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      ACT ONE


      
        Prologue


        Iran. 1988. Early March. An apartment in Tehran.


        It’s the middle of the night. Silence. Darkness. A boy, MEHDI, stands alone in the living room.


        A low buzzing is heard, which gets progressively louder. It might be the sound of bombing in the distance, or a plane, or a storm brewing. MEHDI stares at the ceiling, transfixed. He very slowly lifts his arm, until he is reaching above his head towards the ceiling, as if pulled by an invisible force.


        Suddenly the television comes on, blaring static and white noise. MEHDI stares at the TV. The static tunes into a state-sponsored news report on the current Iran–Iraq war. Images of the Iran–Iraq war and state propaganda illuminate MEHDI.


        A dark shadow suddenly sweeps across the room, enveloping it in momentary darkness. When the shadow passes, MEHDI has vanished.

      

      
        Scene One


        Late morning. The apartment is now bathed in daylight.


        Open-plan living and dining room. It’s comfortable, middle-class, modern, but with the odd hint of formality. There are sofas, a television, telephone, coffee table, lamps, books, family photos, house plants. A warm palette of oranges and yellows. There are heavy curtains framing the windows, a dark wooden dining table covered with a tablecloth, and warm patterned rugs. We can see the front door and a hallway. A mirror hangs on the wall near the door, there is also a place for keys and coats.


        At the back of the living area there are windows looking out onto the street below. Part of the kitchen can be seen through a doorway. There is a bin visible at the entrance to the kitchen. There is a door or a corridor leading off into the bedrooms. The apartment is meticulously tidy, except for a few toys, out of place, scattered on a corner of the carpet.


        The television is on. Images and sounds of the Iran–Iraq war on a local news channel play out into the empty living room.


        SHIDEH walks in from the corridor. She wears a T-shirt and leggings, she stops at the living room mirror, ties her hair up, inspects her face. She notices the TV is on. She doesn’t remember turning it on. She shrugs, walks over and turns it off.


        She prepares the room for her workout, a familiar ritual. The faint sound of shelling can almost be made out in the distance. She draws the curtains on all the windows. She shuts everything out.


        She makes space in front of the TV area, moves a coffee table or an arm chair out of the way. She notices something is out of place and fixes it, straightens a painting, centres a vase. As she walks back to the TV, she accidentally steps on one of the toys and cries out in pain. She nurses her foot, picks up the toy and throws it across the room, then tidies the rest of the toys away into a wooden toybox.


        She uncovers the video player from where it is hidden away under the TV. She pulls out a hidden box of videos and selects one, pops into the machine. It starts to play. It’s Jane Fonda’s workout tape from 1982. It beams out of the TV, filling the curtained living room with artificial light. SHIDEH starts working out to the tape. She moves intensely, the moves come to her effortlessly, as if she’s done them a thousand times before.


        She moves. She works up a sweat.


        She moves. Harder.


        She’s in full flow.


        And for a moment she begins to feel free…


        The phone rings.


        She ignores it. She lets it ring out.


        The phone rings again. SHIDEH gives in, pauses the tape and marches over to the phone. She picks it up, flustered, out of breath.


        SHIDEH. Hello?


        …


        No no I’m fine, just doing some exercises.


        …


        Yeah, Jane Fonda, how did yo–


        …


        He’s still at the hospital, should be back soon though. Shall I get him to call you ba–


        …


        No, she’s playing at the neighbour’s downstairs.


        …


        Why don’t I tell Iraj to call you back when him and Dorsa get ho–


        …


        Oh don’t worry about us, it’s actually really quiet in Tehran –


        …


        That’s all rumours, I don’t think –


        …


        Thank you, that’s very kind, but we’re fine here, we’re –


        …


        Hold on. I can hear someone knocking on the door, I better –


        …


        Of course. No don’t worry. I’ll tell Iraj to call you. Goodbye. Bye.


        She hangs up the phone. Rolls her eyes. She goes back to the video player. She presses play.


        She moves.


        She moves harder.


        She’s in full flow…


        The doorbell rings.


        SHIDEH gives up on her workout. She stops the video, turns off the TV, covers the video player and puts the box of tapes back in their hiding place. The doorbell again.


        She walks over to the door and grabs her headscarf from the coat rack. She looks through the peephole, discards the scarf. She opens the door. It’s MRS FAKUR, neighbour, friend, confidante. She’s dressed to go out; coat, bag and a headscarf loose around her neck. She holds an empty Pyrex dish in her hands.


        Oh it’s you.


        MRS FAKUR comes inside.


        MRS FAKUR. No need to sound so disappointed.


        SHIDEH. I thought it was Mr Ebrahimi for the rent.


        MRS FAKUR. Why are you hyperventilating?


        SHIDEH. I was exercising.


        SHIDEH walks over to the windows and draws the curtains open. As she chats to MRS FAKUR, she puts the room back as it was.


        MRS FAKUR. Good for you. I wish I had exercised when I was your age. Too late now.


        SHIDEH. It’s never too late.


        MRS FAKUR. That’s something only young people ever say.


        SHIDEH. I’m not young.


        MRS FAKUR. Also something only young people ever say.


        Where’s Dorsa?


        SHIDEH. At the Ebrahimis’ playing with the new kid, the nephew, what’s his name? A bit weird. Stares a lot.


        MRS FAKUR. Mehdi.


        SHIDEH. That’s right.


        Tea?


        MRS FAKUR. No no no. I’m on my way to the shops. Just dropping this off.


        MRS FAKUR holds out the Pyrex dish. SHIDEH takes it, inspects it and hands it back.


        SHIDEH. That’s not mine.


        MRS FAKUR. Yes it is. I borrowed it last week.


        SHIDEH. Not from me.


        MRS FAKUR. Oh it must be Pargol’s then. Silly me. You see what happens when you’re actually old? It’s an absolute nightmare. Brain like a sieve.


        SHIDEH. How is Pargol? I’ve been meaning to go up.


        MRS FAKUR. She’s stopped speaking to Mrs Ebrahimi.


        SHIDEH. Again?


        MRS FAKUR. Apparently, Pargol confided in her about her poor father’s incontinence, begged her not to breathe a word to anyone, but then Mrs Ebrahimi goes and leaves a big packet of adult nappies right on their doorstep, in plain sight, for everyone to see, and of course Pargol’s convinced she did it on purpose.


        SHIDEH. I’m sure she was only trying to be helpful.


        MRS FAKUR. I told her, that woman’s got the tact of an ox, but she means well. I know, me defending Mrs Ebrahimi? But that Pargol, she can be so headstrong.


        SHIDEH. She’s just stressed, she’s overwhelmed, seeing your own parent like that, day in and day out, it’s not easy.


        MRS FAKUR. You know my husband used to say
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