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Arriving Budtime



New York – Spring’s Renewal 2021



  
    Forked lightning tears
   open New York’s dawn horizon. On the top floor of an eight-storey building, Dr. Abraham Macdonald, sleepless with the weight of today’s plans, stands at the window of his room. Through the soft rain trailing the glass, he sees the dark silhouette of the tall tower across the way. His gaze slides down, tracing 52nd Street to Fifth Avenue. Manhattan’s traffic giant lies dormant, and the neighbourhood breathes quiet. The hands of the wall clock slip past two and six. He thinks spring will arrive in three more hours.

Abraham walks down the hall to his recently departed son Ismail’s room. A few years back, Ismail and his architect wife, Mythra, built a house away from the city and moved away. Back then, their mother, Shirley, did not believe they would remain in the countryside. She left Ismail’s room untouched. “The kids will come back to us,” she used to say.

He glances around the room: the writing desk, the bookshelf, and a bed with a crisp white ironed cover. On the desk, he turns the figurine of the goddess of peace toward himself. Irene holds a naked child in her left hand, gazing at it. He remembers Ismail’s saying, “Intellect flourishes in the calm embrace.” His gaze falls on the four-season cross-pattern carpet. Velvet fibres shift beneath his feet. His eyes grow hot, The Chalipa rug, a keepsake from the late Rodman, dates back to the summer of 1973, half a century ago.

Abraham finds the family photo album and settles on the rug to leaf through it. As he turns the pages, his gaze lingers on a photo from three months ago. He and Mythra are sitting side by side, blowing out the candles on two cakes. One displays the number eighty, and the other forty-seven. Ismail stands by the Christmas tree, laughing at them. Abraham sighs and closes the album.

He showers in the en suite bathroom. While grooming, he cues up “Tie a Yellow Ribbon Round the Ole Oak Tree” by Dawn on his smart device. With damp eyes, he hums along softly, “I’m comin’ home, I’ve done my time…” While combing his long beard and silver mane in the fogged-up mirror, he spots a few auburn strands lingering among the grey and gives a bittersweet smile.

He steps out of the bathroom and sits on the edge of the bed. From the bedside table, he picks up a khatam marquetry photo frame. In it, a woman in a black chador cloak and a man with a dark beard stand among ruins with massive columns. Persepolis, before eternal repose. He kisses the photo and then puts it back.

Behind the frame, the answering machine blinks, a device he set up a few months ago to record calls and keep the house quiet for Shirley. Three messages from yesterday show on the display. He presses the play button.

With a voice that’s both hoarse and filled with excitement, Mythra speaks in English, her words touched by a soft, melodic Iranian accent: “Hello, Father. I wanted to ask if you could bring a dish of your seedlings for Haft-Seen or Seven-Seen with you tomorrow. I had grown cress and purslane for this year’s sabzeh, but they’ve withered. Your sprouts and Mother Shirley’s are always so lively and fresh. The bus will pick up the students in front of the central library tomorrow morning. My heart flutters, but I know that with you here, everything will go well. Looking forward to seeing you.”

Abraham looks at the poster on the wall opposite the bed, Anna’s Green Dream. In a lush meadow, a girl in a long floral dress with two braided red pigtails waves her straw hat toward a house with green gables. Below, in elegant handwriting, Ismail wrote: “Story-tellers rule the world.” Abraham recalls a trip to Prince Edward Island in Canada, where he visited this famous green-gabled house with his son, who was a student on the island at the time.

That day, Ismail said, “Father, they restored this nineteenth-century house to showcase a story, but now it’s become a shrine for tourists from around the world.” He went on, “Lucy Maud Montgomery, the storyteller from here, turned her hometown into a tourist destination with her stories.”

There, for the first time, Abraham spoke about his idea. “I have a plan about story that I’ll share with you when you get back to New York.”

These ten years have passed so quickly! I miss you, my son. Today’s groundbreaking ceremony is the result of all your hard work over these years. We had thought of everything except for the virus that took you away. He presses the button on the answering machine again.

SedSaleh, in a raspy and confrontational voice, speaks in Turkic, “I know about your plans. You’re advancing with lies and stories. You tricked us into losing the kid. You’ll pay for that. I’ll take every last penny from you. If you don’t give it willingly, I’ll make sure your own courts force you to pay. Don’t think I’m backing down just because it looks like I’m compromising. Give me a call.”

Abraham thinks, This unethical cleric won’t give up his selfish ways. Greedy and full of lies and accusations, he wants to block our path. I won’t let him get his hands on the school’s funds. He looks at the room’s green curtain, then rises and walks to the window.

In the darkness outside, only part of St. Patrick’s Cathedral courtyard and its lights is visible. In the past, even its spires could be seen from here. When the towering building across the street went up, it changed the view, leaving the church hidden behind it. For years, much of that house of God has been converted into a museum or exhibition space. Less than half a century ago, it was there that Abraham and Shirley exchanged their vows. “Before God and friends, I vow to love you unconditionally, in health and illness, in joy and pain, in happiness and sorrow. To laugh with you, to cry with you, and to cherish you as long as we both shall live.”

Abraham sits on the edge of the bed and presses the answering machine button again. 

A man says, his voice deep yet firm with a distinct New York accent, “Good evening, Dr. Macdonald. This is Oliver from the university clinic. Please accept my belated condolences. Your son left an important message that I need to deliver to you as soon as possible. I know about your schedule for tomorrow. Please call me tonight at any time that’s convenient for you.” 

Abraham writes down the name and number on a notepad, then rises and leaves the room.

 

He walks past the living room sofas and stops by the twelve-seater dining table. Stroking his chin, he studies the grand straw marquetry art on the wall. In the foothills of a vast mountain, two mythical birds sit side by side on a robust ancient tree. A small metal plaque in the corner of the frame reads: Homa and Qoqnoos.[A] He had commissioned it in the autumn of 1978 in Paris. Two dim bulbs glow through the grand chandelier’s glittering crystals. The book Sapiens[B] lies open on the table in the middle of the hall.

Abraham sits on the sofa and becomes engrossed in his book. After a short while, he closes the book, goes to the kitchen, and switches on the tea maker. He picks up a syringe filled with a nutritional paste from the fridge. Moving toward the master bedroom, his shadow darts into the room ahead of him. At the far end of the room, near the bathroom, an older woman lies on her back on a medical bed, breathing through her slightly open mouth. He places the syringe on the bedside table. He takes a candle from the side table drawer and lights it in the holder. The flickering flame sprinkles light over the bed and its surroundings. The scent of oudh and roses fills the air.

“Good morning, sweetheart Shirley. How are you, my love? I brought you breakfast.”

Shirley remains unresponsive. Abraham pulls her blanket back slightly, inserts the syringe tip into the transparent tube protruding from her abdomen, and slowly empties the paste into it.

Over the past two years, Shirley’s condition has worsened day by day. Last Nowruz, her Alzheimer’s hadn’t yet reached the point where she needed to be bedridden. Mythra and Ismail would gently tease their mother, encouraging her to remember her memories. Abraham pulls a handkerchief from the pocket of his robe and wipes the corner of his eye. Every year, Ismail would welcome the arrival of spring with the rituals of Nowruz. Last year, the vernal equinox came close to midnight. All three hands of the wall clock rested on the golden crest of its face—a gift from the Shah of Iran. He glances at his smart device, five-thirty. Not much time left until Saal-Tahvil[C], when everything starts to renew.

He scrolls through his contacts and presses the video call button. A smiling childhood photo of Ismail appears on the screen. It’s quickly replaced by Mythra’s radiant face, her eyes puffy and her voice choked with emotion, “Hello, Father.”

“Hello, Mythra-joon,” Abraham says, startled. “Oh, I meant to call your number.”

“I know you always think of him. In any case, I handle both numbers myself.”

Abraham’s face tightens as he sits on the edge of the easy chair beside the bed. “My dear, seven minutes remain until spring. I wanted to share this brief moment with you. I knew you were awake.”

Time passes speechless, with Abraham’s trembling lips, Mythra’s stifled sobs, and Shirley’s laboured breathing. Abraham leans back in the armchair and bites his lip. 

Mythra says, “Thank you, Father. I’ve been working on the plans since midnight to get them ready for today’s open-air exhibition. I thought you might be asleep, so I didn’t call. I waited for the sun to rise before wishing you well. I was sitting by the TV, waiting for spring. The rooster’s cock-a-doodle-doo in our yard took me back to last Nowruz. At the Saal-Tahvil, Ismail wished he could raise chicks this year. Do you remember?” She lets out a slight cough. “Your room is so dimly lit.”

“For Shirley’s comfort, it’s better to keep the light dim,” Abraham continues, “I lit a candle and sat beside her. I just got your message. Sure, I’ll bring the seedling, the sabzeh, as you call it.”

“Father, you’re always the solution-finder. By the way, Ismail’s hospital director called the school.”

“Yes, He left a message on the home answering machine, too. I heard it this morning. What does he want?”

“He apologized for not being able to tell me directly,” Mythra says. “Probably, he’s asking for financial help for their new building. News of your wealth is spreading everywhere.”

“I’ll go see him early in the week. I need to thank them for taking care of Ismail.”

Boom! Boom! The echo of cannon shots blends with the dohol drum’s beat and the sorna flute’s melody, spilling into the background.

“Are you watching the live Nowruz program?” Abraham says excitedly, “I like this music.”

“Yes, Father, I’m watching two Farsi channels, BBC and Manoto. Happy Nowruz! I hope you have a year full of health and joy ahead.”

“Thank you, my dear. Merry Chris… oh, sorry. Happy Nowruz! Old habits...” He smiles warmly. “It doesn’t matter if it’s Christmas or Nowruz, all these celebrations are meant to bring joy to people’s hearts.”

“You’re right,” Mythra says, “After all, you grew up with Christmas... I should go now. I’ll call Maman Anahita to wish her a happy new year. Then I’ll get ready to go to the library. Give Mother Shirley a kiss for me, please. And don’t forget your lovely mask, there’ll be lots of people around you today.”

“Yeah, I will,” Abraham replies. “The masks your friend Nitara makes are long and they cover my beard well.” After saying goodbye, he slips the smart device into his pocket and, looking at Shirley, whispers, “It’s time to open your eyes, my dearest.” He wets a cloth and gently wipes her eyes. Leaning close, he whispers in her ear, “My dear, our daughter-in-law asked me to give you a kiss.” He kisses her cheek. “Happy Nowruz!” Then he kisses her lips. “And this one is from me.”

Shirley breathes quietly. Ding! A text message notification sounds.

Abraham picks up the device and reads, “Good morning, Dr. Macdonald. I got your number from your daughter-in-law. I'd like to meet with you today if possible. Oliver”

He calls Oliver and, after a brief exchange of greetings, says, “Your team worked hard for my son, and I’m deeply grateful.”

Oliver replies, “Sir, this virus is beyond what we can handle. Even though the lungs aren’t too affected, the cytokine storm has really wrecked the immune system, turning COVID-19 into a relentless threat. It’s attacking multiple organs, the heart, blood vessels, kidneys, intestines, even the brain.”

“What made you think of me?” Abraham asks.

“Your son, in his final hours, asked for a pen and paper and wrote a note. He signed the page, sealed it in an envelope, and entrusted it to the attending to pass it on to me. The instructions on the envelope are clear, I’m to deliver it to you today. Where would you like me to bring?”

Abraham’s body trembles for a second. What could he have wanted to say in those last agonizing moments? Maybe he was afraid we wouldn’t celebrate Nowruz. His mouth dries, bitter. He bites his lower lip, tries to swallow. Cold creeps into his fingertips. “Could you read what’s written on the envelope for me?”

Oliver hesitates as if uncertain. “The deceased wrote,” he says after a slight cough, “‘Confidential and important! If I don’t survive, deliver this package to my father, Abraham, on March twentieth, during the Nowruz celebration.’”

Abraham places the smart device on the small table in front of him. He intertwines his fingers several times and then turns his gaze back to Shirley’s unconscious face. After a brief pause, he picks up the phone and says, “If you’re not attending today’s event, I can come by now to collect it.”

“I’ll bring it to you myself around noon. I know the way to Pelham Cemetery. I’m currently out of town,” Oliver replies, then adds, “I have a question, sir. I hope you don’t mind me asking. Is your event today a celebration or a mourning?”

“Dear Oliver,” Abraham says, “Ismail loved Nowruz and any joyful event. He wasn’t fond of mourning. He didn’t see death as an end. He believed that the happiness of the living brings joy to the spirits of those who have passed. He used to quote a poem by Sohrab, the Iranian poet, that says, ‘Death is responsible for the beauty of the butterfly’s wings.’[D] The birth of every beautiful butterfly follows the end of a caterpillar’s life.”

After arranging the details and saying goodbye to Oliver, Abraham stands still for a few seconds. He takes a snuffer from the desk drawer and extinguishes the candle. He reaches under Shirley’s bed, retrieves a full urine bag, and replaces it with an empty one. He washes his hands in the en suite bathroom and heads to the kitchen. Pouring tea, he sets a simple breakfast on the table and sits down. The orange morning sunrays stream through the living room skylight, casting square patterns on the straw-crafted artwork of Homa and Qoqnoos, patterns that slowly slide downward and dissolve. Abraham grips the warm teacup, savouring the taste and aroma with each sip. While he watches the shadows shift over the two mythical birds, a knock sounds at the door. He gets up and opens it.

Nitara, a young Indian woman in a pink maxi dress and a medical mask, greets him with a smile and steps inside. Mythra introduced her some time ago as Shirley’s respite caregiver.

Abraham welcomes her warmly.

Nitara hangs her shawl on the coat rack and rubs hand sanitizer into her palms. “I came early today because I knew you had an important event planned.”

“I already gave Shirley her breakfast,” Abraham says, then asks, “How did your second vaccine dose go?”

“I didn’t get Pfizer for the first dose, it was Moderna. I need to wait four weeks for the booster.”

Abraham nods in agreement. He picks up the book from the table and heads to his room. Placing it on the shelf, he sits down at his computer. After an hour of surfing the web and writing, he gets up and changes his clothes. He folds the sheet of paper from the printer next to his desk and slips it into his pocket. Turning to Nitara, he says, “I want to take one of those sabzeh dishes from the windowsill for Mythra.”

Nitara asks, “Is someone picking you up, or are you driving yourself?”

“I’m walking. It’s Saturday, the streets are quiet, and the air is clean.”

“Walking?”

“Of course,” Abraham replies. “It’s only a ten-minute walk to the library. I walked to the university on these two legs for years, and that was much farther.”

Nitara leaves briefly and returns with a dish of sabzeh, handing it to him.

Abraham grabs the wooden cane hanging from the coat rack. “Here’s the third leg.”

Nitara smiles, “What a beautiful shell handle. Is it from India?”

“The wood is ebony, from the Indian region, but the cane itself was crafted in Athens,” he explains. “It’s a keepsake from my grandmother, passed down from her father.” He places his cream-coloured fedora on his head and heads out the door.

East 52nd Street is still quiet. A few boxes are stacked near a spindly tree in front of an old, small diner. A middle-aged man is carrying them inside, one by one.

“Good morning, Nick!” Abraham says. “Thank you for the beautiful bouquet you sent for Ismail.”

Nick lifts his head. His face blooms up at the sight of Abraham, and he straightens up. “Dr. Macdonald, I read about your Foundation in the New York Times. Everyone’s talking about your work, especially your latest program. I made a small contribution not too long ago.” He sets the box he’s holding down by the door and slides it inside. “My wife read your new story, whatchamacallit, ‘Civilization and something,’ and liked it.”

“Dynamic civilization, narrator memento,” Abraham gently corrects him.

Nick smiles, “Oh yes, that’s it. Sorry, my memory isn’t what it used to be. My wife teases me, saying, ‘You French folks don’t like that story because it criticizes your statue.’ She’s of Arab descent. My friends say your writings are impressive. Despite my busy schedule, I must read this book of yours.” He raises his hand in acknowledgment of a passing car, his expression turning sombre. “Ah, Ismail, God rest his soul. Whenever he passed by, he’d greet us warmly. He was the gem of the neighbourhood since his childhood. Dr. Macdonald, we used to say that 2020 was tough, but the pain of 2021 in these three months has been unbearable. This March, New York has turned into a city of death. Things are terrible in France, too. Last week, several of our relatives in Paris passed away. I don’t know what kind of test God has sent.”

“Are the restaurants open?” Abraham gestures toward the boxes with his cane.

“No, sir. The City has only recently allowed takeout, but they haven’t decided on reopening the diners yet. Business will never return to what it once was.”

A cool breeze picks up, and Abraham buttons his coat and overcoat. He bids Nick farewell and continues toward the library, weaving through the vibrant, bustling towers.
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Chic Diva



New York – Summer 1958



  
    Multicoloured, twinkling
   lights rippled across the granite floor. Jazz musicians played cheerful and gentle melodies. Elegant men and women swayed gracefully in the grand hall of Harp. Guests gathered in clusters, whispering and chatting, bursting into laughter every now and then. Abraham, a handsome young man from Chicago, sat on the side, his eyes fixed on the scene. A light moustache had begun to grow on his face, and he styled his hair like Elvis Presley, the artist known as the King of Rock and Roll. After each song, a witty emcee with a handlebar moustache took to the podium, delighting everyone with a joke or a riddle.

The emcee began, “Ladies and gentlemen, tonight, Mr. Harp senior, with his youth empowerment strategy, is ready to pass the torch to the new generation. On this joyous night, I will present the company’s special prize to a clever young person. Let’s see who can solve the riddles. Ready? Alright, tell me, what is it that’s everywhere, but only successful people see?”

One person said, “Money,” and another said, “Mate, like a buddy.” There were other answers, but the host didn’t accept any of them. In the silence that filled the hall, Abraham raised his hand and said, “Opportunity.”

After a brief pause, the eloquent emcee broke the silence, “Bravo!” Everyone applauded. Abraham answered several more challenging questions as well. The emcee called him from among the crowd to the stage platform and, amid the excitement and whistles of the guests, presented his prize: a one-year special card to Harp’s Dry & Wet Clubs for two people.

Abraham had just finished high school and moved from Chicago to New York with his parents last week. His father, Frederick, had expertly managed Harp’s towers and hotels in Illinois for many years. Mr. Harp, the ninety-year-old German-born owner of the company, was preparing to hand over his position to his youngest son, Richard. Rumours were circulating within the company that, due to young Harp’s inexperience, Richard’s father had assigned Frederick to guide him. At that evening’s gathering, the senior Harp wanted the political figures and global executives of Harp to get to know the new CEO, Frederick. Frederick had recently started considering early retirement before turning sixty, when fate led him to New York. During this trip, he, his wife, and their son stayed in a suite at Harp’s five-star hotel.

⁂


On The First morning, when Abraham woke up, Frederick had already gone to Harp’s office. He asked his mother, Dilara, “Mother, why did we come to New York? When I asked Father in Chicago, he said, ‘You’ll find out when we get there.’”

Dilara rubbed her palms together. “They offered your father the position of CEO. At this age, we can’t afford to leap without looking. Frederick went to present our conditions. If they accept, great, if not, we’ll head back to Chicago.”

As soon as Frederick returned, Dilara and Abraham bombarded him with questions before he even took off his coat. Frederick gestured toward the round breakfast table by the window. The three of them sat around it. In a calm voice, he said, “To accept this heavy responsibility, I set two conditions. First, my wife should be my office manager, and second, we get a house close to my workplace. Anyway, they have their own constraints. They can’t meet every demand.”

“If they don’t agree, we’ll just go back to Chicago,” Dilara said.

“Oh, come on!” Abraham protested, “Don’t be so tough. Let’s at least give being New Yorkers a try.”

Frederick looked at Abraham, then at Dilara, and smiled. “Congratulations, Madam Chief of Staff, on your new position!” He turned to Abraham, “And Mr. Abraham, congratulations on the new house in Manhattan!”

“Did they agree?” Dilara asked with a blooming face. When she saw her husband’s smile, she exclaimed, “Wow! Are you serious? That’s wonderful!”

“Heavens to Betsy!” Abraham jumped up and clapped. “We’re officially New Yorkers. This is amazing!”

Dilara and Frederick stood up, embraced, and kissed each other. Dilara turned on the coffee maker and called the café to order a strawberry cake.

Abraham recalled his mother’s words in Chicago. Dilara hadn’t been satisfied with her work in that city. “This new facade design company of mine is turning out just like the construction consultancy, no one’s handing us projects. There’s too much competition, and it feels like they don’t trust women either.”

The next day, a representative from Harp came to the hotel and took them to see apartments in an eight-storey building on 52nd Street, a little further down from Harp Tower on Fifth Avenue. They liked a beautiful unit with a broad view overlooking the magnificent St. Patrick’s Cathedral.

The guide said, “We’ll have it ready for you by next week. You and your wife can come to the real estate office to sign the transfer forms.”

“What kind of ownership do these apartments have?” Dilara asked.

“The units in this building are transferred under a cooperative ownership system.”

⁂

At The Lively banquet celebrating Frederick’s appointment as Harp’s CEO, after Abraham received his prize from the mustachioed emcee, a group of young people gathered in a corner, engaging him in conversation.

Shirley, Richard’s sprightly young daughter, flitted among them, hopping from one conversation to another. She repeatedly tightened the knot of her green silk neckerchief under her chin and occasionally swept her golden bangs away from her eyes. Whenever Richard affectionately called her “my diva,” her mother, with a frown, would pointedly call Shirley “my chic.”

Rudy, a well-dressed blond whom his friends called Guberson, could be seen trying to catch Shirley’s attention. His father, Gober, was a candidate for state governor.

Irden, the tall, elegant server with raven-black hair that cascaded down to her slim waist, gracefully served the guests with wine at the gathering. Viggen, a slender young man, kept pace with Irden, carrying trays for her.

Amid all this, Abraham found himself ensnared in the throes of his first love, caught in a double temptation. Two charming and pretty girls captivated the warm-hearted Chicagoan, while two formidable and ambitious rivals kept him on his guard. Shirley, with her emerald eyes and lively demeanour, and Irden, with her captivating looks and gentle nature, swayed Abraham’s heart and gaze. On the other hand, Rudy’s sharp, frowning gaze with his fair complexion and Viggen’s sidelong glances with his darker skin made Abraham’s heart tremble.

The conversation among the young people turned to the popular saying of the day, “A man is known by his automobile.”

Rudy said, “As my uncle always says, ‘The car we drive reveals much about us.’ I’ve just ordered a chic French chariot that should arrive any day now: a Facel Vega Sport.”

“My daddy is obsessed with the three-pointed star of Mercedes-Benz,” Shirley said. “He’s almost as old as the company itself and from the same country. This year, they invited him to the company’s thirty-third anniversary celebration in Germany. Oh my God! He bought a black 190 SL, and the sound of its horn is sensational! But for me, it’s all about Fiat, especially the Hoffman 500 convertible, that’s the ultimate!”

Rudy smirked. “My dad says German women aren’t allowed to drive without their husband’s permission.”

Abraham raised his hand with fingertips pressed together, then snapped them open like a flower blooming. “That has nothing to do with Mademoiselle Chic Diva or our conversation.”

Shirley, her face flushed, glanced at Abraham, then stood with folded arms facing Rudy. “My father said that law changed this year.”

Abraham said, “Our country makes such great cars. Why should we buy foreign ones?”

Rudy sneered. “My grandfather says the same thing,” he said, turning to Abraham. “Times have changed, buddy. Where have you been?”

Everyone laughed, except Shirley and Abraham.

Shirley whispered to Abraham, “I’m made in Germany, born in Berlin. Am I not good?”

Abraham said, “My mother’s Turkish by descent, and my father’s roots are Irish. When did I say foreign is bad? I said local is good.”

“You said local is better,” Rudy butted in.

Abraham shot Rudy a glare and turned back to Shirley. “I’m proud of America’s achievements. Boeing just launched its first transport jet.”

A sweet female voice accompanied by piano and guitar filled the air.

Shirley’s face lit up. “Oh, this song ‘To Know Her is to Love Her’ is so beautiful. It’s by The Teddy Bears, they’re just three high school kids.” She stepped forward and extended her hand to Abraham. “Do boys from Chicago know how to dance?”

Abraham took Shirley’s hand. They stepped to the centre of the dance floor and coordinated their wave with the other couples.

Shirley murmured, “Just to see him smile makes my life... Abraham, what a sexy, cool scent you’ve got on.”

Abraham lifted Shirley’s hand and twirled her. “It’s Pinaura cologne, the brand belongs to my grandma Pinar.”

Rudy was engrossed in conversation with a French girl, occasionally locking eyes with Abraham. As the song’s last notes faded, Shirley’s mother signalled to her. Shirley apologized to Abraham and went over to her mother. Abraham left the dimly lit scene with its enchanting music and returned to the group of young people. Irden offered him a glass of wine.

Abraham said, “In Chicago, you must be twenty-one to drink if you’re a guy.”

“Guys? Are girls any different?” Irden asked.

“Yeah, girls from eighteen.”

“But here in New York,” Irden said, “there’s no difference, both guys and girls can drink at eighteen. Go ahead.”

Shirley’s laughter floated from behind Abraham. “Let my friend stick with Chicago’s rules.”

“And what about you?” Viggen asked Shirley.

Shirley replied, “I’m still too young for this stuff,” then burst into laughter and stepped back.

Every few minutes, Irden would offer Abraham wine, and each time, he shook his head in refusal.

Once, when Irden came close, Abraham thanked her in Turkic. “Teşekkürler, thank you!”

Irden and Viggen looked at him. Irden said, “Your Turkic is lovely! How do you know it?”

Abraham replied, “Ben Türküm, I’m a Turk. You have a bit of an accent that suggests you’re from Turkiye.”

Irden said, “Yes, I came here on a student visa. What about you?”

Abraham said, “I’m half Turkish. My grandmother came over during the turmoil of the First World War, from what was then the Ottoman Empire, now Turkiye and Greece. Since I was a kid, she used to tell me Anatolian and Rumelian tales in her Turkic tongue.”

Irden said, “Viggen is also a Turk, but he’s from Iran.”

As if he’d heard something new, Abraham asked, “Iran?”

Viggen said, “It’s Turkiye’s neighbour. You might know it as Persia. The Shah’s father changed the country’s name to ‘Iran.’”

Abraham said, “I’m not great with geography. Besides the US, I only know the names of three countries: Turkiye, Greece, and India.”

Shirley stepped closer. “My mommy’s a Qajar princess, pure Iranian.”

Viggen said, “How interesting! The Qajar dynasty ended long ago, but some well-known figures remain. Is your mommy from Tehran?”

Shirley replied, “She was born in America but speaks Farsi perfectly. Her father was a prince.” Then she turned to Abraham. “Come on, let me show you something cool up at the top of this tower.”

Abraham bowed his head slightly. “Of course, chic diva,” he said with a smile. “Lead the way.” He followed Shirley. Abraham saw Rudy watching them as they walked away.

Shirley approached the table where Richard was talking to Frederick and a few special guests. She stood to the side and fixed her gaze on her father. Richard’s cheeks were flushed. As he swirled the ice in his glass, he said to the blond man in a formal suit, seated with his back to Shirley, “Gober, no doubt you’ll win. I’d bet you’re the next governor.”

“I’m grateful for Harp’s support,” Gober nodded, then turned to the middle-aged man in the blue tie. “I hope you take down the Democrats and win that Senate seat. With a solid ally like you by my side, I’ve got everything I need.”

The Senate candidate gave Gober a nod, gesturing toward Rudy, standing behind Shirley near the column. Gober turned, and when he spotted his son, he said to Richard, “Rudy’s quite taken with your family.”

Richard replied, “Your son’s got real class. I like him.”

Shirley cleared her throat, drawing Richard’s attention.

“Yes, my diva?”

“Daddy, ask someone to open the door to the new greenhouse. I want to show it to my friend,” Shirley said.

Richard laughed. “You mean GG? The Green Gallery? Princess, my Diva, that garden’s staying shut until Gober makes governor, he’s planning to make a splash at the grand opening.”

“Oh, Daddy, please. Just get someone to pop that stupid lock, will you?”

Frederick bit his lip, and Richard’s face reddened as he forced a smile. He gestured to a staff member and instructed him to accompany his daughter. Shirley and Abraham left Rudy behind and went toward the elevator with the guide.

On the rooftop of the Harp skyscraper, beside a penthouse, stood a large greenhouse brimming with flowers and plants, its long, glass structure resembling a mythical unicorn. A small golden plaque read, “Flight in the Green Garden.” The man punched a code into the keypad by the door, and it opened.

Shirley told the man, “Thanks, I’ve got it from here.”

The man left. As soon as they stepped inside, the door closed behind them. A warm, humid breeze brushed Abraham’s face, and his feet sank into the long fibres of the artificial grass. A spacious, lush hall with unparalleled craftsmanship stretched out before him. The ceiling and walls were crafted from a network of glass panels connected to a delicate metal framework. Abraham looked at Shirley in amazement. Her eyes sparkled, and she giggled softly. The lighting and angles of the glass revealed a clear view of the illuminated western and southern horizons of New York, all the way to the sea. Low-walled sections displayed diverse pieces of artwork. Surrounding them were tropical trees like papaya, monstera, ferns, and other plants bursting with vibrant flowers and fruits. Small waterfalls, running streams, birds flying freely in netted tunnels between the leaves, and fish-filled ponds with croaking frogs created the atmosphere of a forest brook. An alluring fragrance filled the air.

From behind him, Shirley leaned closer and asked, “What’s that scent you’re wearing?”

Abraham’s gaze wandered over the intricate details around them. “I mentioned it downstairs, Pinaura. It’s made from Indian oud and Turkish rose. My grandma has had this brand since her youth. Her husband, who died in World War One, used to make this perfume.”

“It’s like we’re in a jungle, right? Do you like it here?” Shirley asked.

“I’ve never been to the jungle before, but yeah, it feels like we’re walking in the wild, just like in Hollywood movies.”

Suddenly, Shirley’s arms wrapped around Abraham’s body like a soft band from behind, pulling him tightly into her embrace. Abraham felt the pressure of a smooth, warm cushion on his back and saw Shirley’s fingers lock on his chest. His breath caught. He gently turned within the circle of her arms, instinctively sinking deeper into her hold. He slowly turned within Shirley’s embrace, finding himself face to face with her. They locked eyes. For a moment, time stood still. Their heads turned until their lips met, breaths mingled. The spark Shirley had kindled in Abraham flared, only to be soothed by the wetness of their tongues and the softness of their lips. Abraham felt a sweet ecstasy he had only experienced in dreams and remembered from a few movie scenes. The two lovers returned to the hall, hand in hand, their faces full of smiles and their hearts brimming with excitement.

Frederick delivered a speech laying out his vision for the company’s future. As he concluded, he called his wife to the podium and announced, “It is with great pride that I introduce the heart of my office, Dilara, the Chief of Staff and Secretary of the Board.”

Everyone applauded. Viggen and several other attendants guided the guests to the dining area for dinner. Amid the hustle and bustle, Abraham saw only two people: Shirley and Irden. This dual pull unsettled and tormented him.

The next day, Abraham went to Harp Tower with a bouquet to congratulate his father and mother. He saw Shirley in front of the elevators. After some small talk and reminiscing about the celebration, Shirley suggested they meet up outside.

Abraham agreed. “Alright, but I still don’t know New York. Where should we go?”

Shirley suggested, “How about Central Park? It’s just a few minutes’ walk from here. Tomorrow at two, on Cherry Hill, ok?”

⁂


The Day After, Abraham walked to the meeting spot. Shirley had arrived before him, leaning against a red carriage in the open area on Cherry Hill. The carriage driver, a tall girl in a white shirt, black leather pants, and boots with braided pigtails draped over her chest, was gently stroking her horse. At the centre of the hilltop stood a round stone fountain resembling a horse trough, with water bubbling from a small spout.

When Shirley spotted Abraham, she clasped her hands together and flashed a grin at the carriage driver. “See? My friend came after all.”

Abraham handed her a single yellow rose. Shirley’s eyes sparkled with excitement. With the carriage driver’s help, they climbed into the small, slightly swaying cabin. The girl sat in her place and gently tapped the horse with the whip, urging it to move.

With a mischievous glint in her eye, Shirley reached into her bag and pulled out a flowery cardboard box, handing it to Abraham. “This is for you,” she said, nudging him to open it.

Abraham unwrapped the gift. He took out an old leather-bound book and a gramophone record. Smiling at Shirley, he read the book’s cover, “The Garden of Saadi 1911.” Then he checked the record, “Red-Haired Boy 1923.” He said, “Such valuable things. Do you have a museum or something at your place?”

Shirley replied, “My mommy’s got a lot of stuff like that, came from her dad’s inheritance. This is a translation of poems by an Iranian poet from seven or eight centuries ago, and that record is an Irish song with banjo and guitar. I swiped both from Mommy.” She burst into laughter. “Just kidding. I called and told her I wanted to give these to that red-haired Irish boy. She agreed and said, ‘He’s a good boy.’ Mommy seems to like you, too.”

They rode around the park in the jostling carriage, discussing everything under the sun. Shirley kept insisting they spend more time together, while Abraham tried to steer the conversation toward studying. Shirley said, “You talk just like my mommy.”

⁂


Since Then, Shirley would often visit Abraham for help with her studies. During those visits, they shared a few kisses and caresses. Sometimes, Shirley would bring magazines or books about sex for him. Abraham would accept them with embarrassment and later, in private, learn things he hadn’t known before. Shirley would open up to him, saying, “Both my parents are always busy with their own lives. In that huge house, it’s just me and the workers. Daddy Richard is either in meetings or travelling all over for the company, and Mommy is on magazine covers almost every week or month. When they’re at home, they either argue or give each other the silent treatment.”

Abraham asked her, “Why does your mommy frown when your daddy calls you ‘my diva’?”

Shirley rolled her eyes. “You see, Daddy used to call her ‘my Princess’ or sometimes ‘Diva,’ but lately, he just uses her name. Now he calls me Princess and Diva. It’s like they’re looking for an excuse to fight.”

Abraham’s parents were caught up in the election campaigns at Harp. When Frederick and Dilara left for work, Shirley would use the key Abraham had given her to enter their home. She would tiptoe in and slip into his room. If Abraham was awake, he pretended to be asleep. Shirley would take a running start and dive onto him, immersing herself in him. The aftermath of the morning encounters was the lovers intertwining, with Abraham’s efforts culminating in a powerful release that made Shirley cry out. The mischievous demands of that chic diva never ceased. At first, she was disappointed by the unexpected rain and its unsatisfying end. But gradually, Abraham learned, and eventually, as the downpour of their romance subsided, they would both stretch out and relax on the bed. Shirley was fascinated with this rain and the ensuing ease.

After Shirley’s exams, her mother called Abraham to thank him for tutoring her. “I couldn’t believe it when I saw my daughter’s report card. My chic’s never done this well in her studies. I know you played a major role in her improvement.”

Around that time, tabloids ran headlines like, “Richard Harp and His Wife Are Splitting Up.”

Dilara threw Abraham a simple birthday party. That day, Shirley gave him the keys to a white Hoffman Fiat. Abraham initially refused the gift, but he eventually accepted the car after Shirley insisted, along with a note Frederick shared, “Son, this gift is for their victory in the election. Your mother and I made a significant contribution to them. They didn’t want to publicly show they were giving us anything.”

Abraham’s grandmother kept pressuring him to attend university. One day, Abraham headed to the state university to inquire about courses and admissions. He passed through the Gothic stone gates of Washington Square Park on Fifth Avenue, walking through the trees to reach the university campus buildings. After getting answers to his questions, he locked eyes with Irden on the staircase on his way back. They walked together to the park. In the green courtyard, they sat on a bench beside a pool with a tall fountain. The gentle whisper of the fountain and the trickling water from the cascades on either side of the pool mingled with birdsong.

Irden said, “I’m studying genetics. I also have a part-time job. What are you planning to study?”

Abraham replied, “My father studied management, my mother loves architecture, but I’m leaning toward medicine. My grandma, Pinar, always says, ‘In the end, my dear grandson will become a doctor and won’t let me die.’”

Abraham enrolled in biology to pave his way into medicine. Occasionally, he would see Irden at the college to exchange books and notes.

Rudy was studying law at the same university. Whenever Rudy saw Abraham from a distance, he would change direction. One day, Abraham was chatting with Irden and a few classmates on campus. Rudy and his friend passed by them. At that moment, Abraham made a comment about his friend’s shirt, making everyone laugh. Rudy glanced at his own clothes, thinking Abraham was mocking him, and yelled, “Jerk! A girlfriend isn’t like a shirt you can change daily!”

Abraham was taken aback and shot Rudy a sharp look, retorting, “I know what’s getting under your skin.”

Furious, Rudy stepped forward menacingly. The two grappled with each other. Once the dust settled, Rudy walked away with a bloody nose.

That same week, Shirley’s father invited Abraham to his office. After some pleasantries, Richard spoke in a fatherly tone, “Son, you’re like a part of my family. You’ve been a good friend to my diva. But you mustn’t be hanging around that girl, Irden, who used to be a worker at my company.”

Abraham responded, “I don’t quite understand what you mean by ‘mustn’t.’ No one’s ever told me what I ‘should’ or ‘mustn’t’ do.”

Richard’s face flushed, and he replied, “Governor Gober called me today. He said his son saw you with that girl a few times. And then you hit and broke Rudy’s nose. This kind of behaviour isn’t fitting for Frederick’s son.”

Flushed with anger, Abraham shot back, “I expected better from you. Ms. Irden is not just ‘that girl,’ and I’m not just ‘Frederick’s son.’”

The veins in Richard’s forehead bulged. “I invited you here today out of respect for your father. Shirley’s my whole hope. Until I know you better, I won’t let her be with you anymore.”

Abraham left without a word and slammed the door behind him.

For a while, Shirley didn’t contact Abraham. She eventually went to see him in secret, crying as she handed back the apartment key.

⁂


Abraham Stayed Away from the university for weeks and failed a few courses that semester. He spent his days at Central Park and returned home in the evenings so his parents wouldn’t find out he was skipping school. One night, Dilara handed him a note from Irden. Irden had given her number and asked him to call. After several attempts, Abraham finally managed to reach her. She was worried about his absence from school. They arranged to meet, and their visits became more frequent.

One day, hoping to get to know her better, Abraham invited Irden to a Turkish restaurant near the university for a date.

After dinner, Irden said, “Come over to my place. My friend sent me a bottle of vintage Şarap from Izmir.”

They headed to a nearby apartment where Irden lived with a few Turk roommates. Irden pulled a large, brown bottle from a delicate wooden box and handed Abraham a corkscrew to open it. While Abraham worked on pulling out the cork, Irden stepped out and soon returned holding an instrument.

Abraham was excited. “I recognize this instrument, it’s a banjo, right?”

“It looks like a banjo, but it’s called a ‘Jumbush,’ a Turkish instrument,” Irden replied.

Abraham said, “It’s got a beautiful bowl.”

“Yes, the metal bowl makes it beautiful, as well as durable and affordable. It was designed by a gunsmith who switched trades after World War One. He crafted the Jumbush from a blend of Eastern and Western string instruments.”

As Abraham poured the wine, Irden strummed the Jumbush. As they sipped Turkish Şarap, soft music filled the room, making everything seem to sway and dance. In this new chapter of their story, they embarked on an affair of love, crafting scenes so vivid that they discovered new depths of intimacy and savoured a fresh kind of ecstasy. Abraham’s initiation into the gate of the maiden Irden progressed so harmoniously that they sang in tune together, intoxicated by their shared joy. Their passionate entanglement was so intense that neither had imagined such desire or strength.

Abraham spoke to his mother about moving out to live with Irden. Dilara’s only response was a tearful silence. When Frederick found out, he was furious. He chastised Abraham for ruining his reputation with Richard by associating with Irden and fighting Rudy. Frederick’s accusations, coupled with Abraham’s frustration, quickly escalated into a heated argument. Fuming with anger, Abraham stormed out of the house. Irden tried to convince him to return home, but Abraham stood firm, refusing to go back. Determined, Abraham made up his mind to live independently, no matter the challenges. Together, Abraham and Irden realized they needed proper jobs to sustain themselves.

Abraham contacted people he knew, even seeking advice from the mustachioed emcee from the Harp gala. The man introduced him to a contact at a radio and television network. Abraham landed a part-time job in stage design. Balancing work and studies, he enrolled in short-term playwriting courses, slowly building his reputation by assisting the network’s writers.

The two lovers rented a small apartment near the university and named it ‘Lovenest.’ They created some of their most cherished and blissful memories in the Lovenest. After long days at work and school, Irden would tune the Jumbush, filling the air with Eastern melodies. Abraham would sometimes sing Western songs or get absorbed in his writing. Together, they cooked Turkish and American dishes, making a variety of breads and sweets. In that small paradise, they intertwined in love, working up a sweat as they explored the heights. At nights filled with joy, they closed their eyes on the love tale, and in the mornings, refreshed, they opened their eyes for a new story.

Abraham and Irden often spent their weekends with two close friends, Viggen and his inseparable companion, Mazyar. Viggen and Mazyar had rented a room in a basement. Most of their gatherings were at the Lovenest. During these gatherings, Abraham would speak Turkic and learn new things. Viggen and Mazyar often said, “You’re the only friends who don’t judge us.”

Irden had told Abraham, “I met Viggen while working at Harp. We’re like siblings. He’s not interested in women.”

Viggen’s mother was a widow from the city of Zanjan, and his father was one of the khans of Azerbaijan Province. Mazyar, an Arabic speaker from Khuzestan Province, had a Lor father and a Mazandarani mother. Viggen and Mazyar had met at a summer camp in Ramsar and were attracted to each other. Due to the distance between their cities, cultural barriers, and social pressures, they rarely saw each other. After finishing high school, Viggen revealed his sexual orientation and love for Mazyar. His mother tried unsuccessfully to change his mind. With the help of relatives, she sent Viggen to the US, hoping that distance would sever his connection to Mazyar. After Viggen settled in New York, Mazyar soon joined him.

They also faced many challenges in the US before finding couples similar to themselves. One couple shared a story with them. “We had a secret wedding ceremony among friends, with a supportive priest officiating. We sent the film roll to a reputable lab in Philadelphia to develop the photos. When we went to pick them up, they refused to give them back. When we insisted, they threatened to call the police. We gave up and left.”

On sunny days, the four went on picnics, where Abraham taught them fly fishing. At home, they played cards and talked about all sorts of topics. Viggen spoke English or Farsi with his partner but conversed in Turkic with Abraham and Irden. Viggen knew Iranian Turkic and was learning Istanbul Turkic from Irden. He insisted that Iranian and Turkish Turkic shared the same roots, while Irden considered Iranian Turkic a dialect of Farsi. Mazyar would tease them, making everyone laugh. He also had interesting things to say about his Arabic language and his mother’s Mazandarani language.

One of Mazyar’s remarks caught Abraham’s attention. “My uncle, a literature teacher, speaks of Mazandaran’s heritage, saying, ‘The Sialk Hills in Kashan show traces of eight thousand years of our history. The Scottish and Irish Gaels and the French Gauls share roots with us Iranian Gilaks. After the Arab invasion of Iran, they couldn’t penetrate the Alborz mountains to our land, where a Sasanian dynasty ruled for nearly two centuries. Once they had conquered from East to West, they reached our region, and the Silk Road became an escape route for Tabarstanis to China and Gilanis to war-torn Europe, long before England or France even existed.’”

Abraham and Irden’s joyful days passed like lightning. Sometimes, they went to the central library on Fifth Avenue near their Lovenest to study. They were fond of the statues of lions, Patience and Fortitude, in front of the library’s entrance steps.

Once, Abraham was studying in the library hall. Irden came to him and whispered, “We need to talk.”

They left the Rose Main Reading Room and walked into the bright, long corridor of the vestibule. Light streamed from the high windows above the three entrances, casting a glow on the marble floor and walls. Irden stared at Abraham’s shoes, then looked up and said briefly, “I’m pregnant.”

Abraham’s face lit up with excitement. “That’s great!” He added, “It couldn’t be better. Why the frown?”

“I can’t tell my family. It’s not acceptable to them, not without marriage—”

“What do you mean? Talk to your mom and see what she says.”

“Tomorrow after class, I’ll go to the phone office and call Turkiye.”

The next night, Irden said, “I spoke with my aunt. She warned me, ‘Don’t tell Baba-Haji or anyone else before you’re married!’” She continued, “My father, Baba-Haji, is a mullah. My family is strict and conservative. Thankfully, our Alawite Islam isn’t as strict as Hanafi Islam. But I ran to Istanbul to escape Baba-Haji’s endless ‘dos and don’ts.’ My aunt helped me a lot in coming to the US.”

“What kind of pressure?”

“He wanted to force me to marry my cousin.” She added, “My aunt says, ‘If the relatives find out you’re pregnant without marriage, they’ll brand the child a bastard, and that label will follow your scion forever.’”

Abraham said, “With what logic? This is trampling on love! Destroying an innocent’s future.”

One day, Dilara went to see them. During the visit, she said, “Frederick says, ‘I really miss the boy.’”

Abraham felt ashamed. He realized he’d been so absorbed in work and study for months that he hadn’t visited his parents. He mentioned it to Irden.

Irden said, “You always tell me to keep in touch with my family, so why are you hesitating to see yours?”

Abraham went to his father’s office with a bouquet. Dilara was also there. The look in his father’s eyes unsettled Abraham. They embraced and sat down to talk. Abraham shared his plans to marry Irden but refrained from mentioning her pregnancy. At Dilara’s urging, he agreed that he and Irden would dine with his parents every Saturday.

Abraham and Irden began preparing for their wedding and planned to travel to Turkiye once the baby was born. With guidance from Irden’s aunt and some inquiries, they found a mosque in Brooklyn on Power Street, where the imam was Turk. They called the mullah and arranged a meeting at the mosque. The mullah recognized Irden’s father and showed them respect. He then asked Abraham to recite the Shahada to confirm his conversion to Islam.

Abraham grew angry. “We came here to get married, not to convert.”

“You must be a Muslim to marry a girl from a Muslim family,” the imam replied.

“I’m not trying to ‘take’ a girl. I want to commit to the girl I love and build a life together. We each have our own beliefs and faith.”

The mullah folded his arms across his chest. “Islam doesn’t interfere with your religion. We respect the faiths of Moses and Jesus. But you should know that Islam is God’s final message and command to humanity, the most complete religion, with teachings more advanced than those of earlier faiths.”

Abraham glanced at Irden, who stood quietly beside him, then said to the mullah, “What kind of respect is it when you use ‘should’ and ‘must’ to pressure me to abandon my faith?”

The mullah murmured, “My dear, you have requested something from Islam, and I’ve explained its conditions. In Islam, faith cannot be forced. One must accept Islam through inquiry. God says in the Quran regarding faith, ‘Give glad tidings to those servants who listen to the word and follow the best.’ He’s asked, to whom should you give these tidings? To those who, after hearing the words, follow the best of them. Now, I won’t get into what the ‘word’ is, as this isn’t the place for that discussion. In America, you may be able to be together, but in Islam, it doesn’t work that way. Like business and trade, which every country has laws for, marriage in every religion has its own rules and conditions. This is God’s command, it’s not in the hands of individuals.”

They left the mosque. In the following days, they visited many places and sought advice but have yet to find a solution.

Frederick and Dilara found out about Irden’s pregnancy and the challenges with their marriage. Frederick was in favour of her having an abortion, but Dilara disagreed. Abraham thought, I wish they would let this love blossom into fruit.

One day, Frederick had something new to say to Abraham. “I’ve heard from an expert that in Islam, a non-Muslim man marrying a Muslim girl carries severe penalties, even execution. I’m worried about you. Dilara consulted her mother, and Pinar said, ‘The influence of mullahs in Turkiye is strong, and Islam is deeply rooted.’ This relationship is dangerous for you.”

Abraham was taking his final undergraduate exams, and Irden had already graduated. She was frequently nauseous.

Dilara made a new suggestion to Abraham: “Why don’t you take some time apart and think things through in solitude? Leave the decision about continuing your relationship and keeping the child up to Irden.”

Abraham consulted several mullahs, priests, and some of his professors, but only grew more confused. He and Irden spent hours discussing the matter. Ultimately, Abraham couldn’t find a better option than his mother’s advice. He informed Dilara, “I’ve made the hardest decision of my life. I’ve left the rest of the story to Irden. I told her, ‘I will accept whatever decision you make.’”

⁂


Abraham Returned To his childhood room. After that, he ran into Irden only a few times by chance. By the time of graduation, he had no news of her. He let no one into his bitter, tear-filled solitude and spoke nothing of his state. Around that time, he heard from his mother that Shirley had invited Dilara to her high school graduation party.

Soon, the news appeared in the New York tabloids: “Rudy Gober and Shirley Harp celebrated their engagement at the grand Harp Ballroom.”




  Chapter 3
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Estate



New York – The first day of spring 2021



  
    Sunlight glints off
   the snow by the trees onto the sidewalk. A few boisterous seagulls glide across the sky over Fifth Avenue. Abraham strolls toward the library. Two policemen and a group of youths struggle at the base of the library’s entrance steps. The officers yank down a banner while two youths struggle to lift the poles holding it up. Abraham recognizes his son’s slogan: “Unity of Easter & Nowruz: A Pathway to Peace and Wisdom.” A scattered group of masked youths stood, their voices raised in anger as they confronted the officers. One by one, they fall silent when they see Abraham. A wide-eyed, dark-skinned girl waves at him. Abraham says to her, “Good morning, Parvin, happy Nowruz, my dear. What’s going on here?”

Parvin runs toward him, slightly out of breath, and says, “Happy Nowruz, Abraham! These officers came and won’t let us sit.”

Abraham glances at the group of story students and says, “What colourful and cheerful clothes!”

Tears shimmer in Parvin’s eyes. “Some wanted to wear white or black, but I reminded them of Professor Ismail’s words: ‘The death of the body is not to be mourned.’” Then, with a tilt and a glance, he draws Abraham’s eye to the officers coming closer.

One officer asks, “Sir, are you responsible for these students?”

Abraham replies, “Why’d you ask?”

“We got a Code 10-67 from command. The library manager requested assistance, saying these youths have violated health protocols.”

A bespectacled woman rushes out the door, calling to the police, “Good day, gentlemen. Thank you for coming, but the issue’s been resolved.”

Abraham and the officers look up curiously at the woman.

She flashes her ID card, clipped to her waist, and says, “I’m the acting library director. The head librarian is in the hospital with COVID. I didn’t know what was going on here, but Ms. Mythra just called and clarified the situation. She assured me her students are aware of the health guidelines, and they’ve all been vaccinated. Please, go ahead. I’ll take care of this.”

The officers exchange glances and raise their eyebrows. They gesture toward Abraham and the students, then get into their car. Abraham nods gratefully and sits on the stone steps behind the banner. A flock of seagulls flies overhead, screeching, “squawk, squawk.” Among the students’ chatter and the soft murmur of the fountains by the steps, a gentle tune plays.

Parvin pulls her phone from her bag, glances at it, and says to Abraham, “It’s Mythra.” She turns aside and says, “Okay, I’ll let everyone know. See you soon.” She announces to the group, “Guys, the driver tested positive. Mythra’s finding another chauffeur. She might be late.”

One of the girls asks, “Ohh, does that mean we’re not going after all?”

A boy adds, “The city already shut the school, and now the driver’s got COVID too. Could our luck get any worse?”

Parvin replies, “Don’t worry, everything’s still on. A lot of important people have been invited.” She turns to the boy. “Remember what Ismail used to say? ‘In every hollow, something can grow. To a gardener, each pit is a pot.’” She murmurs, “Stay positive. The bus might be late, but it’ll definitely show up.”

A tune plays from Abraham’s pocket. He pulls out his device and reads a message from Mythra: “Father, we’ve got a replacement driver. I’ll be a little late.”

A male and female officer from the foot patrol walk past the library, smiling as they go. Abraham touches his forehead.

Parvin and a few students call out to the officers, “Happy Nowruz!”

The police exchange frowns and say to the students, “Perfect day!”

Parvin says, “Perfect Nowruz!”

As they walk away, the male officer spins on his heel, finger-guns at Parvin, and shoots.

One of the girls laughs, “What a hottie just shot his shot at you!”

Parvin chuckles, “Maybe he’s a hunter. Remember what Ismail said about the Pleiades, Parvin in Farsi, and Orion the Hunter?”

The girl nods and says to the boy beside her, “You tell.”

The boy clears his throat, drawing everyone’s attention. “This is what Ismail taught us about the Pleiades,” he says, imitating Ismail’s voice. “In Greek mythology, the bright cluster of the Pleiades, or Parvin, is like a flock of doves in the sky, and behind them, below, is the Hunter constellation.”

Parvin snaps her fingers and points at her classmate. “Bingo, right on!”

A tear slips down Abraham’s cheek as he remembers Ismail’s kiss on Shirley’s hand.
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Two Years Ago, Abraham and Shirley spent an evening as guests of Mythra and Ismail.

Mythra told her husband, “Sweetheart, your words and writing are straightforward, but your phrases and sentences are full of mystery and metaphor.”

Shirley snapped her fingers. “Well said! It’s like our son swallowed a dictionary.”

Ismail kissed Shirley’s hand. “Whenever Mother snaps her fingers, I kiss her hand. The best snapper in the world.” He brushed Mythra’s hair away from her eyes. “Sunshine, sometimes words aren’t enough to express an idea, so I use gestures and metaphors to avoid over-explaining. Father, with his vision and investment, and you, with your design and management, both perform your roles masterfully. I adorn the scene with myths.”

Shirley, looking at the painting behind Ismail, said, “Like this painting. In a beautiful setting, the impact of a story is amplified many times over.”

Ismail turned toward the painting. “Exactly. This is a slice of history. Cliff Spoon, an artist from Oregon, painted the open-air Theatre of Dionysus in Athens.”

Abraham looked around, noticing how Ismail had decorated every corner with symbols from ancient cultures. “I like this place,” he said.

“During the day, I’m at the school full-time, but this house is my sanctuary at night.”

“Whether it’s teaching, research, or managing the school, you play an important role,” Abraham said.

Shirley murmured, “Ismail cares for the school like a devoted gardener.”

“I just hope I’m not like Sisyphus, rolling a boulder near the summit every day, only to let it tumble back down the slope and then start all over again the next day,” Ismail said.

Abraham nodded. “That’s the reality of life. Through these experiences, we find the path to satisfaction and happiness.”

When Ismail completed his doctoral program, Abraham’s distant dream became within reach. Supported by Ismail, he established the school he had long envisioned and named it the “School of Story.” At that school, they established “Storyology” as a foundation for young people from various countries to learn the latest developments in storytelling, story analysis methods, and their impact on the fate of society. Over the past ten years, they had welcomed more than two hundred and fifty students from different cultures. The school’s programs became a key topic in family discussions. Although Shirley wasn’t directly involved in the school, she was the warmth and energy in their gatherings, motivating everyone.

In selecting students, they used carefully crafted questionnaires to identify creative, optimistic, inclusive, and ambitious individuals. The next step focused on the applicant’s motivation and leadership potential for “transforming educational systems,” especially in developing countries. Ismail and Mythra would each write their perspectives on the candidate’s profile. Ismail would always reference at least one myth in his evaluation.

Shirley once asked, “How do these tales help you?”

Mythra said, “Myths are fascinating, but I’ve wondered if, when selecting candidates, our true measure is the ‘tale’ or ‘logic.’”

Ismail met her gaze. “To make the right choice, we definitely need the basis of ‘logic.’ Judging without evidence or understanding is unacceptable. But in complex choices, any guiding sign is valuable. Artistic tale-tellers have embedded symbols and signs rooted in the origins of each society into myths. The collective wisdom of humanity has preserved, nurtured, and narrated these stories over a long time. In myths, we can observe a simple blueprint of growth processes and the roots of change in society.”

Abraham added, “Some of the people’s hidden desires and motivations are concealed in these tales.”

“And they’re great for entertainment, too,” Shirley said.

Ismail nodded. “Exactly. That’s the very reason for their popularity and endurance.”

“Ancient tales serve as a basis for today’s practical stories,” Abraham said.

Ismail replied, “Myths guide my evaluations. They help me design a better educational program for each student.”

Shirley asked, “How is a myth different from a tale or a story?”

Abraham lifted his index finger. “Mythology serves as a record of certain transformations in human civilization. These ancient tales, much like seeds of plants, encapsulate the essence of ancient cultures. The techniques of taletelling carried these messages through the stormy turns of history to reach us today. During the Renaissance, tales evolved into stories
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