked him by kissing him with a mouth full of claret. The slow exchange of the wine, the cool menthol on her breath, and the taste of her tongue had driven him crazy with desire then; the memory of it made him frantic for her now.

 Ayan started as the Colonel sat down next to him heavily.

 “So,” he said, “Ayan Agha, what are we going to do about Gaby Faber’s exit permit?”

 “Gaby?” Ayan asked with a frown. “Why are we talking about her again?”

 “You don’t care that Gaby is leaving Iran?”

 “She’s not leaving!” Ayan said angrily and stood. “She travels all the time. She probably needs the exit permit for work.”

 “Ayan Agha,” Hosseini said, “Gaby Faber has just asked for an exit permit, not the usual exit and reentry visa. She’s also given notice to Iran Air. You know that, my friend?”

 Ayan looked down at Hosseini.

 “Ayan Agha, I can see you’re upset. Don’t worry. I can delay her departure for a long time, you know,” Hosseini said, placing his hand on his chest. “I’m at your service. Just ask, and I will block her application. It will give you time to persuade her to stay.”

 “Thank you, Colonel, but you don’t need to involve yourself in this. Gaby is my concern—not yours.”

 “I’m only trying to help,” Hosseini said.

 But his triumphant smirk gave him away. The bastard was enjoying this.

 “Don’t. Mind your own business.”

 Hosseini got up. “No need to be rude, Ayan Agha,” he said. “But you’re not yourself. That’s understandable. I won’t take offence. Please remember I’m here for you, whenever needed.”

 The Colonel walked back into the manufacturing building.

 Ayan slammed his fist on the door as it shut behind Hosseini.

 The Colonel came back outside and looked at Ayan with raised eyebrows.

 Ayan turned and walked away, his breathing fast and shallow. Walked straight to his office, called for Hamid, and left. Let Nader and the team wonder why he’d skipped the debriefing. He had nothing left. He was done for the day.





CHAPTER 3

Hamid had regained his composure. It would be a quiet trip to Shemiran, and for that, Ayan was grateful. Soon, he’d be home with Gaby. She would reassure him, tell him she had a routine reason for the visa, exit permit—whatever the hell it was. She wasn’t going anywhere.

 A sense of dislocation in Iran, of laughing together at the many absurdities of life in Tehran, may have brought them together. But something much more than an expatriate connection had developed between them. He was sure of that. “I love you, Ayan. Keep thinking I’m more than I am. I need this faith you have in me.” Hadn’t she said that last night?

 He closed his eyes, sliding through memories from that flight to Tehran from Kuwait. There was the beautiful flight engineer greeting passengers and pausing to smile at him with more than professional interest, it seemed. What to say? Too slow! She turned towards the next passenger.

 He heard himself describing her green-brown eyes and extravagant dimples to his friend in Iran Air and pleading for her phone number.

 “That’s Gaby Faber. She’s booked by Captain Bahman. Number one girlfriend. She’s in love with him, like all the women in Iran Air. No chance, buddy,” his friend had said.

 No problem, actually. He knew how the game worked in this town.

 He was calling and talking to an answering machine, waiting, calling again, talking to that answering machine again . . .

 Hamid yelled at a pedestrian he’d narrowly missed, dragging Ayan back to the present.

 Ayan sat up, saw no harm was done, and leaned back into the back seat of the Paykan. He flexed his shoulders, trying to pull them down and back, and drifted back to the sound of a phone ringing on a gloomy Friday afternoon.

 “You met me on a flight?” Gaby Faber was saying. “You’re the one who flew to Kuwait and back with me on the same day?”

 “Yes! I’m glad you remember!”

 “Actually, I don’t. I’m just repeating the message you left. How did you get my telephone number anyway?”

 “I’m connected.”

 “I’ll be angry if Iran Air gave it to you.”

 “Don’t be. I’m harmless. I thought we could meet for a drink.”

 “Why?”

 “Perhaps we could be friends. I would like that.”

 She laughed. “Yes, you would, wouldn’t you! This happens quite a bit with us. Passengers try their luck. Sorry, I don’t have time. Bye!”

 She had hung up. He called back immediately.

 “Don’t be annoying,” she said.

 “Wait! How about tennis; do you like to play? Or we can go water skiing? Hiking?”

 He had kept her talking—about sports, the pleasures of being outdoors in Shemiran, and the importance of the Imperial Country Club lifestyle that Tehran afforded its expatriates—until she agreed to meet for a game of tennis.

 Club Veyssi, where they were to play, was his turf, an intimate private facility that the gregarious owner had developed into a social meeting ground for Shemiran residents. He had met his best friends in Tehran—Darioush, Hassan, and Nick—there and felt comfortable amongst the friendly staff in the pro shop and in the cozy bar and grill that looked down on the tennis courts.

 His comfort and practiced nonchalance evaporated when she strode into the lobby, looking even more beautiful than he remembered.

 “Hello,” Gaby said, shaking his hand with a confident grip. “I suppose, again! What a charming club! All these terraced tennis courts, gorgeous flowers. I love the dark pink geraniums. It was such a surprise to turn down a lane in the middle of so many villas and see this oasis! And everybody’s been very nice to me. You must be an important person here.”

 “I come often and tip well,” Ayan said, trying not to stare at her long, toned legs. “It’s my sanctuary from Tehran’s madness.”

 “I can see why,” Gaby said. “I should take time to do more things like this.”


 She wasn’t a very good tennis player, but she was competitive and pushed herself to chase after every ball.

 A perfectionist, Ayan thought. He’d happily fly any plane she piloted.

 When they stopped for a water break, Gaby said, “You look very professional. I should have told you I’m a beginner. You must be bored.”

 “No,” he said. “It’s wonderful to see you again.”

 She shot him a look that made his heart leap.

 After forty-five minutes of rallying, Gaby was done. She sat down on the courtside chair, and Ayan’s attention was drawn to the adjoining court.

 Shapour, one of the few unpleasant members of Club Veyssi, was berating Abbas, a ball boy who was filling in for the busy club pros. Ayan had taken a particular interest in Abbas. He’d first noticed the young fellow hitting a tennis ball against a wall using a wooden plank. His hand-eye coordination was superb; Ayan was moved to buy him a tennis racket. Now the talented kid was developing fast, but he was still a couple of years away from being able to deal with a bully like Shapour.

 It was time to mediate.

 “I’ll be right back,” Ayan told Gaby.

 He gave Abbas 50 tomans, sent him off to the clubhouse, and calmed the irate Shapour by promising to play with him shortly.


 “That was nice of you,” Gaby said as they sat on the patio and refreshed themselves with melon juice.

 “Perhaps too nice. That jerk Shapour is skulking about, waiting to collect.”

 Gaby took a last sip of her melon juice and stood up. “Well, I have to go now anyway. I have a taxi waiting. I have to work the Athens flight tonight. Thank you. I had a lovely time.”

 “As did I,” Ayan said. “I know you called back, but here’s my number again.”

 He wrote it on a cocktail napkin and handed it to her.

 Gaby laughed and shook her head when she saw the heart he had sketched. She took the pen from his hand, crossed out the heart, and wrote, “Like you said . . . friends. That’s all I want . . . “

 She pushed the napkin back at him.

 Chastened, he escorted her to the taxi and held out his hand. She surprised him by turning her face and kissing him on the lips. And then she said, “I lied, a little, you know, about not remembering you from the flight.”

 How could he sleep after that!


 They played tennis a few times, and gradually, she let him pick her up from her apartment. Their idle chats in the car ranged easily across many shared interests—books, music, film, and travel. They started lingering for a cocktail after tennis, listening to the evening songs of bolbols, talking until the sun filtered to the intimate light of dusk. They confided in each other, sharing stories about family and home, life in Tehran.

 As the days passed, her hand stayed in his longer, and her kisses came closer to the real thing.

 And then, several weeks after the first tennis date, after what felt like a very long time, she changed their relationship.

 “Do you have a music system?” she asked as they were chatting at Club Veyssi one evening.

 “Yes, of course.”

 “I just picked up this Dylan tape. Let’s go to your place and listen to it.”


 An hour later, they were sitting on his sofa, martinis in hand, and listening to Blood on the Tracks.

 The soundtrack of that first time—“Tangled Up in Blue,” “Simple Twist of Fate,” “You’re Gonna Make Me Lonesome When You Go”—reverberated in his head. He shifted about in the car, reminded of the thrill he’d felt when she moved closer to him on the sofa, eyes closed, listening to the music.

 She was ready when the alcohol gave him the courage to kiss her.

 Her lips parted; she lay down and rested her head on his lap, allowed his hands to caress her breasts, breathing deeply as he moved down her stomach, tensing as he found her, responding to his touch, encouraging him.

 He’d watched her take off her clothes and pull off his shirt, then made her wait and wait . . . savoring the sight and touch and taste of all of her.

 “Come on!” she urged, reaching for him, taking over, uninhibited, demanding, irresistible.

 But she’d remained elusive, away on a flight out of town or busy with friends, even as he fell more and more in love with her. Then chance brought about another shift in their relationship. She had a fight with her roommate.

 “I’ve got to clean my place before I leave on a flight tonight,” Gaby said one day when he called to ask her out.

 “Take a break. You’ve got to eat. Have dinner with me. You’re like a ghost. You sure you live in Tehran?”

 “I would like to see you, but I’m busy. Like I said.”

 “I’ll come over and help.”

 “What, do my laundry?” Gaby laughed.

 “I’m good at ironing and folding.”

 “OK, but I won’t have much time, and you’ll hate my roommate, Anna. She’s a bitch.”


 The blonde woman who’d let him into Gaby’s ground floor apartment in Zafaraniyeh later that night had a book in her hand. She frowned at him through large, round spectacles. Her hair was stacked in a messy bun on her head. Her beige slip, white dressing gown, bedroom slippers, and irritated expression let him know his visit was intrusive. Her face was well-formed, and her eyes were an intense blue, but her brusque manner detracted from her looks.

 He liked the apartment. It was inviting and smelled of freshly baked bread. The large sofa and overstuffed chairs were upholstered in warm colors. His place looked Spartan in comparison. There was art on the walls here, warmer lighting, and markers of extensive travel in every corner: Persian handicrafts, Bavarian dolls, Masai bracelets, Sicilian pottery.

 “She’s in there—in her room,” the reluctant host said, pointing towards a shut door.

 So this was Anna.

 Her German accent was strong. Gaby spoke English fluently, in a hybrid English-American accent, perhaps because of her years in a Swiss boarding school while her father travelled the world as a Schering sales manager. There was no mistaking where Anna was from.


 He walked over to Gaby’s shut door, knocked, and let himself in.

 It was soon apparent that his domestic skills were not up to Gaby’s exacting standards. So of course, the best way to spend the evening was to lie on her bed, drink beer, and watch her efficiently go about her chores.


 After Gaby left for the airport, Ayan realized he’d left his car keys in her room.

 Anna had ignored him whenever he came out for food and drink from the kitchen and snubbed his attempts at being civil. Would she even let him back into the apartment?

 She didn’t.

 “Wait here,” she said. “I’ll get the keys for you.”

 As she handed him the keys, Anna said, “I know your voice from our answering machine.”

 “Really? I wondered if anybody ever picked up my messages off that device.”

 “I got it recently from New York, a PhoneMate. I’m sorry, but there was no way to avoid hearing your messages. You called a lot and used up most of my tape!”

 “I called just twice.”

 “Four or five times!”

 “No! Surely not! Anyway, I’m so sorry I bothered you.”

 “She’s a communist, you know.”

 “What do you mean?” Ayan said, startled.

 Cool blue eyes examined him through those glasses.

 “She supports terrorists in Germany and communists in Iran, has people over here all the time, drinking and smoking and saying bad things about the Shah. I don’t know what to do—she’ll have us all thrown out of this country!”

 “Gaby likes to discuss ideas. She likes politics and believes in helping people. She’s no communist. Believe me, I know her.”

 “A lot of guys know her. You’re not the only one.”

 She watched him with a hint of malicious satisfaction.

 “Men are here all the time to see her . . .”

 “All right! All right! That’s enough!” Ayan said sharply, turning to leave. “I know—we are friends, that’s all. Good night.”


 He’d thought Gaby probably had several admirers. It was not much fun to know that it was true. When he repeated Anna’s words to Gaby, he had used a teasing tone, camouflaging his disquiet.

 “She said what? That’s just rubbish!” Gaby had said, glaring at him. “And you believed her?”

 “I know about Captain Bahman. Who are my other rivals? Tell me. I’ll find out, you know.”

 “None of your damn business! I find possessive men very unattractive.”

 “I’m not being possessive—just collecting information so I can kill all these men Anna says come to see you. Slowly and cruelly.”

 Gaby erased a smile and frowned at him.

 “Stop! Enough already with this nonsense! Don’t listen to that jealous, frustrated woman. I can’t stand being around her! Genug! Das ist genug! I’ve got to find another place.”

 “Why don’t you come and stay in my apartment,” he’d responded offhandedly, not expecting a positive response. “There’s plenty of room, and you like the view.”

 Gaby had looked at him for a while. “I’m not happy with you right now. Insecure man, listening to Anna’s rubbish!”


 She called the next day.

 “Did you mean what you said—about me staying with you?” she said.

 “Yes!” Ayan replied, heart racing. “Of course, I did!”

 “Only for a short time. It’s just that I confronted Anna. Things were said, and now I have to leave.”

 Gaby moved into his apartment that evening.

 Khanom-eh Mohsen, watching with an approving smile, said, “Gaby joon khelli ziba hast, Ayan Agha! What are you waiting for? Marry her!”


 That had been three months ago.

 Now it was hard to imagine life without her.





CHAPTER 4

Ayan threw off his jacket and tie as he entered his apartment. He registered the large, suede fringed shoulder bag Gaby favored for travel and her overcoat draped on the raised handle of her pilot’s rolling bag.

 “You’re leaving? I thought you had a few days of rest between flights,” he said, embracing Gaby as she dressed in front of the mirror in the bedroom.

 “They’re short-staffed in Athens,” Gaby said. “I have to deadhead there tonight.” She looked at her watch. “But I may still have a couple of hours. I’m ready because you never know with these Iran Air drivers. There’s some food in the kitchen. Have a beer. I’ll join you in a minute.”

 She started running the lipstick over her mouth. Her short bob framed her oval face and accentuated her dimples; her chestnut hair had a hint of auburn in this light.

 Thoughts of questioning her about what Hosseini had said left his mind.

 He must have stared at her Hendrix T-shirt and tight flared jeans for too long.

 Gaby looked down self-consciously before meeting his gaze in her mirror.

 “Go!” she said, her eyes smiling.

 Ayan took the lipstick out of her hand and placed it on her dressing table.

 She turned from his kiss. “Go! Get yourself something to eat,” she said, pushing him away. “We have salad, salami, cheese, Bauernbrot . . .”

 Picking up her eyeliner brush, she returned to the mirror.

 Ayan came behind her and
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