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In the foothills of Damavand​[1], where cold winds swept down from the snow-capped peaks and the scent of wild grass mingled with damp earth, Ardeshir lay inside a small tent on a canvas cot. A deep gash on his leg, sustained from a slip on the sharp rocks of Polur​[2], had festered and now reeked of infection. He knew there was no hope left. Mehri, his wife, sat beside him, her face a mix of anger, fear, and helplessness. The dim light of a lantern cast their trembling shadows on the tent’s walls. “Why did you let it get this bad, Ardeshir?” Mehri said, her voice thick with emotion. “We could’ve gone back to Tehran, seen a doctor.” Ardeshir stared at the tent’s ceiling. Mehri’s words passed over him like the cold wind outside. His mind was elsewhere, in the bustling streets of 1960s Tehran, in Café Naderi​[3], where he’d spent nights with friends debating literature and revolution, sipping coffee, dreaming of the great novel he never wrote. Now, in this isolated corner of Damavand, death loomed over him like the shadow of the mountain’s peak.

Tehran, 1966

Ardeshir was young, a passionate writer whose poems were published in literary magazines. But something was missing in him. Perhaps it was the spark that Khayyam​[4] had written about: “As the nightingale, drunk, found its way to the garden...” He was that drunken nightingale, but he’d lost his garden. In smoky cafés, arguing with poets and intellectuals, he felt something grand awaited him. But instead of writing, he attended lavish parties, mingled with women like Mehri from the affluent class, and slowly let his pen gather dust. One night, in a haze-filled café, his friend Pedram had told him, “Ardeshir, you could write a novel that shakes Iran. Why are you wasting your time?” Ardeshir had laughed, downed his glass of wine, and said, “There’s plenty of time, Pedram. I’m still young.” Now, in the cold tent on Damavand’s slopes, those words stabbed at him like a dagger.

Back to the Present

Mehri placed a damp cloth on Ardeshir’s forehead. “Do you think we can make it till morning? Maybe someone will find us.” But Ardeshir no longer held hope for rescue. His wound, now blackened up to his knee, wasn’t just a sign of physical decay; it was the regret that had festered in his soul. He looked at Mehri, the woman he once loved, but now only a shadow of that love remained. To him, she represented the life he’d chosen: comfortable, easy, but empty of meaning. “Mehri, do you remember that Khayyam poem?” Ardeshir said weakly. “The world is like a shattered glass, its state...” Mehri shook her head. “Is this the time for poetry? We need to do something!” But Ardeshir was no longer in the tent. His mind had flown back to the past.

Polur Village, 1971

Ardeshir and Mehri had just married. Tired of Tehran’s chaos, he decided to come to Damavand, the mountain he’d heard about in his father’s stories since childhood. “Damavand is like the Simurgh, Ardeshir. If you reach it, you’ll find yourself,” his father had said. But Ardeshir, on this trip, was only escaping; not from Tehran, but from himself. That day, during their climb, his foot slipped on a jagged rock, cutting his leg. At first, he brushed it off, but now, days later, the wound had turned septic, and there was no way back. Mehri had urged him to descend, but Ardeshir, with the pride that now cursed him, had said, “It’s nothing. I’m fine.”

Ardeshir’s Delirium

Night fell, and Ardeshir’s fever spiked. In his delirium, he saw an eagle circling above Damavand’s peak, free and unbound, as if soaring toward another sky. In his mind, he was that eagle, weightless, free from regrets and failures. He remembered the story he never wrote, about a man searching for truth but trapped in the mundanity of life. “Why didn’t I write it?” The question echoed in his mind like a bell. In his fevered vision, he saw himself in a small plane, flying from Damavand toward a radiant, white peak. The light from the summit was so blinding he closed his eyes. “This is it... this is the peak...” he whispered.

Mehri sat beside him, holding his hand, tears streaming down her face. “Ardeshir, wake up... wake up...” But Ardeshir heard nothing. The cold Damavand wind swirled through the tent, and the lantern flickered out. In the darkness, Mehri was left alone, with a silence heavier than the snows of the peak. The next morning, when the rescue team reached the tent, Ardeshir was no longer breathing. Above, in the clear sky, an eagle circled, as if searching for something Ardeshir had never found.
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